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Guilford County Schools’ Top Leaders
GCS Announces the Six Finalists for the Principal of the Year Award
Greensboro, NC – The six finalists for Guilford County Schools’ Principal of the Year award have all made a difference in their schools. However, only one will be named the district’s Principal of the Year on Monday, October 23 at the Guilford County Board of Education meeting.  
The district will announce an overall winner, as well as an elementary and secondary winner (which includes middle and high school). The overall winner will receive their choice of a $2,000 Harris Teeter gift card or a free trip to an educational conference of their choice, valued at $2,000. The remaining five finalists will each receive their choice of a $1,500 Harris Teeter gift card or a free trip to any educational conference valued at $1,500.
Below is a Q & A with each finalist. Photos of each finalist are available upon request.
Lewis Ferebee
 
1. School: Hairston Middle
2. Number of years in current position: 1
3. Total years of administrative experience: 6
4. What inspired you to be an administrator? 
My interest in school leadership is very simple: I enjoy developing others. During my classroom teaching experiences and after studying the every move of my principal, I was craving more school leadership. I was very moved by the capacity building and empowerment potential of the principalship. As I began to look through school leadership lenses and study school leadership theory, I could see myself changing the world by developing strong teachers and nourishing needy students. It is my passionate dream that I still have and to which I aspire daily. From my prospective, school administrators facilitate the vital organs of this nation, education; while simultaneously maintaining the quality and viability of our future. We cannot accept mediocrity, tire or lose focus; tomorrow depends on us to produce the best.
-more-
5. How have you improved student achievement at your school? 
Under my leadership, we were able to improve student achievement at Hairston through visionary leadership. In just one year at Hairston, we had a complete turnaround in the academic culture of the school and student growth. We have major accomplishments to celebrate with record highs in math and reading performance. We achieved the highest level of proficiency in the history of the school.
Preliminary release of Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) indicates all subgroups made 100 percent of their reading targets and made significant growth. Hairston made all 11 AYP targets. Hairston has not made AYP since the 2002-03 school year. We believe that the progress made can be credited to the vision for more and better guided reading instruction. 

6. How have you improved instruction at your school? 
Our primary tools for teachers in 2006 were assessment data and personnel. We relied heavily on using assessment data to inform instruction and teacher leaders in our building. In 2006, instructional leadership was built on collaboration; on problem solving by all involved; on cooperative effort; and on confidence in the wisdom of the group—whether it be a grade-level team or a subject-based team. Sharing power and decision-making was critical along with building a culture of collaboration where all could utilize their strengths and learn from one another. Also in 2006, we were very data-directed. We used continuous and frequent monitoring of student mastery through formative and summative assessments to plan instruction and remediation/acceleration efforts. Teachers were trained in how to assess students formatively and how to disaggregate data from our three-week summative assessments. 
Teacher leadership provided an opportunity for teachers to increase the meaningfulness of their job. Most importantly, teachers had more ownership and were more empowered to disaggregate meaningful student data to determine teacher-learning priorities, monitor progress and help sustain continuous improvement.
Angelo Kidd
1. School:  Northwest High
2. Number of years in current position: 1
3. Total years of administrative experience? 17
4. What inspired you to be an administrator?
Helping others became what I conceived the job to be and facilitating instruction became the appeal. With my training and experience, I felt more than ready for the job. 
I was impacted greatly by three teachers: Ms. Butler for her warmth, caring and belief in all students; Ms. Dudley for automatically labeling me as a kid who could not learn because of where I was living; Mr. King, my eighth-grade teacher who said I would never pass ninth-grade English. I use these experiences to promote my vision that all can learn if healthy expectations are present. I empower teachers to make choices for themselves and the school to improve daily, weekly, monthly, etc.

-more-

5. How have you improved student achievement at your school?
For the four and a half years I was principal at Southern Guilford High School, we improved achievement of students from a variety of backgrounds. We increased the number of minority students taking honors and Advanced Placement courses, closed a good portion of the student achievement gap, increased SAT scores from 909 to 932, increased from 53 percent to 65.5 percent on the ABC composite and was named an Exemplary Growth School in 1998, 2000 and 2001 (expected growth in 1999). We had similar success at Northeast Guilford High, a more diverse school than Southern. In four years, we improved the ABC composite from 58 percent to 20.3 percent. My goal at Northwest High is 90 plus.
Our improved achievement occurred because of three things: a strong belief system that all students can learn, strong classroom practices and working with students beyond the normal school day. A constant reminder was all means ALL. We not only have to believe this, but we must also show it in all of our actions. We implemented Learning Focused and Reading in the Content Area strategies. As Southern, we also implemented a strong Paideia program. In fact, Southern was named a National Demonstration site. We also implemented the Senior Project, which has been adopted since then as a requirement for graduation beginning with the class of 2010. We provided common planning and sharing time for teachers to not only share and plan together, but to reflect on their classroom practices. Finally, we provided an extensive before, during and after-school tutoring program wherein re-teaching and re-testing occurred.

Believing in all, using best practices and providing more time for students and teachers improved achievement at Southern and Northeast, an already high-performing school. With a strong motivation strategy in place, we were awarded this past spring The Gold Achievement Award from the High Schools that Work initiative. We have already laid the plans for a “delayed start” for students each Friday so that teachers have more time to plan together and benefit from each others’ strengths. Yes, we plan to do the same at Northwest where, “The Best Get Better.”
6. How have you improved instruction at your school?
Much has been written and said about “best practices.” When I think of best practices, I think of graphic organizers, cooperative learning, hands-on manipulatives, students physically active in the learning process, making learning relevant and use of brain research such as learning in chunks of seven, plus or minus two. The research and studies are clear in that learning is greater and retained much longer when these best practices are used.
These practices are not new. They have been used for quite some time, but not on a daily basis. Our challenge is to embed the use of these tools every day. One hurdle to overcome is to get away from teaching the way we were taught in high school: teacher-centered lessons or what I like to call “talking heads.” In addition, when time is a factor, we resort even more so to the ways we were taught: lecture, worksheets, etc. To clear the hurdle, we must provide “cooperative groups” with our teachers and the time for them to meet so they can use effectively the tools we have and implement them daily.
-more-

Grenita Lathan
 
1. School: Washington Elementary
2. Number of years in current position:  1.5
3. Total years of administrative experience:  7
4. What inspired you to be an administrator?
From early childhood on, I knew that I wanted to be a teacher. My first pupils were dolls, but I quickly transitioned into teaching the children in my own neighborhood, as they needed all the help I could provide in the afternoons and on weekends just to get by in school. My heart was captured by their urgent need for attention and nearly desperate desire to please. I could see that many of them were quite bright; they simply needed someone to take an interest, to go the extra mile, to bridge the gap between what was and what might be – with just a little bit of help. Whenever I stepped into the neighborhood, I was rapidly encircled by eager, upturned faces that followed by ascent up the educational ladder. By the time I acquired certification, my vision and experience had broadened to include not only the children they had been, but the teenagers and adults they had grown to be. Today, I have come full circle and am back where I always wanted to be; only this time, I’m a teacher of teachers seeking to educate an entire community that is at risk.

5. How have you improved student achievement at your school?
When I became principal of Washington Elementary, most of its students were at risk for academic failure. Last year, I sought a change in our school’s mission statement, because I wanted it to reflect the fact that we were going to provide all students, including those with exceptional needs, with the highest quality educational program we might possibly offer. We made clear to all our appreciation of the fact that each child is unique in his/her learning style, experiences and culture, even though most of the children come from the low-income housing project on the other side of Lee Street.

When I arrived at Washington, it was blatantly clear that the programs then in place were failing the children in several ways. Most of our upper-grade students did not have basic decoding skills, so they could not even begin to interpret textbooks, even those written for students who were two grade levels below. How could anyone expect these students to comprehend grade-level texts or EOG Reading tests? Reading First research makes clear that at-risk students need “explicit and systematic instruction,” but the reading series adopted by the district failed to provide it. North Carolina’s Reading First Web site recommended the use of SRA Reading Mastery as a core program and Corrective Reading as an intervention program, as both scaffold instruction needed to compensate for early deficiencies. In order to fund these and other programs, I wrote a CSR grant, and most of the money awarded was used to purchase the much-needed SRA materials.
In addition to the purchase of new materials, I hired a total of 13 tutors and brought all of my staff into training to create the smaller groups needed for instruction. I purchased in-service training for the entire staff and commenced full implementation in the 2005-06 year. To maximize the effects of reading and math instruction, I scheduled literacy and math blocks, thereby allowing for smaller groups as based on placement test performance.
-more-
6. How have you improved instruction at your school?
Because of the additional money provided by the federal government through the Comprehensive School Reform grant I wrote last year, I have been able to purchase resources and tools that enhance both teacher and student learning as follows:

1. Additional days of SRA teaching, coaching and mentoring
2. Professional development in Learning-Focused Strategies, as it thoroughly integrates the various components of our core program. 

3. Summer training/conferences
Linda Mixson Lyon
1. School: Gateway Education Center
2. Number of years in current position: 2
3. Total years of administrative experience: 8

4. What inspired you to be an administrator?
As a daughter of a U.S. Marine fighter pilot, this administrator grew up under the expectation to be a voice for those individuals who were not being heard. However, as a special educator in the classroom, attempts to be a voice for students with disabilities was all too often drowned out by the opinions and behaviors of well intentioned regular educators, administrators and community members who were led to think and act by their fear and lack of knowledge about people with disabilities. Eleven years ago, John Beatty, principal at Ashley Middle School, encouraged me to channel my frustrations into action: become an administrator and be a voice for both children with disabilities and their teachers.
5. How have you improved student achievement at your school?
I have worked to create an environment in which children are spending a high time on task with therapies and instruction embedded throughout the classroom curriculum. Since July 2004, I have assisted staff in creating teaching teams. Where previously, one teacher of record taught, in isolation, all instructional, behavioral and life skill goals to a classroom of seven to eight students, teachers now are in teams of two and three. Teamed teachers divide the goals into numeracy, literacy and life skills, each taking the responsibility of instructing all the children on the team in one area. 

The teaching team also has one occupational, physical and speech therapist to assist in addressing the instruction. Before 2004, students were consistently pulled out of the classroom for all therapy, therapists now sit side by side with students and teachers in the natural environment of the classroom to provide therapies and teach classroom staff how to assist the child in addressing the instruction. At Gateway, teams of teachers, therapists, nursing staff and parents have designed an individual education plan in which the child spends each day of instruction and therapy with the focus of repetition toward achievement and growth.
-more-
6. How have you improved instruction at your school?
With a student population that is 93 percent nonverbal, the constant theme throughout the building is communication and literacy. The cognition and medical issues of the students at Gateway cause them to be unable to utilize textbooks made available to the students in the regular classroom. To that end, a waiver in the Gateway School Improvement Plan provides Gateway the opportunity to receive these textbook funds to be used for materials and equipment that are appropriate for the children to build communication and literacy skills. Communication devices range from low to high tech. Examples include: Boardmaker and Picture Symbols, manual communication systems an schedules, switch accessible software, a variety of accessibility switches, Touch Screens and computer modifications, communication devices with static displays, high tech communication systems and mounting devices. 

Without the funding and donations of monies and equipment, materials would not be appropriate and the children of Gateway would be unable to access their learning environment.

Judy Robbins
1. School:  Madison Elementary
2. Number of years in current position:  3

3. Total years of administrative experience: 10
4. What inspired you to be an administrator?
My journey to school principalship began when I was a first-grade student in Mrs. Marie Twitty’s class in Marion, NC. I entered first grade as a very anxious, nervous and introverted child who was totally compliant to adult authority and could have been virtually invisible if it wasn’t for Mrs. Twitty. She made school a safe and loving place for me and soon I began to come out of my shell. She realized that I mastered subject matter and concepts very easily and was reading well beyond my peers. She immediately thrust me into a leadership role in the classroom and assigned me to work with students who were experiencing difficulty. She talked with me and told me that I was intelligent and that I could do whatever I wanted when I grew up and I believed her. I didn’t have a clue what a principal was other than a big scary man I saw in the hallway sometimes, but at the age six I knew what an outstanding teacher was because of Mrs. Twitty. 
Realizing my dream to become a teacher was accomplished in 1978, I was frequently recognized for my ability to build relationships and achieve success with students who had been identified as trouble makers or incapable of learning. Administrators and peers encouraged me to consider becoming a school administrator. I realized that what I loved most about being a teacher and a school counselor was the impact that I made in children’s lives and if I became a principal, I could develop a school of leaders who shared the same philosophy. 
-more-
5. How have you improved student achievement at your school?
Developing and maintaining a professional learning community and positive morale are key elements in raising student achievement. A major emphasis for me has been to foster a collaborative, empowering atmosphere wherein we can use data to examine successful practices and implement program changes as needed. To develop this structure, I work with our leadership team to develop teacher leaders who share the responsibilities for all budge, organizational and program development decisions that occur at Madison.
To affect student achievement, it is not enough for the principal to establish and communicate a vision; the principal must be viewed by her staff as an effective instructional leader. I do this by being actively immersed in daily instruction at our school by visiting classrooms regularly and providing staff with feedback on the instructional process. 

Student morale and motivation are also crucial in raising student achievement. We work to make school a place where students want to be and maintain an atmosphere that is conducive to learning.

6. How have you improved instruction at your school?
As instructors and role models for future leaders, it is imperative that we approach instructional leadership from a global perspective and begin linking educational activities to real life activities in elementary school. We began this process at Madison in 2003 when we traded in teacher assistant positions to purchase a certified technology teacher. Expanding our staff’s knowledge and computer literacy as well as expanding our curriculum to integrate technology was a major priority for improvement. We formed a team of classroom teachers and specialists to participate in Quality Teaching and Learning Technology professional development training.
We know our focus on integrating technology and increasing the use of information to help students learn and think critically is contributing to our student achievement gains. We are continuing our emphasis in this area by increasing student accountability for their own learning by including life skills and learning as part of daily instruction.
William Stewart
1. School:  Northwest Middle

2. Number of years in current position: 3
3. Total years of administrative experience: 25

4. What inspired you to be an administrator?

I became a principal 23 years ago because I believed that I could help more students achieve their dreams and aspirations by leading, assisting and working side by side with teachers to improve instruction. My ultimate goal has always been increased student learning and all students achieving mastery learning.
-more-
5. How have you improved student achievement at your school?

I am very pleased that 96 percent of our students were proficient on the sixth-, seventh- and eighth-grade End of Grade reading tests this past school year. Ninety-six percent of white students and 95.3 percent of African American students were proficient in reading. This is a significant improvement in African American scores. In addition, we closed the achievement gap among our students with disabilities and free and reduced lunch students.
In Algebra I, 95 percent of our students were proficient—an increase of eight percentage points. The principal must be viewed by his or her staff as an effective instructional leader. This is especially significant since our participation in Algebra I is among the highest in GCS. One hundred percent of our Geometry students were proficient.

6. How have you improved instruction at your school?

As an instructional leader, a principal must align his or her vision with the curriculum goals (NC Standard Course of Study), with the ways that student learning will be assessed and with the best instructional practices available to help students achieve these goals. Furthermore, the principal must guide the school’s professional development in ways that allow teachers to grow in their understanding of the importance of aligning curriculum, assessment and instruction. Helping teachers match the curriculum standards with their assessment and instructional strategies has great impact on student learning because students and teachers alike know what the target is and the best way to reach it.
Our professional development plan includes the building and maintaining of professional learning communities. Teachers meet within a grade level as well as vertically across all grade levels. Another tool for impacting student learning is the extended core time for language arts and mathematics. In these 80 minute classes, teachers have the time to help students apply concepts and achieve greater understanding. Throughout Northwest, I have seen an increase in the level of active student learning with the incorporation of collaborative learning groups, partner work, group presentations and creative problem solving.
About Guilford County Schools
Guilford County Schools is the third largest school district in North Carolina serving more than 70,000 students at 115 schools. With approximately 9,700 employees, the district’s mission is to graduate responsible citizens who are college/work ready.  

Guilford County Schools is a national leader in providing specialized schools and instructional programs designed to meet the educational needs of a culturally diverse citizenship. For more information, visit the district’s Web site at www.gcsnc.com.
###
