Commentary
Expecting and Achieving Excellence: W.L. Parks Middle School
By Dr. Holly Robinson
Schools across the country today are challenged by statewide standards-based accountability programs reinforced by the mandates of the federal “No Child Left Behind” Act.
Placing a premium on results over process, “No Child Left Behind” is centered on accountability, the linchpin for turning around low-performing schools. Across the nation, standards-based accountability is helping to improve public education. The New York Times grudgingly reported recently that two new studies “appear to push the research pendulum away from critics who have argued that the fixation with make-or-break exams undermines teachers, stifles analytical learning and squeezes out struggling students, all without providing any clear benefits.” One researcher, Stanford University Professor Martin Carnoy, whose study was published in May in  Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, speculated that “the threat of consequences may compel schools to demand more from students whom they may otherwise have written off.”
Even so, problems remain. A recent editorial in The New York Times, “Middle School Malaise,” points out that while rising test scores are now recorded in poorly performing elementary schools, schools are having trouble extending these gains into middle schools across the country.  
 W.L. Parks Middle School is a true exception to this malaise. The school is a study in excellence. Led by a dynamic and determined leader, Michael L. Sims, the school in southwest Atlanta has turned tremendous challenges and adversity into a world where opportunity and learning abound for the students. The school slogan says it all: “pushing Parks into its powerful potential, closing the gap, while raising the bar.”
The first thing that strikes visitors is how spotless the building is kept. Parks was built in 1966 as a junior high school for grades 7-9. It now serves as a middle school in the Atlanta Public School System, grades 6-8. Today there is no paper littering the halls, no writing scrawled on walls and no student wandering. The halls are quiet. The first bell rings, moving the entire student body from the one hour of reading to their respective second period classes. The passage is orderly with happy calls to the principal, including hugs and instant name recognition and music flowing from the intercom.
Parks Middle School has a student population of just fewer than 600, with 96 percent of these students eligible to receive free/reduced-price lunches. The student enrollment is 99 percent Black, with a handful of Hispanic and Asian students. Only in his second year as principal, Mr. Sims already knows them all! He believes one piece missing from schools today is “connecting with the children.” Always trying to meet the needs of the students, being less rigid, according to Mr. Sims, helps them take ownership of their schooling. “Don’t get hung up on process; do what is good for the kids.”
The teaching staff at Parks is young and energetic. Approximately half of the faculty has less than two years of teaching experience. The faculty is diverse, and includes two Teach for  America teachers, four from the Georgia Teacher Alternative Preparation Program, two from the Visiting International Faculty and four more international teachers. Mr. Sims has focused on the quality of his teachers. To be a good principal, he believes, you need good students and good teachers. Twenty-five teachers are participating in the InTech technology-training program and by the end of next year the goal is to have all teachers technology-certified. Each member of the faculty and staff is professionally dressed, providing a role model for the students.
The focus on technology and its integration into every classroom is a major piece in the success and excitement for the faculty and students alike. Last year Parks became one of the Georgia Wireless Classroom Project pilot schools, receiving the PLATO Learning Web-based curriculum management system, professional development and technical services as well as Gateway computers.  Under the project students and teachers receive wireless laptop computers, curriculum management tools and training. The purpose of the project is to enhance teaching and learning through the use of technology, with the specific goal of increasing student achievement.
Mr. Sims believes PLATO Learning has without a doubt helped. “If you want students to perform like first-class citizens,” he says, “you need first-class resources.” The laptops made the children feel good but, he also stresses, “The kids have tried harder.”
Test scores support him:
                     The percentage of students meeting or exceeding in eighth grade CRCT math scores (2002) shows a remarkable gain of 24 percentage points over the 2001 scores. 
                     The English gains showed a strong improvement, with a 17-point increase over 2001. 
                      The 2003 Georgia State Writing Assessments results are back and Parks had a 23-percentage-point increase, going from 62 percent meeting standards last year to 85 percent meeting standards this year. It also doubled the percentage of students exceeding the standard on the writing assessment. 
                     This year the school reached four out of four targets, including improving attendance by 10 percent.
While Mr. Sims is proud of these gains, he’s also quick to point out that most of these are minimal level tests. The students are close to the middle now and they “need” to get to the top. The vision is clear: Now a Parks student has the ability to pass Algebra I; next they need to get into Geometry. The Parks philosophy, Mr. Sims fervently asserts, is that “We are about closing the gap and raising the bar.”
In 2001, Parks improved in 12 out of 16 of the system’s targeted areas. The increase in last year’s test scores means the school does not appear on the state’s needs-improvement list for the first time in recent years.
Lisa Hill, a former Physics college instructor, became the Laptop Project manager this year. She and the faculty have worked hard setting up individual learning plans using the PLATO Learning Orion Grade Level Assessments that provide an instant snapshot of student work and instant feedback. With the computer curriculum programs from PLATO Learning and teacher plans, the students can instantly obtain their scores and feedback containing Web sites, courseware and other correlated resources. With links to remediation Web sites, they independently enhance their content knowledge, maximize instruction time and focus remediation on their weaknesses. They can also pull test items from the state’s Item bank, which stresses the Quality Core Curriculum (QCC), and work on targeted remediation or enhancement. Students are benchmarked every eight weeks and each teacher and Mr. Sims study and interpret the data.
The primary vehicle of school communications is electronic. Every student, teacher and parent has an e-mail account with a secure password. The students also communicate frequently with Mr. Sims via the laptop.
Parks is a leader in the Atlanta Public School system when it comes to electronic lesson plans. The teachers create the plans, show what has been covered in the QCC and what projects and activities they are doing in each class. The great advantage for the teachers is they can just click to the QCC to update, check and add or delete.
Mr. Sims commands respect, and gives respect to students and teachers. He accepts no nonsense; consequently, the school climate has changed dramatically. There is almost no fighting, and confrontations have gone from many to less than one a week. Special meetings were held with all male students in the gym and all female students in the cafeteria, discussing hygiene and behavior. Mr. Sims told the male students that girls always achieve higher. What a challenge! He wanted them to understand the differences, respect the changes and challenges that face middle school students daily and be able to talk about them openly without the male-female peer pressure.
Reading and writing are integrated across the curriculum. A reading coordinator, Kenja Smith, was hired last year. All teachers underwent two days of intensive training in the summer and reading is the first subject taught each day to every student, with student and teacher progress charted.
The test scores prove that dramatic intervention has indeed made a difference. During the baseline assessment just 143 students were reading at or above grade level, using the Student Reading Inventory (SRI). By the third eight-week assessment in March that number had increased to 263 students.
Visiting the classrooms is a real treat. The seventh-grade Language Arts students had read a folk tale or myth and were researching and writing a folk tale or myth of their own. They used their laptops, incorporating art clips from museums and collections around the world, and quotes and all kinds of resources were added to their creative writing. The class goal is to create an anthology of tales and myths. Each student creates a PowerPoint myth on his or her laptop, with the culmination of the project the printed class anthology.
The students love their laptops, says teacher Tanzy Eaglin, but she requires grammar as the foundation. They get the computer when they are ready and they first must pen a draft. Many of the students come from challenging life situations, but she says it doesn’t matter where you start, make the most of whatever you have: “You will excel.”
According to the students, computers are easier than books. They are faster, fun and you learn a lot, too! The teachers were actively involved with the student projects, classes were orderly, and students were on task. Learning was taking place. Even in the last few days before the end of the school year, students were actively engaged in their laptop projects. Or, as Mr. Sims puts it, “At Parks Middle School, teaching and learning is good to the last drop!” 
In many middle schools, the longer the students are at the school, the worse their performance. Not at Parks Middle School. Last school year, the data revealed, the eighth-grade class had the highest test scores in the building, followed closely by the seventh grade. This is no small achievement, considering that Parks struggles with one of the highest student mobility rates in the city.
A well-deserved accolade came at the very end of the year, when Parks was awarded the Project GRAD Trail Blazer Award to become the Project GRAD School of the Year 2002-2003. The goal of Project GRAD Atlanta is to improve the education of low-income, disadvantaged children at inner-city schools and children with similar challenges. The focus is on high school graduation with a quality education so that students will remain in and graduate from college. This is the integrated whole school reform program proposed by Dr. Beverly Hall, superintendent of the Atlanta Public Schools, and adopted by the Atlanta Board of Education to improve the instructional quality and culture in the lowest performing schools. 
Parks will also be featured in a Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) national documentary that will be aired during the spring of 2004. Congratulations to the students, faculty and staff of Parks Middle School! Parks was on the list of schools to be closed, but that now looks like a moot point.
“No Child Left Behind” is a landmark education reform law. It has changed the national conversation about what students and schools must do. The aim of boosting achievement across the board has been matched by a new commitment to closing the persistent gap among students of different backgrounds. W.L. Parks Middle School has set expectations for students, measured their performance and demanded accountability for results. Even the students notice the improvement. One student remarked to Mr. Sims that he believe every student is better this year than they were last year. And the results back him up.  
 Just imagine where they can go from here!  
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