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This case study is a part of the report Learning from Consistently High Performing and 
Improving Schools for English Language Learners in Boston Public Schools.  The report 

and its companion report, Improving Educational Outcomes of English Language Learn-
ers in Schools and Programs in Boston Public School, are part of a larger project, Identify-

ing Success in Schools and Programs for English Language Learners in Boston Public Schools, 

commissioned by the Boston Public Schools as part of the process of change set in motion 

by the intervention of the state and the federal governments on behalf of Boston’s English 

language learners.  This qualitative retrospective case study, based upon interviews, document 

review, and observations, shares key themes found in one school identified for its consistent, 

multi-year out-performance of like schools in ELL outcomes during SY2006-SY2009.  The 

purpose of the case study is to share and illustrate key lessons that may be adapted and ap-

plied in other school contexts for the education of ELL students.  For more information on the 

methods used in this case study, please see the full report, Learning from Consistently High 
Performing and Improving Schools for English Language Learners in Boston Public 
Schools; Chapter 1 includes an overview of the study and methods and the Detailed Methods 

Appendix provides a complete description, including the identification of the site using mul-

tiple regression analysis and the qualitative methods used to study the site once selected. The 

full reports are available at www.cce.org and www.umb.edu/gastoninstitute.

The Research and Evaluation Team at the Center for Collaborative Education located in 

Boston, Massachusetts was established in 2000.  Its mission is to conduct research to inform 

and influence educational policy and practice to improve equity and student achievement.  

Therefore, the Team focuses on research studies and evaluations that are concerned with 

increasing educational access and opportunity for all students.  To meet its goal of building 

the capacity of educational stakeholders to engage in the inquiry process, the Team works 

collaboratively with clients to identify goals, determine purpose, and select appropriate data 

collection strategies, as well as decide on products that fit the audience and users.

The Mauricio Gastón Institute for Latino Community Development and Public Policy 

was established in 1989 at the University of Massachusetts Boston by the Massachusetts State 

Legislature at the behest of Latino community leaders and scholars in response to a need for 

improved understanding of the Latino experience in the Commonwealth.  The mission of the 

Institute is to inform policy makers about issues vital to the state’s growing Latino community 

and to provide this community with information and analysis necessary for effective participa-

tion in public policy development.

This report was prepared in fulfillment of the Gastón Institute’s contract (30957) with Boston 

Public Schools.  The Center for Collaborative Education and the Gastón Institute gratefully 

acknowledge the funding support for this project from The Barr Foundation and Boston Public 

Schools.
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A   �School Context

The Sarah Greenwood School (SGS) is a preK-8 

school in Dorchester dating back to the turn of 

the twentieth century.  During SY2009, this small 

school served 390 students, of whom 55% were 

native speakers of Spanish and 43% were students 

of limited English proficiency (LEP).  In the school as 

a whole, 67% of students were Latino, 29% were 

Black, and 2% each were White or Multiracial.  

Students are assigned to the school according to 

the BPS student assignment plan,16 and the school 

is one of three BPS schools categorized as Two-Way 

Bilingual Program schools.  

Of the 145 (86%) LEP students who took the MEPA 

in April 2009, 17 (12%) students were at MEPA 

Level 1, 11 (7%) were at MEPA Level 2, 45 (31%) 

were at MEPA Level 3, 58 (40%) were at MEPA 

Level 4, and 14 (10%) were at MEPA Level 5.  Over 

half of the second grade students had progressed 

to MEPA Level 4, and in fourth grade, over 90% 

were at MEPA Level 4 or higher.  

During SY2009, there were 29.2 full-time equiva-

lent (FTE) staff members at the Sarah Greenwood 

for a student-teacher ratio of 13.3 to one (BPS ratio 

is 12.8 to one).  Eighteen FTE teachers (62%) were 

teaching in ELL-related assignments.  Eighty-three 

percent were licensed in their assigned position, 

which is 15% lower than the district average 

(98%), and 73% of core classes were taught by 

highly qualified teachers, which is also lower than 

the district average of 96%.  In terms of the racial 

make-up of the teaching staff, 45% of teachers 

were White, 31% were Latino, and 24% were 

Black.17    

In SY2009, the percentage of students from low-

income households was higher than BPS district 

rates for both students of limited English proficiency 

(by 3%) and those who were English proficient 

(by 8.2%).  The mobility rates were approximately 

four percentage points lower for SGS students than 

BPS.  A smaller proportion of SGS LEP students had 

disabilities compared to BPS LEP students, while the 

rate for EP students was almost the same as BPS.
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Table 4.1.  Sarah Greenwood School Enrollment Defined by Native Language and English Language 
Proficiency, SY2009 

 Total All Sarah Greenwooda (390) 

Native      
Language 

Native English Speaker (NES) 
(166) (42.6%) 

Native Speakers of Other Languages (NSOL)   
(224) (57.4%)b 

English Proficient (EP)  (222) (56.9%) 

Language 
Proficiency NES 

NSOL-
EP 
(26) 
(7%) 

FLEP 
(30) 
(8%) 

Limited 
English Proficient (LEP) 

(168) (43.1%)c 

a Though the focus of the study is on the elementary grades, for context, we use enrollment numbers for the whole K-8 school.  
b Native speakers of Spanish were 96% of NSOLs. Other languages were all 1% or less of NSOL. 
c 162 (96% of LEPs) were native speakers of Spanish. Since the whole school is categorized as a Two-Way Bilingual school, all 
LEP students (and EP students) are in a program designated as an ELL program. 

 

 

 

Table 4.2.  Selected Student Indicators, SY2009a 

  SGS LEP % SGS EP % BPS ES LEP % BPS ES EP % 

Low Income (% Eligible for 
free/reduced-price lunch) 

94.6% 85.6% 91.6% 77.4% 

Mobility (% not in the same school 
for October and June) 6.0% 3.6% 9.8% 8.1% 

Students with Disabilities 13.7% 21.2% 17.6% 20.1% 

a LEP = Limited English Proficiency; EP = English Proficient; BPS ES = Boston Public Elementary Schools 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Report 2  

Chapter 4 Tables 
AND 
Sarah Greenwood Case Study Stand Alone PDF 

 

Table 4.1.  Sarah Greenwood School Enrollment Defined by Native Language and English Language 
Proficiency, SY2009 

 Total All Sarah Greenwooda (390) 

Native      
Language 

Native English Speaker (NES) 
(166) (42.6%) 

Native Speakers of Other Languages (NSOL)   
(224) (57.4%)b 

English Proficient (EP)  (222) (56.9%) 

Language 
Proficiency NES 

NSOL-
EP 
(26) 
(7%) 

FLEP 
(30) 
(8%) 

Limited 
English Proficient (LEP) 

(168) (43.1%)c 

a Though the focus of the study is on the elementary grades, for context, we use enrollment numbers for the whole K-8 school.  
b Native speakers of Spanish were 96% of NSOLs. Other languages were all 1% or less of NSOL. 
c 162 (96% of LEPs) were native speakers of Spanish. Since the whole school is categorized as a Two-Way Bilingual school, all 
LEP students (and EP students) are in a program designated as an ELL program. 

 

 

 

Table 4.2.  Selected Student Indicators, SY2009a 

  SGS LEP % SGS EP % BPS ES LEP % BPS ES EP % 

Low Income (% Eligible for 
free/reduced-price lunch) 

94.6% 85.6% 91.6% 77.4% 

Mobility (% not in the same school 
for October and June) 6.0% 3.6% 9.8% 8.1% 

Students with Disabilities 13.7% 21.2% 17.6% 20.1% 

a LEP = Limited English Proficiency; EP = English Proficient; BPS ES = Boston Public Elementary Schools 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



34	 Learning from Consistently High Performing and Improving Schools for English Language Learners in Boston Public Schools

In terms of engagement outcomes, attendance at 

SGS is 2.2% lower than BPS rates for ELL students 

and almost the same for EP students, rates of 

suspension about 3% higher than rates for BPS LEP 

and EP students respectively, and grade retention 

rates are slightly lower at SGS.  Academically, SGS 

students perform well on the MCAS tests compared 

to BPS students.  In ELA, pass rates for SGS LEP 

students are almost the same compared to their 

SGS EP counterparts, though a higher proportion of 

SGS EP students are proficient.  Compared to BPS, 

however, the proficiency rate is nearly three times 

that of BPS LEP students and almost the same as 

BPS EP students.  The MCAS Mathematics pass and 

proficiency rates  for SGS LEP students are higher 

than SGS EP students as well as BPS LEP and EP 

students.  In Science, SGS LEP students also perform 

well, though relatively small numbers mean pat-

terns could fluctuate due to individual differences.  

At the time of data collection, the school appeared 

to be in a state of transition.  Only nine of the 

teachers who had been employed at the school 

during the study period (SY2006-SY2009) were still 

working there.  The Principal during the study pe-

riod retired after 21 years in 2010, but still emerged 

as a strong presence in interviews with staff.18  Her 

strong vision is represented by the school’s mission 

statement for 2006-2009, which referred to “each 

child as an individual” and to the need for practitio-

ners to take a holistic view of children.  The school 

mission also highlighted safety, literacy, the belief 

that all children could and would learn, coopera-

tion among teachers, as well as collaboration with 

families and community.  

Our mission is to make our school a 
safe learning environment and to al-
low our students to grow in directions 
that will educate and prepare them 
for life.  We seek to produce literate 
and socially healthy students who are 
valuable to the community and the 
world.  We view each child as an indi-
vidual in a holistic manner.  Each child 
can and will learn.  As professionals, 
our mission is to open our hearts and 
minds, to work together as a coopera-
tive team, and to promote parent and 
community collaboration.  

“All our students are language learners” is one 

of the first statements we heard upon touring the 

school, shortly after being handed a fact sheet on 

school demographics, with students’ race, gender, 

and age presented in charts with a brief statement 

at the bottom that “English is not the first language 

for 58% of our students.”  During interviews, 

teachers and administrators distinguished between 

“bilingual” and “monolingual” students.  The 

term “bilingual” refers to students who arrive 

in school speaking a home language other than 

English – mostly Spanish – and who cannot access 

classroom work in English.  “Monolingual” is a 

Table 4.3.  Selected Student Outcomes, SY2009a 

  

Number of 
SGS LEP 
Students 
with Data 

SGS 
LEP % 

SGS 
EP % 

BPS ES 
LEP % 

BPS 
ES EP % 

Median Attendance 168 93.9% 95.6% 96.1% 95% 

Suspension 168 4.8%b 6.3% 2.0% 3.3% 

Retained in Grade 139 1.4% b 2.1% b 6.0% 4.1% 

Passed ELA MCASc 92.3% 93.2% 64.9% 80.0% 

Proficient in ELA MCAS 
39 

38.5% 63.1% 13.3% 39.6% 

Passed Math MCAS 82.1% 76.7% 61.8% 76.3% 

Proficient in Math MCAS 
39 

46.2% 37.9% 17.8% 34.1% 

Passed Science MCAS 60.0%b 77.4% 45.1% 72.0% 

Proficient in Science MCAS 
10 

40.0%b 15.1%b 5.3% 21.7% 
a LEP = Limited English Proficiency; EP = English Proficient; BPS ES = Boston Public Elementary Schools 
b Data for this cell is n<10.  
c MCAS data includes grades 3-5 for ELA and mathematics and grade 5 for science. While case study site selection looked at 
MCAS proficiency in ELA and mathematics only for students at MEPA Levels 3 and 4, here the purpose is to present outcomes 
for the school as a whole, thus we include all test takers as well as pass and proficiency rates. 
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designation used for native speakers of English.  In 

brief, although school staff talk about all students 

as language learners, a distinction is still made 

between sub-groups, which are labeled as monolin-

gual, bilingual, and also special education.  

Throughout the remainder of this study, we 

highlight many practices vis-à-vis ELL students that 

incorporate the values expressed in this mission 

statement.  First, we identify key themes that 

explain the school’s success with ELL students from 

the point of view of the school staff.  In the conclu-

sion, we incorporate our own analysis and compare 

the themes to existing empirical evidence and 

expert recommendations.

B   �Key Themes in Success with Edu-
cating English Language Learners

When the former Principal arrived at the Sarah 

Greenwood in 1989, the school used Transitional 

Bilingual Education (TBE) as the language program 

for its English language learners.  Under the leader-

ship of the former Principal, the Sarah Greenwood 

transitioned from TBE to a dual language program.  

Members of the school staff use the term “dual 

language” synonymously with other commonly 

used designations such as Two-way Immersion or 

the preferred BPS term, “Two-Way Bilingual Pro-

gram.” Currently, BPS defines a Two-Way Bilingual 

Program here:  

In this program, there are critical mass-
es of English language learners who 
represent the same primary language 
and who are in the same grade…Two-
way begins in Kindergarten, where 
students are instructed 90% of the 
time in a language in which they are 
fluent in English 10% of the time.  By 
third grade, the languages of instruc-
tion are 50% in English and 50% in 
the native language and continue as a 
50-50 model through the fifth grade, 
at which time students transfer to 
secondary schools.   
– �Office of English Language Learners, 

Boston Public Schools

The school’s change in language program was 

guided by a vision to provide equal educational 

opportunity for all students.  The transition was 

completed before SY2006, at which point the Sarah 

Greenwood was one of three Two-Way Bilingual 

Program schools in Boston.  The first theme de-

scribes the strategies used to build equity among 

students and teachers at the school through this 

ELL program model.  The title of this study, a Span-

ish translation of a verse from Martin Luther King’s 

“I have a dream” speech, illustrates the school’s 

strong commitment to validating all students’ 

identities.  In the second theme, we portray the 

importance given to collaborative work among 

adults for student success.  Collaboration was and 

has remained a prevailing modus operandi at the 

school.  The third theme illustrates what the school 

knew about its students and what it did to address 

their academic needs, along with non-academic is-

sues that might diminish their readiness to learn.  

  �Theme 1:  Parity for “Bilingual” Students  
and Teachers 

In the 1980’s, as in other Boston public schools, ELL 

students assigned to the building were placed in a 

Transitional Bilingual Education (TBE) program.  TBE 

separated ELL students from native English speak-

ers, at least in the first few years, to enable ELL 

students to learn content in their native language 

(Spanish) at the same time that they received 

instruction in English as a Second Language (ESL).  

When students became proficient in English, they 

were moved to regular education classrooms where 

they continued to learn solely in English.  Although 

this program worked well at some schools, at the 

Sarah Greenwood teachers reported that standard-

ized test scores were low.  Thus, in 1989, the for-

mer Principal was recruited to spearhead the school 

through a process of reform that would improve 

performance significantly.  Indeed, in SY2006 the 

Sarah Greenwood won a “School on the Move” 

award from EdVestors for continuous improvement 

of student outcomes.  

In re-designing the Sarah Greenwood’s language 

program from TBE to Two-Way Bilingual, teachers 

and administrators shunned any form of student 

segregation, including by language, in order to 

avoid possible inequities in learning opportunities 

for student sub-groups within the school.  Not only 

did staff reject the TBE model, but they also rejected 

the district’s strong endorsement of Sheltered Eng-

lish Immersion (SEI) after the passage of Referen-

dum Question 2 in 2002, which eliminated TBE.  
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It’s easy for the mainstream to say, 
“That’s for bilingual students.  We 
put a sign up – SEI classes over there.”  
But those kids are going to lose out 
because they’re not part of the main-
stream where everything’s happening.   
– former Principal

Instead, the Sarah Greenwood gradually, and 

in order to fit the specific needs of its students, 

developed a Two-Way Bilingual Program which was 

accepted under the new language policy provisions 

adopted when Question 2 passed.  

The Center for Applied Linguistics, a nonprofit 

that provides information, tools, and resources to 

improve educators’ understanding of language 

and culture, categorizes components of “Two-Way 

Bilingual Education” into four domains:  integra-

tion, instruction, population, and program duration 

(Center for Applied Linguistics, 2011).  Integration 

is defined as the practice of teaching “language-mi-

nority” and “language-majority” students together 

at least 60% of instructional time (ideally more) at 

all grade levels.  Two-Way Instruction means that 

all students receive instruction in English and the 

partner language at least 50% at all grade levels.  

The population component of a Two-Way Bilin-

gual program requires that there be a balance of 

language-minority and language-majority students.  

Finally, a Two-Way Bilingual program should begin 

in pre-K, Kindergarten or first grade and run for at 

least five years.  The language program at the Sarah 

Greenwood meets integration and population 

criteria clearly.  English language learners and Eng-

lish proficient students are integrated in the same 

classrooms in roughly equal numbers throughout 

their schooling.  

One of the main purposes of the dual language 

program was to create a safe climate for learning 

for all students at the school, particularly for Span-

ish-speakers who had been banned from speaking 

their home language prior to the arrival of the new 

Principal.  Instead of pursuing this implicit message 

that Spanish was a deficit, the school adopted a 

strength-based model that presented Spanish as 

an asset – thus the designation of ELL students as 

“bilingual” – and a resource for learning English.  In 

this way, the school set the ground for ELL students 

to develop positive identities connected to their 

family and cultural roots.  At the same time that 

Spanish was instituted as a language of instruction, 

the school highlighted the rich traditions of African-

American students, some of which were visible at 

the time we toured the school.  “Tengo un sueño,” 

began the translation into Spanish of a paragraph 

from Martin Luther King’s “I have a dream” speech 

posted on the door of the Spanish specialist’s 

classroom.  Finally, teachers repeatedly mentioned 

the spirit of inclusion, and of the collaboration they 

observed among native Spanish speakers and native 

English speakers as they helped each other learn 

the language they did not know.  

It was beautiful to watch the relation-
ship among monolingual and bilingual 
students as they helped each other 
with the language they knew best.   
– Teacher

Historically, the Sarah Greenwood adopted Two-

Way Bilingual as a program that normalized the use 

of Spanish and that set the grounds for developing 

a multicultural school that welcomed and recon-

ciled the learning interests of all students.  Not 

only were all students allowed to speak their native 

languages socially, but all received formal instruc-

tion in Spanish.  

We wanted children to be able to 
talk in whatever language they were 
comfortable.  It was important that 
everybody felt that they were going to 
be part of that community too – that 
everybody could become bilingual in 
the school.  So that’s how the Two-Way 
Bilingual program started.   
– former Principal

During SY2006-SY2009, a bilingual teacher was as-

signed to each grade level, one who spoke English 

and Spanish fluently.  Literacy and numeracy in-

struction in English and Spanish were provided to all 

students in the early elementary grades (K-1).  The 

ELL students in these grades were all at MEPA Levels 

1, 2, and 3.  After early elementary, as students 

moved up to the second and third grades, these 

ELL students were at MEPA Levels 3, 4, and 5.  The 

focus was on building students’ capacity to learn 

in English.  Indeed, school staff attributed their 

success to the adoption of the Sheltered Instruction 

Observation Protocol (SIOP).  Originally developed 

as a classroom observation tool, SIOP has become 

a widely used, evidence-based model for sheltering 

content instruction for English language learners 

(Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2004).  
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Author’s Note:  
“All Students Are Language Learners” 

 
When asked to identify the specific needs 
of Ell students, school leaders and teachers 
default to the statement “All students are 
language learners.”  The use of “all” infuses 
a measure of equality among the two pre-
dominant student sub-groups at the school 
– African-American students and Spanish-
speaking English language learners – and 
normalizes language learning as a universal 
task.  However, reference to “all” students 
as language learners can hide sub-group 
patterns that are best identified and ad-
dressed when disaggregated (Pollock, 2004).  

The school has excelled at highlighting the 
strengths of Ell students, but remains silent 
about the traditions behind African-Ameri-
can English (AAE), a specific kind of ver-
nacular English (some call it a dialect, others 
a language) with its own lexicon, syntax, 
phonology, speech events, and supporting 
scholarly literature (Green, 2002).  Instead, 
staff mentions of the Sarah Greenwood’s 
specific brand of dual language program 
end with a comment that the school adapt-
ed to its students’ needs—i.e., the needs 
of two linguistic minorities.  We also heard 
recurring references to the value of the 
Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol 
(SIOP) for all students because of the early 
introduction of “academic” English.  This 
conversation obscures the different needs of 
the school’s two largest student sub-groups 
when learning Standard American English, 
and the conditions under which what works 
for one subgroup works for all.  Distinguish-
ing more explicitly between the needs of 
Ells and of speakers of AAE, and develop-
ing an understanding of why and how an 
instructional approach is effective with both 
sets of needs, may help schools create sys-
tematic strategies for dealing with different 
patterns of language learning needs in their 
student bodies.  

I tend to be holistic, so that nothing 
happening in this school is just think-
ing about one section of the school.  
If it’s a good teaching strategy, it’s a 
good teaching strategy for everyone.  
So even when we’re looking at the 
SIOP, [we think] the SIOP is also good 
for monolingual students.   
– former Principal

From a structural perspective, the adoption of 

Two-Way Bilingual program resulted in the equal 

distribution of resources among all students at the 

school, ranging from classroom space to highly 

qualified teachers, paraprofessionals, classroom 

materials, field trips, and in-service training.  During 

SY2006-SY2009, each school staff member at all 

levels of school organization was responsible for all 

students.  The adult organizational structure reflect-

ed this priority as well.  The school’s instructional 

leadership team (ILT) included the Principal and the 

LAT facilitator, both seasoned bilingual educators, 

as well as ESL and regular classroom teachers.  An 

ESL-certified teacher collaborated with a regular 

education teacher in each grade level to provide na-

tive English speakers and English language learners 

with exposure to their home language (L1) and to 

the second language (L2).  

Over time, school staff reported adaptations made 

to the Two-Way Bilingual Program in response to 

emerging challenges.  For example, the students’ 

Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System 

(MCAS) performance after its introduction in 1999 

indicated that students needed increased exposure 

to English.  Furthermore, as ESL-trained teachers 

retired or departed, the school had difficulty finding 

highly qualified replacements, which in turn created 

challenges for the continuation of the Two-Way 

Bilingual Program.  By the former Principal’s own 

account, when faced with a choice between a 

highly qualified regular education and a less-quali-

fied bilingual teacher, the school favored the highly 

qualified teacher.  Another challenge to the school’s 

Two-Way Bilingual Program was the tendency of 

students who were achievers to leave the school af-

ter the third grade to attend schools with Advanced 

Work Classes (AWCs).  When departing bilingual 

students were replaced with monolingual students 

in the fourth grade, the new monolingual students 

did not have sufficient Spanish-language skills to 

continue in Two-Way Bilingual classes.  Unlike the 

earlier grades, which had roughly equal numbers 
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of ELL students and native English speakers, the 

school’s fourth and fifth grades typically enrolled 

fewer ELL students than native English speakers.  

In brief, the former Principal of the Sarah Green-

wood attributes the school’s success with ELL 

students to the successful development of an 

“error-free” learning community.  This safety for 

learning was also reflected in a sense of trust and 

camaraderie that changed the culture of the school 

to this day.  

  �Theme 2:  Change is Collaborative  
and It Starts with Adults 

When the former Principal entered the school, she 

reports, she found a staff divided.  Teachers were 

working in isolation, with scarce support.  There 

was a climate of distrust, coupled with low student 

expectations.  From the outset, the former Principal 

was determined to change this based on two 

general principles:  change starts with adults, and 

teacher buy-in is built through genuine collabora-

tion, not top-down direction.  Thus, the former 

Principal firmly set the stage for adult collaboration 

for the benefit of students.  The school did not have 

specialized structures (such as SEI classrooms, or 

ESL pull-out) to support the needs of ELL students.  

Rather, the presence of a Principal and of an LAT fa-

cilitator who were Spanish-speakers, who had been 

ELL students themselves, and who had received ex-

tensive training in language development, provided 

a structure to identify and address the needs of ELL 

students.  Bilingual teachers also were involved at 

all levels of school organization.  A crucial piece in 

the reform of the Sarah Greenwood was creating 

support structures conducive to transforming a cul-

ture of isolation into a culture of collaboration, in-

cluding (1) personally leading teacher study groups 

and modeling behaviors the Principal expected 

teachers to adopt; (2) using school organization to 

facilitate collaboration; and (3) using professional 

development models such as teacher study groups 

and Collaborative Coaching Learning (CCL) cycles 

to encourage experimentation and reflection.  

One of the former Principal’s reform strategies was 

to model the behaviors she expected her teachers 

to adopt.  For example, when children presented 

behavior problems, she modeled curiosity about 

what might be causing those behaviors rather 

than adopting a judgmental attitude.  One teacher 

observed the former Principal working with an ELL 

student, and it changed her attitude toward ELL 

students in general.  Indeed, explicit reference in 

the school mission to the fact that “all students can 

and will learn” serves as evidence that this belief 

was not taken for granted.  Modeling extended 

also to learning behaviors.  Rather than mandating 

changes from above, instructional leaders took it 

upon themselves to work collaboratively with teach-

ers in study groups, not just to design instruction, 

but also to help them select and prepare new ma-

terials, especially bilingual materials.  This modeling 

approach was also used by in-house and outside 

coaches who came to the school and demonstrated 

teaching strategies in the classroom.  

Collaboration was facilitated also by school orga-

nization, from the Instructional Leadership Team 

(ILT) to grade level team meetings (GLMs), student 

support team (SST), and teacher study groups.  In 

SY2006, the Sarah Greenwood ILT was large,19 in-

cluding representatives of different levels of instruc-

tion, different subgroups of learners (ELL students, 

native English speakers, special education students), 

and different curriculum content areas.  Members 

of the ILT used (multi) grade level team meetings, 

and teacher study groups to share information and 

hear feedback.  Grade level teams were organized 

by grade span (K0-K2, first and second grade, third 

and fourth grades, fifth grade, and middle grades).  

One of the advantages of this cross-grade structure 

is to allow teachers to discuss student performance 

across grade levels, and to brainstorm support 

strategies that can be sustained from one year to 

the next.  

…. and I have information from the 
prior year.  And I can see that they’ve 
been having problems before, I will 
ask, “How long have they had that 
problem?  And what did you do to 
help them?”   
– Teacher

Teachers and administrators reported that the cur-

rent structure of student support teams (SSTs) was 

also in place during SY2006-2009, and that they 

included teachers, students, parents, and a coun-

selor or special needs coordinator if the student 

had one.  These teams met monthly and served 

as a supervisory structure to ensure that teachers 

and students stayed on a plan to work on a range 

of issues, from academic to emotional20 to family 

issues.  Also in place at the time were Teacher 

Study Groups, which consisted of groups of six to 

eight staff members, working across disciplines and 
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grades in collaborative professional development.  

TSGs met once a week during common planning 

time while specialists covered their classrooms, 

during union-approved professional development 

time (EdVestors, 2006).  They were the primary 

vehicle for Collaborative Coaching and Learning 

(CCL) cycles.  All school staff participated in study 

groups, initially facilitated by coaches, the Principal 

and the LAT facilitator; eventually this responsibility 

was transferred to teachers, generating leadership 

opportunities, and greater buy-in to reform efforts.  

Teachers report that study groups and CCL cycles 

were at the root of school change.  CCL was an 

instructional coaching model developed by Boston 

Plan for Excellence that the district launched in 

SY2002.  The program was based on the premise 

that the best professional development is “sus-

tained, collaborative, and connected to classroom 

practice” (Boston Plan for Excellence, 2003).  Bos-

ton Plan for Excellence describes a CCL cycle as a 

six- to eight-week period in which a team of teach-

ers and an instructional coach work together.  Each 

cycle has three main components.  Teams meet 

to review and discuss readings and relate them to 

classroom practice.  Classrooms become lab sites 

where participants take turns demonstrating lessons 

and analyzing their effects on students during a 

debriefing meeting.  Coaches provide one-on-one 

support to teachers when they are in the process of 

implementing new practices.  

The former Principal remembers that one of the 

first school-wide study subjects was inference and 

higher order thinking skills.  When she asked the 

staff to define inference, she realized there was no 

consensus on the meaning of this term and how to 

teach it.  Immediately, teacher study groups ordered 

best practices literature to understand inference, or 

rather, as they found out, different kinds of infer-

ence, how to teach it, and how to assess it.  Teach-

ing of inference went beyond the realm of literacy, 

reading and writing.  Math and science teachers 

also adopted instructional practices to promote it 

in their classroom.  Indeed, math instruction was 

overhauled in 2007 when the school brought in a 

Robotics and Engineering program developed by 

the Tufts Center for Engineering Education and 

Outreach with the purpose of building higher order 

thinking skills, in addition to math skills.  

In addition to developing inquiry and assessment-

based practice, Sarah Greenwood teachers 

attributed the collaborative climate of the school 

to CCL cycles.  By turning their school into a “lab 

site,” teachers worked with coaches (both in-house 

and external) who trained the teachers, encour-

aged them to try new teaching strategies, and also 

encouraged them to observe and be observed by 

colleagues and coaches for constructive feedback.  

A specialist … would come in and 
we would work on a specific skill 
each week for the month.  And then 
she would come in at the end of the 
month and come observe us and see 
how she could help us…

It was tied to our practice.  If we had a 
problem, we could say, “Listen, I tried 
X, Y and Z; it’s not working.  I tried it 
this way, I tried it that way.  Can you 
come in and help?”  She would also 
do modeling, … “Okay, we’ll try this.”  
And we’d come back and talk about it.

We’d plan for the whole year, the 
books we were going to use, the cur-
riculum, everything.  We’d just map it 
all out with her.  	

So if we were all here and the students 
were here, I might teach a lesson or 
somebody else might teach a lesson.  
And then we would debrief and we 
would talk about the lesson and how it 
went.  We’d have goals ahead of time 
of what we wanted to look for.  So 
it was basically peer observation and 
watching.  I found it to be very helpful.

Teacher reflections about CCL cycles

One example of work done in TSGs was related to 

a curriculum gap identified when students were 

not performing well on the MCAS.  The gap was in 

the fifth grade math curriculum, and was closed by 

changing the curriculum sequencing so that units 

from sixth grade math were moved to the fifth 

grade.  In other instances, science and ELA teachers 

collaborated to provide writing opportunities across 

the curriculum.  

In brief, the Sarah Greenwood School’s success 

with ELL students is attributed to the successful de-

velopment of an “error-free” learning community, 

together with a sense of trust and camaraderie that 

changed the culture of the school to this day.  
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I don’t know if you can snapshot the 
comfort level that we have within the 
staff … that sense of ease that we can 
talk to each other.  And if it’s a bad 
day, I think, “Okay, what do I do?”  
And I just don’t have to wait.… I can 
go to anybody.  And I think that sense 
of community that we have in here, it 
really helps.  And I think the students 
notice that, they can recognize that.  
And I don’t think – if we didn’t have 
that comfort between each other, 
I don’t think it would have gone, it 
could go over to the students in the 
way that I teach.   
– Teacher

  �Theme 3:  We Know Our Students Well 
and Support Them

 In the previous section, we discussed relationships 

among adults as the first step toward change.  

This theme captures what it took for the school 

to sustain high expectations for all, with as much 

of a focus on ELL students as possible, given that 

the inclusive nature of classroom assignment and 

instruction made it hard to distinguish what worked 

for ELL students from what worked for all students.  

As mentioned previously, CCL cycles’ emphasis on 

inquiry created the foundation for the development 

of data-driven instructional design.  One such effort 

that is widely remembered in the school has to do 

with improving higher order thinking skills, infer-

ence in particular.  The Principal remembered that 

the need for a focus on inference was identified 

during a late-summer three-day professional devel-

opment retreat that the school conducts yearly to 

review student assessment data, identify strengths 

and weaknesses, and set instructional priorities for 

the upcoming school year.  

The assessment of student progress on inference 

helped establish regular in-house mechanisms 

for measuring student progress in other skills and 

content areas throughout the year.  For example, 

the school decided to focus on improving the first 

grade as a first step toward whole-school reform.  

Traditionally, the early elementary program (K1, K2, 

1) has been strong in order to give students a head 

start.  In the first grade, students were monitored 

closely to determine which Fountas and Pinnell Lev-

eled Books (available in English and Spanish) they 

were reading, and what kinds of inference were 

developed through those readings.  Monitoring 

took the form of teacher running records.  Today, 

the focus on inference is instituted as an area for 

ongoing improvement and as “good teaching” 

that moves beyond basic reading and vocabulary 

instruction.  

 I think one of the biggest things that 
we’ve found, pretty much across grade 
levels and subject matter is that we 
need our students to get better higher 
order thinking skills.  So they’re pretty 
consistent and pretty proficient at 
answering basic skills, demonstrating 
what that kind of evidence sort of 
makes them, like reading comprehen-
sion.  But we need them to go further 
than that, to be able to synthesize 
more information, evaluate many 
pieces of information, and then make 
an inference from it.   
–ILT member

Another example of the school’s ability to respond 

to individual student needs was the use of forma-

tive and summative assessment data.  According to 

interviewees, assessment drove instruction during 

the study period, SY2006-SY2009.  The Develop-

mental Reading Assessment (DRA), the Stanford 

Reading Inventory (SRI), writing samples, teacher-

constructed math tests, MEPA, MELA-O, and MCAS 

were all used to inform instruction.  Teachers disag-

gregated student scores on these measures by race, 

and also by language status.  Item analysis report 

summaries on the Spring MCAS scores were used 

to predict which students might not attain grade 

level skills the following year.  

These report summaries were examined annually, at 

a three-day in-service institute held in late August to 

examine student data and prepare for the upcom-

ing year.  One year, the school identified questions 

in the fifth grade MCAS that were not covered by 

district math curriculum and pacing guide until 

the sixth grade.  This gap was addressed through 

changes in sequencing.  
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“Push the Mainstream to Accommodate”

 

The former Principal came to the Sarah 
Greenwood as a seasoned educator and 
native Spanish speaker whose experiences 
learning and teaching English as a second 
language, as well as her extensive academic 
training, informed decisions she made as 
leader of the Sarah Greenwood.  In addition, 
her personal and professional experiences 
“helped us push …, always guided by the 
data.”  “Pushing” as a strategy to attain 
school reform goals was mentioned several 
times in the study.  Pushing refers to shift-
ing the school from a deficit to a strength-
based paradigm; to re-assigning bilingual 
and monolingual students of the same 
grade level to contiguous  classrooms after 
bilingual students had been relegated to a 
Transitional Bilingual Education program in 
a separate part of the building for years; to 
strongly encouraging previously estranged 
bilingual and monolingual teachers to work 
together, at first by having to share common 
planning time; to closely examining student 
data to develop and implement changes in 
instruction; and to leading teacher study 
groups in order to support teachers’ changes 
in curriculum and instruction.  All of these 
changes took place prior to the study years, 
and laid the foundation for success in that 
period.  

When asked about instruction that worked for ELL 

students, most staff members at the school speak 

about the Sheltered Immersion Observation Proto-

col (SIOP) and Readers and Writers Workshop as 

good instructional models for all students.  Teachers 

reported liking the scaffolding provided by Readers’ 

and Writers’ Workshop for teaching literacy – i.e., 

reading the story, asking questions, going back to 

the story, and re-reading it a couple of days later.  

This structure was found to give K-5 youngsters 

comfort and control over their learning.  As they 

gradually took on more responsibility for learn-

ing independently or in small groups, under the 

supervision of a paraprofessional, teachers worked 

closely with small groups of students who needed 

additional support.  

The SIOP, on the other hand, facilitated the 

sheltering of content accompanied with language 

instruction.  Like Readers’ and Writers’ Workshop, 

this instructional approach was found to be useful 

not only for ELL students, but for all students at the 

school, as was the early introduction of academic 

language.  Many instructional strategies endorsed 

by the SIOP were observable during classroom 

visits, including:  clear posting of language objec-

tives in relation to curriculum frameworks, the use 

of Spanish for clarification, and the multimodal 

presentation of vocabulary and new concepts.  In 

accordance with SIOP, teachers were observed 

presenting vocabulary through bilingual songs in 

early elementary grades.  By the time we observed 

classrooms, the school had acquired SmartBoards 

and iPod Touches that were designed to provide ac-

cess to the Internet on large screens, thus opening 

up a wealth of visual resources.  These resources 

were not available during the study period, which 

implied that the responsibility of designing and/

or finding already-made visual and audio materials 

rested mainly on teachers.  

In interviews with current teachers, they discussed 

the challenges they experience today teaching 

academic vocabulary, especially abstract words 

such as “heirloom,” “survival,” “blindness,” and 

“homeless people.”  A first grade teacher was 

observed introducing the concept “tradition” with 

visual representations of different cultural celebra-

tions, and by engaging students in a conversation 

about their own family traditions, such as birthday 

celebrations.  Another teacher reported teaching 

the term “weather conditions” by depicting differ-

ent kinds of weather, and using the more abstract 

term “conditions” to encompass all.  Teachers also 
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reported using mini-lessons to introduce topics that 

may not be familiar to students, such as the life of 

Helen Keller, prior to engaging in literacy activities 

involving her life.  Although these reports are con-

temporary, they are examples of practices recom-

mended by the SIOP.  

For students who were identified as academically 

behind through teacher observation or an assess-

ment instrument, the school offered three struc-

tures for additional academic support:  (1) support 

during the school day; (2) extended learning time; 

and (3) student support teams (SST).  In addition, 

practices of family engagement supported their 

achievement.

School Day Support

The former Principal arranged the school schedule 

to provide students with maximum opportunities 

for academic support during the school day.  During 

school support was, and continues to be, provided 

through slight modifications of the schedule, 

whereby students are pulled out during selected 

times and matched with a qualified teacher or spe-

cialist to work on specific needs.  The schedule was 

modified slightly in order to avoid interferences with 

ELA or math classes.  Sessions would occur in small 

time blocks, such as fifteen minutes during lunch or 

the last ten minutes of a specialty class.  

Extended Learning Time 

To supplement interventions during the school day, 

the school provided afterschool support.  Current 

administrators estimate that about 30% of all 

students were identified for reinforcement in math 

and English for afterschool support, and about two 

thirds of that number or 20% of students actually 

enrolled in programs.  Some areas that teachers 

currently recognize as requiring academic reinforce-

ment are (a) literacy, specifically communicating 

ideas and reading comprehension, (b) higher order 

thinking skills, (c) math, and (d) MCAS prepara-

tion.  Teachers reported that, currently, a majority if 

not all students in afterschool reading, math, and 

MCAS preparation were ELL students.  

Students who could attend before- and after-school 

support received grade-specific math and read-

ing tutoring from the school’s teachers.  Examples 

of out-of-school time support included “Guided 

Reading,” “Knowing Math,” and “Soar to Suc-

cess,” a direct teaching program focused on reading 

strategies such as visualization, reflection, and 

making connections (EdVestors, 2006).  Participat-

ing students therefore received a “double dose” of 

instruction.  Afterschool instruction was supervised 

by a member of the ILT to ensure continuity with 

materials covered in class that day.  Students were 

moved in and out of afterschool tutoring as needed.  

Student Support Teams

During the study period, the school had student 

support teams (SST), or “safety nets,” for those 

who needed support beyond the extended learning 

time offered during, before, and after the school 

day.  SSTs were, and still are, a multi-disciplinary 

group of specialists including an administrator, 

a special educator, an occupational therapist, a 

counselor (if relevant), and a bilingual teacher.  

SSTs meet once a week to assess student progress, 

student by student.  Student referrals to SSTs can 

be initiated by ILT members based on formative or 

summative assessment results; or by teachers when 

they observe that in class and extended-day support 

systems have not been effective.  

Support for the Whole Student Involves  
Support for Home Life

The school sees students holistically, as proclaimed 

in the mission statement.  This perspective means 

that there is an understanding that a student’s 

life outside the classroom and beyond the school 

impact academic performance.  “We know our 

students well” is an often-heard expression at the 

school in reference not only to students’ academic 

skills, but also to the student’s family context, 

socio-emotional health, and extracurricular needs.  

Knowing that each student’s academic performance 

is impacted by non-academic developmental needs 

within and beyond the classroom and the school, 

the Sarah Greenwood reaches out to families to 

learn about needs for economic and/or socio-emo-

tional support related to poverty, immigration, and 

neighborhood safety.  For example, during home 

visits conducted prior to the start of the school year, 

members of the staff identified and tried to meet 

material needs.  In one case, a teacher reported 

providing an extra mattress to a family whose 

school-age child was sleeping on the floor.  Parents 

also reported this sense of non-judgmental collabo-

ration between school and home that developed as 

a result of these actions. 

In addition, family involvement practices included 

elements of parent education for their children’s 

success in literacy.  The former Principal spoke 

about the importance of interacting with mothers, 

and focused on pointing out to them ways to rein-
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force their young children’s initial experimentations 

with writing.  Knowing that mothers were likely 

to dismiss their children’s doodling as not “real” 

writing, the Principal would explain to them the 

need for positive reinforcement that would build 

their child’s confidence and interest in writing.  She 

also encouraged parents to ask questions to their 

children about a book they were reading, even if 

the parent was not reading with the child.  

During SY2006-SY2009, the school staff proactively 

reached out to all families and provided resources 

and support to parents, some of whom were bur-

dened with child and work responsibilities.  Family 

engagement in schooling was facilitated through 

home visits, breakfast clubs, Friends of the Families, 

and other activities.  The current school librarian 

was, and still is, in charge of translating all materi-

als to Spanish.  Currently, paraprofessionals take 

responsibility for calling and visiting families.  Then 

as now, parents had access to their teachers’ cell 

phone numbers.  

In terms of family involvement in education, not all 

parents were expected to be involved in the same 

ways, especially parents of ELL students.  One cur-

rent teacher spoke eloquently of “differentiating” 

interactions with families, just as they differentiated 

instruction within the classroom.  

The more I think about it, it’s kind of 
like differentiating instruction within 
the students.  You have to differenti-
ate instruction with the parents…So 
for the parents you haven’t contacted, 
you send home notices, you send home 
ideas for things to help their children 
at home.  You have different projects, 
like we said.  We did like a timeline 
where they set up and made pictures 
and the parents helped them to write 
a timeline of their lives.   
– Early elementary teacher

This particular teacher created an opportunity 

for parents who were less involved to help their 

children work on a project about their lives.  This 

subject did not require prior knowledge and gave 

parents an opportunity to be involved in an edu-

cational activity with their children on their own 

schedule.  

C   �Conclusions and Lessons  
for Other Schools

The theoretical framework that guided our research 

focused exclusively on domains of school practice 

in the education of ELL students for which there 

is enough empirical support to be considered 

“evidence-based.”  However, as we became familiar 

with the school, it became clear that some of the 

practices we were observing were best practices 

for schools in general, not just for ELL students.  It 

was beyond the scope of this study to be guided by 

such a broad framework.  The practices, however, 

are documented for the purposes of the cross-

cutting analysis – i.e., to compare them with other 

study schools and determine whether they were 

shared practices.  

Modeling and collaboration were effective 
tools for institutional change 

The success of the Sarah Greenwood rests on a 

story of change that broke down divisions to create 

inclusive classrooms and cross-grade level teams.  

The Principal’s own life experiences were key in for-

mulating and implementing a vision of equity.  One 

important premise of change described in this study 

is that change is collaborative and starts with adults.  

Effective schools for ELL students have been found 

to have Principals like the Sarah Greenwood’s, who 

share decision-making responsibility with the school 

community, assume the role of guiding and sup-

porting staff through changes, serve as a stabiliz-

ing force that creates a sense of safety in taking 

risks for school improvement, focus on continuous 

improvement, and support and develop teachers of 

ELL students (Waxman et al., 2007).  Thus, this case 

study confirms the importance of collaboration for 

achieving institutional change for ELL students.  
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ELL students benefited from being in schools 
with standards-based learning outcomes and 
clear expectations 

The Sarah Greenwood’s Principal instilled in the 

school a vision of high expectations for all students, 

and used the same performance benchmarks for 

ELL students as for native English speakers.  ELL 

below-grade-level performance was not seen as 

“normal” and as something that would resolve 

itself with increased language proficiency.  The 

learning objectives were standards aligned; the 

teachers developed instructional approaches and 

support structures to assist all students to reach 

those objectives.  These findings replicate those of 

a California evaluation of 237 schools (Williams et 

al., 2007) included in our theoretical framework.  It 

should be noted though, that ELL students partici-

pated in large numbers in extended day instruction 

that was targeted and aligned with daytime curricu-

lum.  This suggests that ELL students may require 

out-of-school-time support in order to keep up with 

standards-based instruction.  

Using data-driven inquiry to improve instruc-
tion led to better student performance 

The school’s focus on setting In the case of ELL 

students, (Williams et al., 2007) found that using 

assessment data to improve student achievement 

and instruction led to higher outcomes.  The Sarah 

Greenwood used itemized analysis of student 

responses on the ELA and Math subtests of the 

MCAS to determine learning objectives for ELL stu-

dents.  This data-inquiry based approach supported 

an inclusive school organization that gave voice to 

teachers of ELL students in the Instructional Leader-

ship Team, grade level teams, student support 

teams, and teacher study groups.  

Cultural understanding and validation were 
necessary supports for the whole student.

When staff at the Sarah Greenwood spoke of 

knowing their students, they did not just mean 

in terms of their academic outcomes, but rather 

holistically, including the cultural communities they 

came from, the kinds of stressors they faced daily, 

and their home languages.  The fact that students 

and their parents could speak their home language 

at school, not only among themselves, but also with 

their teachers was advantageous.  Understanding 

parents’ cultural practices around parenting was 

also valuable, as it enabled teachers and admin-

istrators to highlight cultural practices that were 

inconsistent with school practices, such as criticism, 

and recommending alternatives, such as encour-

agement to build confidence and self-esteem.  The 

use of Spanish in classrooms and hallways, among 

teachers and administrators, among students, and 

between teachers and parents created a climate 

where Spanish ability and the various cultural 

backgrounds of ELL students were valued.  In-

deed validating students’ ethnic identity has been 

recommended as an effective practice by experts on 

ELL education with a focus on Latino ELL students 

(Tellez & Waxman, 2005).  

The school visit also confirmed that the Sarah 

Greenwood practiced a number of evidence-based 

strategies for family engagement, including (a) 

school and teachers reach out to parents through 

their language and culture, (b) school hires bilingual 

personnel who are available to speak with parents 

when they come to school, (c) school uses a variety 

of strategies to communicate with parents, and (d) 

school offers a variety of formal events to commu-

nicate with parents (Delgado-Gaitan, 2004).  
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Teachers liked on-going, in-house  
professional development, and training on 
formative use of data

Repeatedly, teachers praised Collaborative Coach-

ing and Learning (CCL) cycles for targeting the 

specific skills they needed to build, and for creating 

a culture of trust and collaboration.  They also 

preferred having in-house math and LAT coaches, 

as they could provide ongoing support when ques-

tions arose about classroom practices that were not 

working.  Also, the relationship of trust that devel-

oped with in-house coaches facilitated help-seeking 

for teachers.  

Professional development practices similar to those 

that the Sarah Greenwood engaged in during 

SY2006-SY2009 were highly recommended in a 

recent Practice Guide issued by the U.S. Depart-

ment of Education’s Institute of Education Sciences 

(IES) (Gersten et al., 2007).  The practices included:  

(1) training teachers to use formative assessment 

to guide instruction; (2) training teachers and 

other specialists to effectively deliver small-group 

instruction for ELL students who fall behind; and (3) 

training teachers to teach academic English starting 

in the early grades.  In addition, grade level team 

meetings were focused on examining instruction 

and student learning with the support of the ILT 

and the Principal (Saunders et al., 2009).  

In conclusion, the Sarah Greenwood’s success in 

SY2006-SY2009 was the result of a process of 

comprehensive reform brought about by a Principal 

who intentionally adopted a collaborative leader-

ship style that spread buy-in for change school-

wide.  Teachers’ empowerment and dedication to 

data-driven assessment and instructional design, 

the spirit of collaboration created through strong 

professional development models, and the school’s 

efforts to reach out to the community created the 

conditions for academic success for ELL students, 

and all students. 

16 Under Boston’s student assignment plan, the city is 
divided into three geographic “zones” (East, West, 
and North) for elementary and middle schools.  
Students may apply for:  schools in the zone in which 
they live; schools in other zones if the schools are 
within their “walk zone”; and K-8 schools citywide.  
The assignment algorithm prioritizes applicants 
within a one mile “walk zone” for elementary schools 
and entry for siblings of current students.  

17  The data on teacher qualifications come from the 
MA Department of Elementary and Secondary 
Education (http://profiles.doe.mass.edu/state_report/
teacherdata.aspx ).

18  The Interim Principal, a 21-year school veteran 
who held positions of increasing responsibility, from 
teacher to assistant Principal, led the school for two 
school years following the Principal’s departure.  A 
new permanent Principal was appointed to lead the 
school starting SY2012.  

19  During SY2006 it had ten members (EdVestors, 
2006).  

20  Counselors do not have Spanish speaking ability 
currently, which limits support for ELL students to 
those who are MEPA Levels 3 and 4.  
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