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goals of the center for partnerships 
to improve education

The Center for Partnerships to Improve Education (CPIE) is a consortium of educators, school districts, business and civic leaders, and communities 
collaborating to strengthen the educational outcomes of students in South Carolina. Located in the School of Education, Health, and Human Performance 
of the College of Charleston, CPIE was established in 2005 to address improvement of PreK–12 education in South Carolina. There are three strands 
associated with the partnerships – Teaching and Learning, Research, and Community Outreach.

Dear Educator,
This is a time of great excitement and change at the College of Charleston. The School of Education, Health, and 
Human Performance is pleased to offer two new master’s degree programs – the Master of Arts in Teaching in 
the Performing Arts and the M.Ed. in Teaching, Learning, and Advocacy. And, the College’s strategic plan has 
been approved. In part, the plan represents a renewed commitment to diversity, personalized education and 
international learning opportunities for the students.  

In this time of cutbacks and limited funding, we are grateful that some individuals and organizations continue 
to contribute to our scholarship funds and departmental programs. Our own Center for Partnerships to Improve 
Education is currently being reinvented to reflect the changing needs of the PreK–12 students, and teachers in the 
Charleston (S.C.) area. We are fortunate, in the School of Education, Health, and Human Performance, to be hiring 
new professors for the 2010–2011 school year. These new faculty members are vitally important to our future as we 
continue to build our outstanding teacher education and health and human performance programs. Our professors 
are conducting research in significant areas of education and health; many of these faculty members include 
undergraduate and graduate students in research studies.                  

I am proud to share with you this fourth issue of our Center for Partnerships to Improve Education magazine, with 
articles that focus on local, state and national school-improvement issues. As always, we welcome your feedback 
and suggestions. Enjoy reading, and feel free to contact me at welchf@cofc.edu.

Sincerely, 

Frances C. Welch  
Dean of the School of Education, Health, and Human Performance

about this issue
Each year for the past four, the Center for Partnerships to Improve Education at the College of Charleston has 
produced a magazine that brings together information about, and a variety of points of view on, a topic that is 
particularly relevant to educators. The theme this year is the student learner and school achievement. 

The following is a partial list of some of the authors and subject matter that appear in this issue.

Dan Kindlon, psychologist and Harvard University professor, explores gender differences between boys and girls, 
and discusses the ways in which those differences relate to student achievement. 

Martha Bireda, a counselor, speech pathologist and professor, reflects on the ways in which the level of social and 
emotional health of students impacts achievement. 

Juanita Middleton, who is a South Carolina school principal, shares her first-person account of turning around 
low-performing schools and students. 

Terry Peterson, an expert on educational policy and afterschool programs, explains how afterschool programs 
support the learning interests of students.

Diane Cudahy, a professor of education at the College of Charleston, shares her passion for teaching.

Please let us know if our articles are helpful, and feel free to suggest topics of interest that we might explore in 
the future. You can contact me at egelsonp@cofc.edu.

Sincerely, 

Paula E. Egelson  
Director, Center for Partnerships to Improve Education

a message from:



gender and achievement
Research psychologist and author Dan Kindlon explains how understanding the differences in the sexes can help both boys  
and girls succeed in the classroom and beyond.

 by Christy Heitger-Ewing

In 1990, the American Association of 
University Women (AAUW) released 
a report that describes how schools 
shortchange girls. Their research showed 
an abrupt drop in ambition and self-
confidence as girls reached adolescence. 
Some researchers claimed that the  
drop in self-esteem was a result of 
several things: 

•	 Girls	being	called	on	less	frequently	in		
 math class 

•	 Boys	dominating	the	conversation		
 during all class discussions 

•	 Boys	demanding	classroom	attention		
 by calling attention to themselves in  
 some way. 

The fervor the report generated peaked in 1994, by 
which time books such as Failing at Fairness: How Our 
Schools Cheat Girls and Schoolgirls: Young Women, Self-
Esteem, and the Confidence Gap had been published. At 
the same time, researchers – as well as the general public 
– began to pay closer attention to the growing prevalence 
of eating disorders in girls and young women. Mary 
Pipher’s book, Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of 
Adolescent Girls, is about the developmental issues of 
adolescent girls, the culture they live in, and the needs 
they have during adolescence that are and are not being 
met by American culture.

In the late 1990s, there was a backlash to the “girl crisis” 
as educators began noticing that boys were falling 
behind girls academically. The new hypothesis was that 
teachers and administrators were not sensitive to boys’ 
needs and that, in fact, schools were designed more to 
accommodate girls’ needs than boys. In this era, books 
emerged such as Raising Cain: Protecting the Emotional 
Life of Boys and The War Against Boys: How Misguided 
Feminism is Harming Our Young Men.

Boys Need to Move to Learn
Dan Kindlon (Harvard University) specializes in 
behavioral problems of children and adolescents, 
and has written several books about gender and 
achievement. Two of his more popular books are 
Raising Cain: Protecting the Emotional Life of Boys and 
Alpha Girls: Understanding the New American Girl and 
How She is Changing the World. Kindlon says that boys 
do develop more slowly than girls, and that is okay. 
He also says that boys learn best when they are free to 
move around a bit rather than being forced to sit still 
at their desks. To teachers who like to have students 
work quietly at their desks, boys’ need for movement 
may be seen as problematic.

 “In general, boys are more active than girls when 
they are in groups. Teachers need to view that extra 
energy and activity as normal – not as disobedient,” 
says Kindlon, who notes that a teacher’s main thought 
is usually centered on “crowd control.” So when boys 
start to “act up,” it is a teacher’s natural tendency to 
squash the behavior. Therefore, boys are usually more 
swiftly and more severely disciplined than girls.

Single-Gender Classrooms
According to Kindlon, boys who live in poverty-stricken 
neighborhoods do not tend to perform as well 
academically as boys in more affluent neighborhoods. 
This low-performing group is the one that gets 
targeted as educators continue to strive to close the 
achievement gap between the poor and the rich. 

Many school administrators in South Carolina have looked 
to research that shows that boys and girls demonstrate 
vastly different learning styles because of hardwired 
brain differences, a fact that makes teaching the sexes 
inefficient when they are mixed together. Therefore, some 
parents, administrators and educators have asked, “Why 
not just educate boys and girls separately?”

David Chadwell, the nation’s first coordinator for 
single-gender education at the state level, has worked 
with more than 300 schools in South Carolina to 
help administrators design single-gender programs 
as well as train teachers in gender differences and 
classroom implications. Some parents love the idea 
of sending their sons to a school that enables them to 
grow in a competitive environment since, traditionally, 
boys inherently like competition. But, of course, this 
competitive drive does not exist in all boys, so for a 
boy who dislikes competition, an all-boys school or 
classroom may spell disaster. 

Ultimately, Kindlon says that when parents are 
deciding which school to send their child to, they 
should research the faculty’s teaching quality and years 
of experience. These are the factors that will provide a 
well-rounded education for a student. 

“Sending your child to a school where the teachers 
know what they’re doing is the most important thing,” 
says Kindlon. “A good school is better than a single-
gender school.”

Boys and Girls
Folks who support single-gender schools recognize 
that boys and girls are different. And while it is 
important to acknowledge and celebrate the 
differences between the genders, it is also important 
to identify and appreciate the similarities between 
boys and girls. For instance, all children should be 
encouraged to nurture their creative, compassionate 
and playful spirits. Unfortunately, however, sexual 
stereotyping starts very early in life, and it can impact 
the way in which children develop. 

“Think about if you were at a dinner party and your 
friend’s five-year-old daughter came down the stairs, 
dressed in her daddy’s clothes. Wouldn’t guests think 
that was adorable?” asks Kindlon. “But if your friend’s 
five-year-old son came down, dressed in his mommy’s 
clothes, I doubt guests would find it so cute. The sight 
may even be disconcerting because, as a society, we 
tend to view dressing up in an opposite sex parent’s 
clothing as acceptable and normal for a girl but 
unacceptable and distasteful for a boy.”

This stereotyping extends into other areas as well. For 
instance, Kindlon said that after one of his lectures, a 
woman in the audience shared with him a personal story  

about sexual stereotyping. She said that she and her six-
year-old son were in line at a cafeteria and her son was 
carrying a doll. The cafeteria worker asked her son, “Aren’t 
you too old to be playing with dolls?” And the mother 
replied, “He’s just practicing to be a father some day.” 

“That was a great response,” says Kindlon. Even those 
parents who are not homophobic often try to get their 
children to behave, dress, talk, or play in a certain way 
because they fear that if their children do not conform 
to societal stereotypes, their son or daughter may be 
ridiculed by their peers.

Dads and Daughters
While children tend to – and need to – identify with 
their same-sex parent throughout their adolescence, 
research shows that the interaction girls have with 
their fathers in elementary school profoundly affects 
their self-esteem, academic confidence and personal 
growth. The good news is that, according to Kindlon, 
fathers now take their daughters more seriously than 
they did in generations past. For instance, these days 
dads are coaching girls sports teams. 

“I think that is something that has changed a lot in 
societies,” says Kindlon. “Fathers encourage their daughters 
in sports and in academics more now. That’s where girls get 
a lot of their early self-esteem – from their fathers.”

Kindlon says that, especially in the early grades, it is 
easy for boys to feel doomed to failure as they observe 
what is going on around them. They see that boys are 

yelled at more frequently and punished more severely 
than girls. They see girls learning to read and write 
more easily. Plus, they may be wondering, “Where are 
all the male teachers?” Only 15% of all elementary 
school teachers are men and of those, most are 
teaching fifth or sixth grades – not the early grades like 
kindergarten, first or second grade. 

“It would be helpful to have more male teachers in the 
elementary classrooms,” says Kindlon. “That would be 
great for a lot of boys.”

Expect the Best
“Expectations play a huge part in what our kids will 
do,” says Kindlon. “If you expect kids to act a certain 
way, they generally will.”

Kindlon recalls talking to the mother of an African-
American student who was really struggling in school. 
She told Kindlon, “Until my son’s teacher believes he’s 
smart, he doesn’t have a chance.” 

“She’s right,” says Kindlon, who adds that the 
expectations teachers and parents hold for a child play 
a huge role in the child’s future accomplishments. 

“Kids with no expectations have no hope,” says Kindlon. 

With high expectations, however, kids have no limits.

(Dr. Kindlon visited the College of Charleston in March 
2009 and presented a lecture on resiliency in children, 
and a conference keynote on gender and achievement.)
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The term “problem child” conjures up similar 
images for all who hear it. It’s the kid who defies 
authority, disrupts class, talks out of turn and 
throws tantrums. It’s the kid who is disrespectful, 
rude	and	quick	to	anger.	It’s	also	the	kid	who	is	
always bellyaching about being misunderstood. 
This is the student who is viewed as a “hopeless 
cause,” and teachers and administrators often do 
not know what to do with him. Expel him? Send 
him to detention day after day? Discipline him 
within an inch of his life? 

Martha Bireda, author of Cultures in Conflict: 
Eliminating Racial Profiling in School Discipline, says 
this kind of stern approach to “dealing with” a problem 
child is 100 percent wrong. For starters, a problem 
child should not be dealt with but rather listened to. 

“What I hear so much from kids is that they don’t feel 
they are listened to or respected,” says Bireda. “If there’s 
a dispute at school, they don’t feel that they are given 
the opportunity to explain their side of the story.” 

Discipline	and	Equity
Bireda, a counselor, author and former consultant 
for the Center for Partnerships to Improve Education 
(CPIE), provides technical assistance to at-risk schools 
related to closing the achievement gap and discipline 
gaps. Last year, as a visiting associate professor for the 
College of Charleston, Bireda provided assistance to 
the staff of a predominantly African-American school 
with under-achieving students. As a research associate 
for the Aoishima Research Institute in Tokyo, Japan, 
Bireda’s duties include researching, consulting and 
publishing as they related to cultural literacy, cultural 
preservation, media and values formation. In the 
past, Bireda has worked as a race/gender coordinator 
at the Southeastern Equity Center in Miami, Florida. 
While there, she provided technical assistance related 

to race, gender and cultural diversity to local school 
districts, and state and national educational agencies. 
Bireda has also spent a great deal of time writing and 
speaking about equity issues as they relate to gender, 
race and empowerment in school communities.

Bireda says that the disciplining of students remains 
an area in education that is not adequately addressed, 
particularly the disciplining of African-American males. 
In fact, student discipline is a symptom of a much 
greater problem in schools – one that is connected to 
a student’s self worth, level of motivation and ultimate 
success in school. 

In Bireda’s book Cultures in Conflict, she discusses 
the current issues associated with student discipline, 
their sources, and how school administrators, teachers 
and parents can work together to create a culturally 
sensitive school. She includes ethical questions for 
educators to consider, approaches to ensuring that 
discipline events do not escalate in the classroom, 
and guidelines for how a school community can work 
together to take action. 

Learn from the Past, Look to the Future
Every positive, meaningful relationship requires trust. 
Trust between husband and wife. Trust between doctor 

and patient. Trust between parent and child. Trust 
between friends. Trust between teacher and student 
is also crucial. Of course, the development of trust 
takes time – and it may take even more time for angry 
students who have endured unpleasant experiences 
in school in the past. Bireda says that teachers need 
to work hard to create positive experiences for these 
frustrated and irritated students. 

In order to create positive experiences, it helps to find 
out what made the student’s experience negative 
in the first place. What pushed their buttons? What 
frustrated them? Also, teachers should ask about the 
student’s favorite teachers. Usually a student bonds 
with a teacher because of the way he or she made the 
student feel. Typically, students will gravitate towards 
an instructor who is sincere, gentle and caring. Not 
surprisingly, students who feel nurtured, understood 
and encouraged do not tend to act out in class. 

After learning about the student’s past, teachers 
should focus on how to make the future different. 

“Some teachers have the student’s referral slip ready 
with his name on it when he walks in the door,” says 
Bireda. “That’s precisely the wrong attitude.”

Each school year – as well as each school day – should 
be viewed as a new chance to learn.

“A student [might have] had a bad day yesterday. 
Maybe he didn’t eat breakfast or he stayed up too late 
or had a fight with his sister before coming to school,” 
says Bireda. “There’s no reason to hold the previous 
day’s actions against the student. Today is a new day.”   

Critical Reflection and Cognitive 
Restructuring
Bireda’s book Cultures in Conflict is about eliminating 
racial profiling. Even though it is 2010 and we would 
like to think that we live in an era where all racial 
problems have been resolved, realistically, we need to 
acknowledge that problems still exist.

“People are concerned about being labeled a racist if 
they identify racial disparities in a school system. But 
it’s important to identify the problem so that it can be 
addressed,” says Bireda. “If you have a wound, you 
need to look at it and give attention to it. Otherwise, 
it’s not going to heal on its own.”

Most of us have developed some outdated 
assumptions about the world around us. Teachers need 

a problem child no more
Author and Counselor, Martha Bireda, shows how teachers can motivate students to succeed.

 by Christy Heitger-Ewing
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“some teachers have the student’s referral slip ready with his name  
 on it when he walks in the door,” says bireda.  
“that’s precisely the wrong attitude.”

to examine their unconscious racial beliefs that may 
be hindering their ability to foster a positive learning 
environment for students. Until erroneous beliefs are 
released, growth cannot occur.

Bireda thinks that all teachers should engage in critical 
reflection and cognitive restructuring before ever 
stepping foot into a classroom – especially an inner city 
classroom. She says that so often “problem students” 
are seen as kids who cannot learn – or who refuse to 
learn because they reject help. Bireda maintains that 
teachers who work with this population of students 
need to trust in two things: 

• The student can learn no matter where he or she  
 lives or what kind of home life he or she has. 

• They (the teachers) are capable of teaching these  
 students.

Zero Tolerance
Bireda notes that schools across the nation have 
adopted a “zero tolerance” policy to manage and 
control student behavior. Zero tolerance policies are 
most often applied in schools with predominately 
African-American and Latino student populations. 
The plan has backfired, however, in schools where 
the administration has extended the policy to include 
every “intolerance” imaginable.

Educators in suburban schools don’t tend to adhere 
to zero tolerance policies as much; instead, from the 
very beginning of the school year, they hold higher 
academic expectations for students. Interestingly, 
when students are expected to perform in a high 
capacity, they rise to the challenge. Students in 
predominantly African-American and Latino schools, 
however, are not expected to achieve in the same 
manner. Inevitably, lower expectations are met with 
poorer academic and behavioral outcomes.

“You can see a real difference in how students respond 
based on the expectations that are set,” notes Bireda. 
At the start of the school year, teachers set the tone. 
They may say, “I won’t tolerate any nonsense. You can’t 
do this. You can’t do that …” Or they may say, “In this 
school, we are kind and respectful of one another. This 
is how we behave …”

“The first speech fosters low expectations,” says 
Bireda, “whereas, the second speech spells out high 
expectations in an encouraging way.” 

Where is Culturally Responsive 
Instruction?
In fall 2009, researchers with the non-profit firms Public 
Agenda and Learning Point Associates conducted a 
survey of nearly 900 teachers in order to learn about 
their job satisfaction. The survey found that 40 percent 
of teachers across the United States are “disheartened” 
about their jobs and it often has to do with students’ 
“discipline and behavior issues” in the classroom.

Bireda notes that teachers are under a tremendous 
amount of stress these days – especially in light of 
the federal requirements. Teachers only have so much 
instructional time and they have to make sure students 
perform at a certain level. 

“In this educational climate, teachers have very little 
tolerance for even minor offenses,” says Bireda. “A 
student might just be acting silly, but teachers feel 
the need to put a lid on anything that takes away from 
their instructional time.”

Unfortunately, it seems that federal requirements 
have exacerbated racial disparity in discipline because 
instructors are not afforded the time to implement 
learning styles that are conducive to other cultures.  

“Because of the pressures. teachers feel a crunch to 
get things done,” says Bireda. “As a result, culturally 
responsive instruction has gone out the window.” 

Why Groups are Great
Bireda says that African-American students really 
benefit from collaborative group activities because 
they come from a collective, oral culture. Group 
activities foster a sense of belonging as students 
interact with and depend on one another. 

“They feel empowered when they are given a project 
and are asked to come up with a creative solution,” 
says Bireda. “Students enjoy the freedom of peer 
coaching and helping one another. Plus, they have fun 
when they interact with their classmates.”

Bireda once taught at a predominantly African-
American elementary school where she announced 
that students were going to work in groups. The kids 
were thrilled as they envisioned fun and interaction. 
The teachers, on the other hand, were horrified as 
they envisioned chaos and noise. Though teachers 
may recognize how much students enjoy group work, 
they can be reluctant to provide this type of classroom 
environment because it requires relinquishing control.

“It’s OK to dial back the control a bit as a teacher,” says 
Bireda. “When teachers facilitate ‘unstructured structure’ 
they are proving to their students that they trust them.” 

Bireda suggests that the best way to motivate a child 
to behave in a certain way is to model that behavior 
for them. They do not magically become reliable, 
responsible, self-motivated young men and women. 
They learn about responsibility and accountability by 
modeling reliable, responsible, self-motivated adults.

“Our children are who we are,” says Bireda. “Not who 
we want them to be.” 

Reference
Bireda, M. (2010). Cultures in conflict: Eliminating racial 
profiling in school discipline. Lanham, MD: Rowman & 
Littlefield Education.
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how national standards will change  
america’s schools
by Christy Heitger-Ewing

In terms of academic achievement, America’s 
children are not progressing well when 
compared with other nations’.  This is a 
problem, given that all students must be 
prepared to compete not only with their 
American peers, but also with students from 
around the world. Whether or not America 
retains its competitive edge will depend on 
how well the country prepares its students to 
compete with students around the world. The 
need to have national standards correlates 
with the position that the U.S. educational 
system holds on international comparison 
testing. Currently, every state has its own 
set of academic standards. This means that 
proficiency in core content areas can differ from 
state to state. 

Why National Standards are Necessary
National standards would focus on developing 
college– and career-ready standards that would be 
internationally benchmarked with top performing, A+ 
countries around the world. These national standards 
would also be research based, and aligned with 
college and workplace expectations. 

The goal is to have national standards that states can 
adopt voluntarily. However, states may choose to 
include additional standards beyond the common 
core, so long as the common core represents at least 85 
percent of the state’s standards in English-language arts 
and mathematics. Currently, 48 states have joined the 
common core national standards initiative in the subject 
areas of English-language arts and mathematics.

“I am excited to see this groundbreaking effort to 
develop national standards. This effort truly represents 
our first nationally coordinated attempt to make sure 
that all students are college and workplace ready,” 
says Marco Muñoz, evaluation specialist with Jefferson 

County Public Schools in Louisville, Kentucky. “As long 
as there is true quality on the national standards, it 
will move our educational reform efforts forward and 
make [America’s students] internationally competitive. 
There is no work more important than preparing our 
students to succeed in a global economy.” 

Keeping Expectations High
Porcher Kirkland, a sixth-grade teacher at Springfield 
Elementary School in Charleston, South Carolina, 
believes that there is a critical need for a higher level 
of streamlined curriculum accountability.  

“Education today needs to maintain high standards 
for all students,” says Kirkland. “We cannot lower the 
bar because we feel some students have some type 
of environmental or cognitive factor that may prevent 
them from reaching that standard.”

Kirkland also maintains that leaders and participants 
in education should decide what knowledge and skills 
college and high school graduates need in order to be 
successful and productive world citizens.

“We need to have an honest discussion about what 
it takes to be considered a productive and successful 
world citizen,” says Kirkland. 

Pros and Cons to Implementing National 
Standards
Dot Harper, associate superintendent of Asheboro City 
Schools in Asheboro, North Carolina, notes the positives 
and negatives to implementing national standards. 

“On the ‘pro’ side, national standards can increase 
expectations for all our students, point the direction 
for raising rigor and relevance in all our classrooms, 
and provide continuity in educational content for 
students and teachers who are increasingly mobile,” 
says Harper. “The process of developing national 
standards could motivate educators to analyze the 
skills and conceptual understandings that our students 
will need in order to be successful in yet-undeveloped 
professions using undiscovered technologies.  
They could help us ensure that students are given  
the support necessary to master these skills  
and understandings.”

Harper points out, however, that national standards 
could become rigid and unyielding if they are not 
treated as “living” entities that would be revisited and 
revised as needed. 

“If, for any reason, the standards were developed at 
a level of low expectations, skills, or understandings, 
they would be difficult for even gifted teachers 
to overcome,” says Harper. “This would condemn 
students to classes with less rigor and relevance than 
we currently expect.” 

Additionally, with the implementation of national 
content standards, Arlen Gullickson, a retired professor 
of educational research and evaluation at Western 
Michigan University in Kalamazoo, is concerned 
we will lose much of our diversity and reduce the 
heterogeneity of students.

“I think the reduction in variance will be due primarily 
by ‘dumbing down’ learning of brighter students, and 
focusing on those most in need for basic content,” says 
Gullickson. “Probably the biggest loss will be in student 
interest, not because the standards are bad but because 
there will be rote attention to achieving them.”

Guidelines as Opposed to Achievement 
Mandates
Gullickson says that he is a strong advocate of 
standards as guidelines for behavior/process. But 
he is less enamored with standards as statements of 
achievement minimums.

“While I think national content standards can be helpful, 
too often they are taken as the final measure of success,” 
says Gullickson. “The result is that rather than being a 
baseline upon which expertise is built they become the 
center of attention for achievement. So, for the large 
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Arlen Gullickson, retired 
professor of educational 
research and evaluation, 
Western Michigan University, 
Kalamazoo, Michigan 

group of students who can achieve in a wide variety of 
ways and in topics not covered, the standards become 
stumbling blocks to strong student learning.” 

Additionally, Gullickson says that he thinks a strength 
of education in the U.S. is its diversity with different 
schools and teachers contributing in different ways. 

“For instance, I grew up in an agriculture-centered 
town. If I were teaching chemistry today it would touch 
on the wide use of herbicides and pesticides used 
regularly by farmers. I don’t know of any urban districts 
that would find such linkages to be helpful,” says 
Gullickson. “My point is that local teachers need to 
emphasize what is relevant to students in that locale. 
Standards, as we are prone to construct them, seem to 
constrict what we teach and what must be learned.”

What Standards Will Provide
For parents, national standards will help them 
understand what is expected of students for college 
and work success. If this work is linked to a thoughtful 
communication strategy, the standards will provide 
parents the opportunities to meaningfully engage in 
their children’s education. For students, the national 
standards could potentially facilitate more student 
self-directed learning. According to Muñoz, this 
potential self-directed learning will synergize well with 
our desire for more student-involved assessment for 
learning under a balanced assessment framework that 
includes both formative and summative dimensions.

“The key question is, ‘Will these national standards 
capture the essence of what we expect our children 
to know and be able to do to be successful in college 
and/or the workplace?’” notes Muñoz. “If the answer 
is yes, the development of a strong set of assessments 
aligned with the standards would be the next logical 
step. If the answer is no, the national standards will be 
another good idea that never landed on solid terrain.” 
Muñoz says that fewer, clearer, high standards and 
their corresponding assessments are critical to guide 
educational change in a competing global economy. He 
believes that assessments should follow the guidance 
from The Student Evaluation Standards (2003) in terms 
of being useful, practical, fair and accurate.

Given that the processes associated with the standards 
will be framed by varying levels of goal clarification, 
alignment of curriculum, instruction and assessment, 
the levels of quality implementation of the national 
standards will vary. The hope is that national standards 
will provide consistency and a clear path for success in 
rigorous college readiness education.  

The adoption of national standards should not lower 
the standards of states where students are already 
performing at a high level; instead, the national 
standards should raise the bar for states in need of 
quality improvement. 

Dot Harper, associate 
superintendent, Asheboro 
City Schools, Asheboro, North 
Carolina 

Marco Muñoz, evaluation 
specialist, Jefferson County 
Public Schools, Louisville, 
Kentucky 

Porcher Kirkland, sixth-grade 
teacher, Springfield  
Elementary School, Charleston, 
South Carolina 

Richard Gentry, author, national 
reading consultant, and 
former professor of reading, Ft. 
Lauderdale, Florida 

Teri Siskind, deputy 
superintendent for the 
Division of Accountability, 
South Carolina Department of 
Education, Columbia, South 
Carolina



Gentry says that he knows of a student in Florida 
who read on grade level and made all A’s in reading 
throughout his third-grade year but was slated to fail 
third grade because he failed the state reading test. 
The student had a mild learning disability and was 
not a good test taker, and the test was administered 
improperly for his particular circumstances. Although 
his reading was fine, the state test did not measure it. 
His parents have since enrolled their son in a private 
school where he is succeeding. 

“This real-life story is an example of how ‘standards’ – 
when implemented improperly – can be devastating 
in the life of a child,” says Gentry, who likens common 
core standards to a road map. 

“Without a map, we may get lost. But good teaching is 
what gets us to the destination,” says Gentry. “National 
standards should help all children go where they want 
to go and fulfill the American dream.” 

“without a map, we may get lost. but good teaching is what gets  
 us to the destination,” says gentry.

The National Standards Movement in South Carolina

Teri Siskind, deputy superintendent for the Division of Accountability at the South Carolina Department of 

Education in Columbia, says that the S.C. Department of Education supports the national common core 

standards, and has signed on as a state. 

“We have done initial reviews of the frameworks to determine how they align with the current South Carolina 

standards. We are in the early stages of that process,” says Siskind. “The national standards will be reviewed  

and vetted in South Carolina like any new set of standards would. Being a part of this process does not commit 

us to using the standards in the future.”

As far as the impact of the national standards is concerned, Siskind says that ideally they will be rigorous, 

comprehensive, and challenging standards, leading to deeper thinking for students and improved 21st-century skills. 

“In addition, this movement should lead to the standardization of assessment across the country,” says Siskind. 

“This will make student achievement comparisons among states and countries true comparisons as opposed to 

what we had in the past.”

Siskind also notes that studies are underway in which content standards are being internationally benchmarked. 
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Raising Expectations and Instructional 
Quality
“The national standards will give us an opportunity to 
raise expectations and instructional quality at all levels 
of the educational system,” says Muñoz. “Our students 
deserve the opportunity to graduate from high school 
with the set of knowledge and skills necessary to 
succeed in the increasingly demanding college and/
or workplace environment. As long as we keep the local 
level decentralization in the teaching-and-learning 
processes, we can expect more benefits than risks when 
implementing national standards in the nation. We need 
to keep a healthy day-to-day decision-making process to 
where it matters the most – the local school level!”

Muñoz thinks it would be wise for the national 
movement to advocate including other essential 
areas of schooling, such as social-emotional learning 
and civic engagement. He says that it is critical that 
the national standards and concomitant assessments 
promote a whole-child approach to education that 

extends beyond academics. The broader framework 
suggested by Muñoz weaves together the threads 
that connect not only reading and mathematics, but 
also the important social-emotional, civic and moral 
connections that tend to be fragmented in a more test-
based, accountability-oriented approach.

Muñoz acknowledges that he can see how educators 
might oppose federal efforts to make state adoption of 
any standards mandatory or as a condition for federal 
aid. Therefore, he says that adoption of these proposed 
national standards by the states should be voluntary. 

“Stakeholder involvement is so critical in all stages of 
this process,” says Muñoz. “Without true ownership 
and buy-in, the national standards will be another 
compliance issue for districts and schools.”

Giving All Children the Same Quality 
Education
Richard Gentry, author, national reading consultant, 
and former professor of reading from Ft. Lauderdale, 
Florida, says that he is in favor of “higher, clearer, and 
fewer” standards. 

“In my 2007 book Breakthrough in Beginning 
Reading and Writing, I wrote about the need for a 
core curriculum and core knowledge for teachers 
of beginning reading and writing instruction – one 
specific example of a possible outgrowth of national 
standards,” notes Gentry. 

Gentry maintains that there should not be huge 
discrepancies in standards in wealthy versus poor 
districts or schools, nor should there be huge 
differences in standards from one state to the next. He 
says that every child in America should have access to 
the same quality education. 

“National and common core state standards 
are intended to help put states on the road to 
quality educational reform and achieve equity. If 
implemented properly, I believe nationally backed 
common core state standards could help states 
develop and implement high-quality curricular 
improvements,” says Gentry. “Standards are good 
when they are not politicized. They are good if they 
are backed by funding – resources such as textbooks 
for schools and opportunities for quality staff 
development to assist teachers in implementing 
the standards. National and state standards and 
assessments are not good, however, when they stifle 
creativity and individuality and when they create bad 
practices such as teaching to the test. I’m optimistic 

that the state-lead effort to create common core state 
standards is a step in the right direction.” 

Changing the Way Schools Work
If the national standards and assessments are passed, 
Harper predicts that the effect will be felt differently 
across states, districts, schools and classrooms. In states 
or districts that have begun the work of evaluating the 
core curriculum, developing essential standards, and 
developing appropriate assessment prototypes, the 
process of adapting to new standards will be familiar. 

“In this case, the obvious difficulty in adjusting to 
national standards will depend upon the degree of 
similarity between national and local/state curriculum 
and assessments,” says Harper. “If the content, 
relevance, and rigor of the local/state curriculum varies 
greatly from national standards, dramatic changes 
will need to be made in areas such as professional 
development for teachers and administrators, 
textbook/resource use for students, and course 
requirements for graduation.” Harper also notes that 
record keeping at all levels will need to be updated to 
meet new standards. 

“States and/or districts will need to develop crosswalk 
or ‘bridging’ curriculum and assessment instruments 
so that students won’t get caught in a knowledge 
gap when moving from one curriculum to another,” 
says Harper. “The cost of transition from one set of 
standards to another could be felt from the state to 

the classroom level, depending upon the degree of 
change that will need to be implemented. That said, 
if these changes result in more appropriate, more 
relevant instruction that better prepares students for 
global competition, the effort will be worth it.” 

Kirkland says that the impact of national standards and 
assessments is dependent on the implementation of 
administrations and the buy-in of educators.

“National standards can be our first step towards a 
global education philosophy,” says Kirkland. “It is all 
dependent on implementation, financial burdens, 
high levels of realistic curriculum achievement, and 
educator buy-in.”

Dramatically Improving Teaching and 
Learning
Common standards will provide educators at the state, 
district and school level with clarity and direction 
about what children need to know and should be able 
to do. In particular, the national standards will align 
the curriculum to what students need to know and be 
able to do to succeed in college and the workplace. 
An important outcome, based on the commonality of 
standards, is that the process will allow states to more 
readily share best practices that significantly improve 
teaching and learning. 

“Effective collaboration in teaching is one of the most 
important in-school drivers of student achievement,” 
says Muñoz, who notes that the best school systems 
in the world focus tirelessly on increasing the quality 
of teaching practices by using professional learning 
communities of teachers.

“As a result, the levels of collaboration and common 
learning will increase as never before since we will 
now have an authentic national discussion about 
improving teaching and learning,” notes Muñoz. “I 
know that rigorous standards are critical to student 
achievement, but standards alone do not transform 
teaching and learning as we originally believed when 
the standard-based reform began in the 1990s. In that 
regard, it will continue to be true that only at the local 
school level – with administrators, teachers, students, 
and parents working together – will real educational 
progress be made.” 

The Proper Implementation of Standards
If the national standards and assessment are 
approved, agreeing on common core standards and 
being adopted by states or passing a bill – even a good 
bipartisan bill – is just the first step. States, districts and 
schools will need resources and funding to implement 
national standards. There also has to be some 
flexibility and local autonomy. Districts and schools 
will need flexibility in order to respond to standards in 
ways that reflect their particular realities. Finally, any 
standards document will need to undergo vast review 
and feedback regarding soundness and practicality. 



New teachers need to understand the pressures and 
responsibilities these students face outside of school 
so that they can better appreciate their achievements 
in school. Middleton offers seminars based on the 
various needs of the students in the area as well as on 
their diverse backgrounds. 

Connecting with Students
There are several unique programs available at North 
Charleston High that have been designed to address 
the needs of their diverse student body. An example is 
the 8.5, 9.5, 10.5 concept, which gives students who 
are falling behind and are at risk of dropping out an 
opportunity to complete two grades in one year. So, for 
instance, 8.5 would give the at-risk students in eighth 
grade an accelerated eighth and ninth grade in one 
year, making them tenth graders the following year. 
The program offers two English classes and two math 
classes. It allows students who suffer academically, 
behaviorally or socially the opportunity to excel. The 
program has two parent advocates, its own counselor 
and a social worker who work together to keep at-risk 
students in school. 

Middleton has also helped develop more 
successful students in North Charleston through 
her connectedness with the student population. 
She reviews the curriculum and lesson plans of her 
teachers. She visits classrooms on a regular basis and  
 

looks at teacher evaluations, assessments and data in 
order to suggest student placements. 

In addition, Middleton has instituted a few new 
programs this year. One is called the Cougar Academic 
Camp, which was created for athletes. It is coordinated 
by the literacy specialist and math department 
chairperson. She has a strict “no pass, no play” policy in 
her high school. Students are required to be punctual 
and complete all of their homework assignments 
on time. The camp is run by eight teachers and one 
teacher-coordinator, and meets for an hour, three 
times a week. College-bound seniors receive SAT prep 
work and participation in youth service activities help 
the athletes become well rounded, which helps them 
on their college applications. An academic camp is also 
offered for any student who needs help. 

To highlight her students’ numerous successes, 
Middleton’s parent advocates publish a newsletter 
every nine weeks and send the reports to local 
churches. To help motivate students, she also honors 
a “student of the week” for each grade level. These 
students are recognized for academic achievement, 
citizenship and strength of character.

Changes on the Horizon
Middleton has many big plans for both the students 
and the faculty at North Charleston High School. 
Because she believes all teachers need to continue 

to learn, Middleton plans to require professional 
development of the teachers in her school. She also 
wants to close the achievement gap by increasing 
literacy and math levels. 

As for the students, Middleton envisions a school 
that is free from disruption and behavior problems, 
and that means implementing a set of rules that the 
student body will follow. She is also a big proponent 
of using language such as “us, we, team” rather than 
“me, myself, I” to help foster a sense of community 
and school cohesiveness. 

“After all,” says Middleton, “we’re in this together.”

Middleton has made a career out of turning around 
schools for the betterment of the students as well as 
the surrounding communities. As a child growing up 
in the 1950s, Middleton was denied opportunities 
to receive or participate in a high quality education. 
Because of her experiences, she has dedicated herself 
to giving back and sharing. 

“I do it for those who deserve the love and care the most. 
I do it,” says Middleton simply, “for the students.”

Juanita Middleton has worked diligently 
for more than 40 years in the field of 
education. She has been a classroom 
teacher, a principal and a principal coach 
in rural, urban and inner city school 
districts in New York and South Carolina. 

“I love my job. I love being in school. I love how school 
is a community of learners,” declares Middleton.

Middleton grew up in McClellanville, South Carolina, 
during a time when African Americans did not receive 
the same state dollars for school as the whites did. She 
attended first and second grade in a Masonic Lodge – a 
building used by the Freemasonry organization – and 
a white boarding schoolhouse for the rest of her 
primary education. Middleton knew at a young age 
that she wanted to become a teacher.

From Student to Teacher to Principal 
Middleton graduated from Benedict College in South 
Carolina with a degree in business education. Her 
first teaching jobs were in New York City (P.S. 63, The 
Bronx, and P.S. 46, Manhattan) where she taught third 
graders how to read. Subsequently, she was a reading 
coordinator and language arts teacher at the Frederick 
Douglass Academy in Harlem. In 1979, she returned to 
McClellanville, eager to see how the newly integrated 
South was different from the district she left prior to 
the Civil Rights Movement. 

Soon after her return to the area, Middleton obtained a 
teaching position at Jennie Moore Elementary School, 
an affluent magnet school in Mt. Pleasant. Three 

years later, in Awendaw, South Carolina, she became 
principal of Porcher Elementary School, which has 
since closed. After leading Porcher Elementary and 
McClellanville Elementary schools simultaneously, she 
became the principal of small, rural St. James-Santee 
Elementary School. Middleton spent 23 years at St. 
James-Santee and worked tirelessly to improve the 
quality of the staff and raise the achievement level of 
the students. It was during this period that Middleton 
received the prestigious Reader’s Digest Hero in 
Education award. She used the money she received to 
buy books and supplies for the Rising Star Childcare 
Center, a non-profit organization sponsored by a 
diverse community group with whom Middleton had 
formed a partnership. The Charleston County School 
Board renamed the center in her honor; it remains 
in operation on the campus of St. James-Santee 
Elementary School. 

In 2003, Middleton retired from St. James-Santee 
Elementary School to become a troubleshooter for the 
State Department of Education and the Charleston 
County School District. For two years she was a principal 
specialist, helping turn around Lincoln High School 
– a rural school with low-performing students that 
had been operating as failing for at least five years. 
Subsequently, Middleton became a principal leader for 
a year, and in that capacity she served as a resource to 
the principal, offering advice, creating programs and 
planning professional development. The staff at Lincoln 
High possessed the requisite teaching skills, but many 
of them lacked confidence in their students’ abilities. 
Middleton encouraged staff cohesion and helped them 
develop trust in their students’ ability to perform. She 
used demonstration teaching and discussion to show 
them how their students could succeed if they believed 
in themselves and their abilities, and if they expected 
more of their students. 

“Students do want to learn and really rise to the 
occasion of increased expectations,” Middleton says. 

The teachers’ response to Middleton’s message 
worked so well that in 2004 and 2005 they received 
the Palmetto Gold Award – an honor that is based on 
overall student performance and continued progress 
in closing the achievement gap.

In 2006, Middleton began working at the College of 
Charleston with the Center for Partnerships to Improve 
Education (CPIE). Middleton became a principal coach 
at Burke High School, a failing downtown school that 

was turned around as a result of the partnership with 
CPIE. In her role, Middleton assisted the principal 
with state, district and school policies, and teacher 
evaluations, and saw positive results.  

“This inner-city, low-achieving school [had great] 
cohesiveness [in] the community,” remarks Middleton. 
“The community was involved in the school and in the 
lives of the children.”

A New Challenge
In 2009, Middleton left CPIE and accepted the 
principalship at struggling North Charleston High 
School where she finds it challenging to work with a 
large number of new faculty (new teachers made up 
more than 70 percent of the North Charleston staff). 

Middleton encourages teachers to develop a personal 
relationship with their students in order to better 
understand each student’s individual needs. When 
Middleton conducts teacher evaluations, she checks to 
see that the teaching methods they are using match 
the students’ needs. 

Despite varying levels of classroom experience, 
Middleton suggests that teachers do all they can to 
continue growing professionally throughout their 
careers. She thinks it is important that they drop old 
lesson plans and adopt new ones each year so that the 
material evolves with the ever-changing student body.

“Teachers need to find the nucleus of possibilities,” 
remarks Middleton. “Then they need to expand it.”

A	Unique	Student	Body
The students in North Charleston live different lives 
than do their peers in more affluent communities. For 
instance, North Charleston students hold down jobs 
to help support their families. They babysit for their 
brothers and sisters after school, and they cook dinner 
for their families. Some are responsible for getting 
themselves to school each morning. The students 
are of different ethnicities and represent a variety of 
socio-economic levels – from low to moderate – which 
means that a high percentage of the students receive 
free or reduced lunch. Some students are the sole 
income for their households; one-third of them are 
classified as special education students, and housing 
and transportation to and from school often are issues 
for them. Teachers who are new to the area are not 
accustomed to working in this type of setting.
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an agent of change
How Juanita Middleton has made a career out of transforming schools with low-performing students into high-reaching achievers.

by Kelly Bowers

s Juanita Middleton



limelight on literacy
Baptist Hill students benefit from a committed team of educators.

by Alexandra Sullivan

taking ownership of their learning and they are first in 
line for advocating for their students.” 

Adds Christine Power, literacy curriculum specialist, 
“The entire staff is taking the responsibility for leading 
professional development sessions very seriously.”

This level of staff commitment helps to sustain 
rewards in all classrooms – not just in English classes. 
Across content areas, teachers are exuding a renewed 
confidence and are willing to try new strategies that are 
responsive to students’ interests and needs. Through 
vocabulary lessons, word walls, reflective journals and 
gender-specific literacy activities – hands-on action 
for boys and group discussion for girls – academic 
performance is on the rise at Baptist Hill. This effort goes 
hand-in-hand with the school’s ongoing instructional 
strategies and training in single-gender instruction. 

Christine Aykroyd, Baptist Hill’s literacy coach,  
who also teaches pull-out classes for struggling 
readers, has observed an improvement in some  
of her students’ classroom behavior as well as their  
academic performance. 

Helen Plexico, the math curriculum specialist, sees 
hard evidence of teacher preparation when she 
reviews her teachers’ weekly lesson plans. 

“They highlight the literacy aspect of their weekly 
lesson plans so that they can get feedback that helps 
them improve new things they are trying out in the 
classroom,” says Plexico.  

Reggie Terry, assistant principal of the MSA, says, 
“A lot of the new, young teachers have tremendous 
creative energy and a willingness to focus on more 
reading and writing strategies. They don’t see it as just 
a mandate … It’s everyone’s job to focus on what they 
see their kids needing in terms of writing and reading 
skill development across the curriculum.” The teachers 
have clearly formed a literacy-focused alliance for their 
students. A group of community partners, who are 
located all over Charleston County, are fostering this 
alliance and continuing the momentum. 

Who are the Partners?
CPIE staff work to improve students’ level of education 
achievement by streamlining correspondence and 
focusing on responses during regularly held meetings. 
CPIE staff also continue to develop and strengthen new, 
quality partnerships in the community. 

Communities in Schools (CIS), located at Baptist Hill, 
is a non-profit dropout-prevention/stay-in-school 
program. Its mission is to encourage all youth to stay 
in school by connecting the best community resources 
with the needs of students, their families and schools.

Katrina Wright, CIS’s BHMHS representative, 
collaborates daily with community partners, teachers, 
students and administration. Currently, Wright is 
working with Stephanie Smalls (counselor) and the 
guidance department to coordinate a spring career fair.   

Choosing to succeed rather than leaving 
success to chance is the battle cry of James 
Winbush, principal of Baptist Hill Middle/High 
School (BHMHS), located in Hollywood, South 
Carolina. Convincing his staff and students to 
not only embrace this notion, but also to take 
steps to realize that success is an evolution, has 
finally started to take hold. Now that Winbush 
has student achievement and development as 
the central focus, and has teachers on board 
and programs in place, literacy promotion for 
his school has come into full focus. 

“Improving literacy means you get a better quality 
student,” says Winbush. “Students are able to participate 
and give feedback. Student interest increases.”

Coming Together
Students at Baptist Hill High School share their campus 
with middle school students, who attend classes in the 
Middle School Academy (MSA), which is comprised of 
modular units located just outside the main building. 
One of the most conspicuous aspects of the academy 
is its teacher-learner structure, which is almost entirely 
either all male with a male instructor, or all female with 
a female instructor. In an effort to form a more cohesive 
school community, during the 2010–2011 school year, 
the middle school staff and students will move into a 
new wing attached to the high school. This juxtaposition 

emphasizes the fact that the schools are linked and 
reinforces the continuity of leadership that results in 
increased student achievement. Positive outcomes 
resulting from this transition are expected to include 
a decrease in the number of beginning-of-the-year 
transfers from Baptist Hill, and a further reduction in the 
drop-out rate. 

“I believe the transition will increase our test scores, 
because now the students have time to follow our 
expectations and goals,” says Winbush. “The number 
of honor students will increase because we will have 
them for so long and there will be competition among 
students in the classroom.”

Students will benefit from attending school from grades 7 
to 12 at the same location, with a set of clear expectations 
and a stable leadership that is committed to student 
success. A big part of that success was the implementation 
of a mandated professional development model that 
focused on school-wide literacy standards. 

Literacy and Professional Development
A team of people collaborated on defining the 
knowledge and skills teachers needed in order to meet 
students’ literacy needs. Once they had identified 
literacy needs across content areas in both limited 
proficient and highly proficient students, the team 
recommended relevant professional development 
texts, which included What to Do When Kids Can’t 
Read: A Guide for Teachers 6–12, by Kylene Beers.  

Nicola Williams is an assistant professor of literacy and 
culturally responsive pedagogy in the Department of 
Teacher Education at the College of Charleston. She is 
also a liaison between Baptist Hill and the Center for 
Partnerships to Improve Education (CPIE) at the College. 
In September, Williams presented the Beers text during 
a turnaround professional development training session 
with the administrative leadership team at Baptist Hill. 
Winbush helped the team choose individual chapters 
to study collaboratively within their departments, 
and then facilitated turnaround workshops with their 
colleagues during school-wide faculty meetings. This 
process helped the faculty understand and appreciate 
the relevancy of the content. To date, the administrative 
team, math department, science department and 
business department have presented their renditions of 
the first half of the text. 

“This is exactly what makes what’s happening at 
Baptist Hill so significant,” says Williams. “Teachers are 
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Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for 
Undergraduate Programs (GEAR UP), which has 
been located on The Citadel campus since 1999, is a 
federally funded grant program designed to prepare 
middle school students and their parents for the  
process of planning for college, admission to college 
and academic success in college. The academic portion 
of this partnership was designed to build on a concept 
developed and implemented by the University of 
South Carolina, which included Saturday Academies 
and a summer institute. 

A dual credit program at Trident Technical College (TTC) 
allows high school students to take college courses 
for which the student can earn both college and high 
school credits simultaneously. Tuition is free for eligible 
students, and free books and materials are provided. 
Further, the test to determine academic skills for 
enrollment is now being offered in both pen-and-paper 
and computer-based format. With the permission of 
their high schools or home-school associations, qualified 
students may enroll in college courses at TTC that will 
be applied to the 24 units of credit required for a state 
high school diploma. Successful completion of these 
courses also allows high school students the opportunity 
to make progress toward their college education before 
finishing high school.

Addlestone Library, located at the College of 
Charleston, is the newest Baptist Hill community 
partner. The library staff has worked with honor 
students at another school in the community, helping 
them to successfully pass the Advanced Placement 

proficiency test. James Williams, assistant dean 
of public services, and Thomas Gilson, head of the 
reference department, have been leading the effort 
and are committed to making a difference in the 
academic lives of Baptist Hill students. They engage 
in collaborative teaching and learning efforts with 
students and use the many resources that are available 
through on-campus and technology-based study.

Baptist Hill’s partnerships network extends beyond 
South Carolina as well. Bowdoin College, through 
CPIE, coordinated an Alternative Spring Break project: 
destination – Baptist Hill. During their mid-March 
“vacation,” 12 students from the small Maine liberal arts 
college volunteered to lend their talents and services 
and worked with students both after school and during 
Operation Success, Baptists Hill’s achievement test and 
career success preparation project. 

More Work to be Done
The students at Baptist Hill Middle/High School 
watch their teachers and administrators raise the 
bar on a daily basis, and they are meeting the new 
expectations with a strong, steady movement toward 
the top. Winbush’s spotlight on literacy, the teacher’s 
commitment and the partners’ support make a 
successful combination. As Winbush continues to work 
with Baptist Hill, his battle cry of, “Success happens by 
choice, not by chance” will, no doubt, continue. 



The way students spend their time after school dismissal 
varies across communities. While some students 
stay after school to participate in a sports team or an 
extracurricular school-sponsored activity, others head 
to a job or go home. Years ago, many students went 
home to a parent who might have helped them start on 
their homework. For the past 20 years, however, with 
a growing number of full-time working mothers and 
fathers, as well as single-parent households, the house 
is often empty until 5:00 p.m. or later, and children are 
left unsupervised for several hours. 

The Afterschool Alliance commissioned a 2009 study 
called “America After 3 p.m.” and found that each 
afternoon across the U.S., 15 million children are 
left unsupervised after school. Research has shown 
that American children are most prone to engage in 
deviant behavior between the hours of 3:00 and 7:00 
p.m. These are also the peak hours for youth crime and 
victimization. Students who have nowhere to go and 
nothing to do, and who lack adult supervision after 
school, are the ones who are more likely to use drugs 
and alcohol, engage in sexual activity and perform 
poorly in school. 

21st-Century Community Learning 
Centers
In the mid-1990s, the government took action in 
the hopes of keeping students safe, healthy and 
intellectually engaged. Congress established the 
21st-Century Community Learning Centers in 1995 
as a demonstration project. The centers provided 
academic enrichment opportunities for children during 
non-school hours – particularly for those students who 
attended high-poverty and low-performing schools. The 
primary goals of these afterschool initiatives were to: 

• provide supervision to children of working families.

• support child development. 

• provide enrichment and extra learning opportunities. 

• promote youth development. 

• prevent risky behaviors. 

• improve academic achievement. 

• decrease gaps in academic achievement.

“Up until 1997, the small demonstration project 
included only10 schools funded by a $1million federal 
appropriation, and yet there were approximately 
90,000 public schools nationwide, 40–50,000 of 

which were serving fairly large percentages of low-
income students,” explains Terry Peterson, a College of 
Charleston senior fellow and chair of the board of the 
National Afterschool Alliance. Peterson was the person 
who lead the expansion and growth of 21st-Century 
Community Learning Centers during his tenure as chief 
counselor of the U.S. Department of Education under 
Education Secretary Richard Riley. “We wondered how 
we would put a dent in providing expanded learning 
opportunities after school and build community 
learning partnerships,” says Peterson, who is director of 
the National Afterschool Community Learning Network 
at the College of Charleston. 

The Demand for Afterschool Programs
It was a task that seemed daunting, but the 
administration felt that it was crucial to develop quality 
afterschool programs for three reasons. 

 1. Offering students afterschool programs enabled  
 them to expand their horizons and “give them a  
 chance to learn something that they were interested  
 in,” says Peterson. 

 2. With the growing prevalence of working family  
 households and single working parents, parents  
 were left scurrying around trying to figure out what  
 they could do with their children for those several  
 hours of the day. 

 3. The statistics regarding afterschool crime and  
 victimization in children was startling.

Because these three areas affected more than just 
educators, parents and community members also 
weighed in on the matter.

“We held meetings all over the country to explain 
the importance of this initiative best practice from 
research,” says Peterson. “We spoke to educators, 
youth groups, parent groups and community 
organizations. The response was astounding. 
Applications kept coming in. We always had far more 
quality applications than money, which showed that 
the demand was real, the need was imminent and 
higher federal appropriations were justified.” 

In 1997, the 21st-Century Community Learning 
Centers began a dramatic expansion and became one 
of the nation’s fastest scale-up of nationwide education 
initiatives in America. Astonishingly, according to 
Peterson, between 1997 and 2002, 10 schools grew 
to 10,000 schools, each with two to six community 
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partners; the federal appropriation grew from $1 
million to $1 billion. During the past two years, the 
federal appropriation and number of schools again 
has begun to increase after a lull in funding in the 
middle of the first decade of the 21st century.   

When Peterson left the U.S. Department of Education 
in 2001, the president of the Mott Foundation asked 

him to stay involved with afterschool initiatives across 
America and in some developing countries. He 
continues to encourage national, state and local leaders 
to expand their afterschool learning opportunities, 
and provides technical assistance, develops policy and 
provides training. He also helps expand partnerships 
and transform schools into community learning centers, 
and uses these powerful strategies to improve learning. 
Currently, the Mott Foundation funds Peterson’s work 
through the College of Charleston

“This all reflects a new day for learning,” says Peterson.  

Exciting and Inviting Afterschool 
Programs
The focus of afterschool programs is continually 
evolving. These days, middle and high school students 
have a chance to engage in work-study programs, 
internships and service learning projects. Plus, 
students come into contact with a variety of people – 
ranging from college students to adult professionals 
to senior citizens. In addition, in some communities, 
afterschool and community learning center 
opportunities have expanded to include students’ low-
income families, and also parents who have limited 
education and/or are struggling to learn English. 
These programs also provide pathways to GEDs, and 
technical and college courses. 

“It can be tough to be excited about school when you’re 
working two jobs and you come home whipped,” 
Peterson says. “That’s why we need to show students 
and their families that the local community school can 
be an exciting and inviting place for children, youth 
and families to learn more, and broaden their skills and 
connections. The goal is to engage entire families and 
boost their education level.”

The first step in creating and sustaining a successful, 
high-quality afterschool program is the cultivation 
of school/community relationships. It is important to 
incorporate a good mix of teachers and community 
members – such as artists, scientists and health 
professionals – into the program. It is equally 
important to do everything possible to nurture these 
vital relationships.  

Why Afterschool Programs Fail
Peterson says he believes that the number one reason 
afterschool programs sputter and dissolve is that they are 
not designed with students’ interests in mind. He says 
it is important, as students advance in school (especially 
in the middle school years), to survey them to find out 
what sorts of programs they would like to see offered. 

“The programs need to be engaging, exciting and 
interesting,” Peterson stresses, “because as children 
get older, if they don’t see the benefit in being there, 
they just won’t show up.”

Middle and high school students, in particular, do 
not participate in afterschool programs because they 
think they are going to learn something. They come 
because they want to connect with their peers. If they 
can connect by playing with some new technology, 
then all the better.

The second reason Peterson says that afterschool 
programs fail is that from the beginning, they do not 
build strategies and partnerships to be sustainable so 
that the afterschool and community learning program 
is not just available when the school or community 
group wins a grant. 

A Constant Demand
Peterson says that there is a definite sequence of 
results that occur when students attend quality 
afterschool programs.

 1. Attendance increases. 

 2. Students receive extra help in core skill areas so  
 their grades improve. 

 3. Because students become more engaged in  
 the school day, their work habits improve as do their  
 attitudes about school. Consequently, students are  
 less likely to get into trouble both during the school  
 day and after school. 

 4. Test scores go up.

Just as the “demand was real and the need imminent” 
for afterschool programs in 1995, the same holds true 
today. Although the “America After 3 p.m.” study found 
that there are more than a million more young people 
involved in afterschool programs in 2009 as opposed 
to 2004, still not nearly enough afterschool programs 
exist. Plus, as a result of the economic downturn, more 
than a quarter of our nation’s children are left alone 
and unsupervised after school. 

The good news is that parents are big supporters 
of afterschool programs. In fact, the parents of 18 

million students indicated that they would enroll 
their children in an afterschool program if one were 
available (The Afterschool Alliance). Parents want to 
feel assured that their children are safe, and if their 
children are improving socially and academically –  
and having fun to boot – that is every parent’s dream.

One fine example of a successful afterschool program 
in Charleston, South Carolina, is Wings, a non-profit 
educational organization that helps children develop 
social and emotional intelligence through fresh, fun 
afterschool programs.

The Future of Afterschool Programs
Because demographics change (more working 
families and single parents, for example) and more 
expectations are placed on students to succeed in 
school, Peterson predicts that school administrators 
and community leaders will feel pressure to provide 
more afterschool learning time. By transforming 
schools into community learning centers, children will 
be safer and more motivated to learn. How that all 
comes to fruition, however, can be greatly enhanced 
by increased financial and policy support from each 
state – with the help of the federal government. For 
example, new federal recovery monies for Title 1, 
Title 1 School Improvement, Race to the Top, and 
Local Innovation Fund can be used, in part, to expand 
learning time after school, on weekends and during 
summers. In addition, the monies can be used to get 
families and communities involved in the business 
of turning schools around and accelerating their 
rate of improvement. Local educators, and parent 
and community leaders should use some of these 
monies for afterschool and summer learning, thus 
transforming schools into community learning centers.

“What we may see is that in some more affluent 
communities, afterschool programs will be readily 
available,” says Peterson. “But unfortunately, in 
communities that are struggling economically, it will 
take local and state leadership and nonprofits to be 
proactive in getting things moving along with local 
school and community leadership.”

Note: Visit the Afterschool Alliance website (www.afterschoolalliance.org) 
for examples of outstanding afterschool programs across the country. For 
interactive state-by-state results, visit www.afterschoolalliance.org/AA3PM.cfm
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College of Charleston faculty members 
lead fascinating and purposeful lives. 
Diane Cudahy, an assistant professor 
in the School of Education, Health, and 
Human Performance, is no exception. 
Her mantra is, “Through education can 
come change.” As a child of the 1960s, a 
participant in the Civil Rights Movement 
and	a	believer	in	equal	opportunity	for	
all children, Cudahy has lived her beliefs 
in a variety of ways. 

Originally from New Jersey, Cudahy received a B.S. 
degree in early childhood education from the College 
of New Jersey, a master’s degree in leadership in 
higher education from the University of Tennessee–
Knoxville, and a Ph.D. in cultural studies from the 
University of Tennessee–Knoxville. Cudahy has worked 
as a primary teacher in mostly high-poverty schools 
in New Jersey and Michigan, and a coordinator of 
international programming at the University of 
Tennessee–Knoxville. Currently, she serves as an 
associate professor of education, the director of the 
Teaching Fellows Program (a scholarship program for 
top high school seniors who plan to become teachers), 
and the director of the M.Ed. program in teaching, 
learning, and advocacy at the College of Charleston.            

Throughout her career, Cudahy has been driven by 
the belief that all children – regardless of race – are 
capable of advanced learning. Today, in her many 
roles at the College of Charleston, she states that her 
educational research is a reflection of her collected 
interests. They include the improvement of teachers 
through teacher education, not only what we teach 
prospective teachers but also how we teach them 
and what we ask of them. She believes – and her 
belief is supported by research – that the teacher 
is the single most critical component in a child’s 
education. Currently, she is searching for ways to make 
prospective teachers more able and willing to choose 
to teach in difficult and challenging areas and schools.

Social justice is a term that Cudahy takes very seriously. 
Social justice in education, she believes, means 
promising all children the opportunities to reach their 
full potential. A commitment to social justice at the 
core of any teacher-education program reveals its soul. 

through education can come change
A Conversation with Diane Cudahy, College of Charleston Professor.
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She remarks that there is such a commitment at the 
College of Charleston.  

Another term Cudahy strongly advocates for is 
educational accountability. She thinks that teachers 
should be able to show how their students learn and 
grow. If teachers are not able to demonstrate student 
growth, she says they should be relieved of their 
jobs. The problem with accountability, she adds, is 
that it tends to be interpreted through high-stakes 
testing, the ranking of schools and students, and the 
application of business– and assembly–line models to 
education. This has had a negative effect on students, 
making school sheer drudgery for some.      

Cudahy admits that she is concerned about the plight 
of public education over the next ten years. She states 
that teachers are expected to fill far too many roles. 
In difficult economic times, education takes the hit 
financially, and the result can be seen in diminished 
resources and fewer teachers being assigned to 
schools. In addition, educators are held accountable 
for not just what happens in the classroom, but for 
society’s failures as well. She notes this undermines 
the very fabric of public education.         

Currently, Cudahy devotes much of her time 
to the Teaching Fellows Program. These bright 
undergraduates are highly dedicated to their future 
careers in education and see themselves as leaders in 
their chosen profession. Cudahy views these students 
as motivated to learn more and do more, and proud to 
identify themselves as future teachers.

As Cudahy reflects on the way in which future 
teachers are developed, she says that she sees two 
critical components to any successful program. First, 
the program must allow teacher candidates to have 
ample opportunities to examine their own beliefs 
and assumptions in light of their goal of effectively 
teaching all children. Second, it must encourage 
multiple opportunities to teach children and families 
in all their splendid and wonderful differences. 

Diane Cudahy – master teacher, advocate for students 
and believer in social justice – can easily sum up what 
has driven her entire career. 

“There is an absolute feeling of joy I receive,” she says, 
“when I lead someone to learning.”       
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