
MEMORANDUM         

 

TO:  Arlington School Board   

FROM: Ted Black and Louisa Marinaccio 

Co-Chairs, the Advisory Council on Instruction (ACI) 

SUBJECT: ACI Inputs to Definition of Success 

DATE:  January 11, 2016 

 

We engaged all elements of ACI to explore the School Board’s question about defining success.  

The articulation of ideas varied, but themes emerged and coalesced around the definitions and 

explanation in this memorandum.  We engaged the chairs of our committees during a meeting to 

start the year and charged their committees to further explore the definition.  We asked ACI 

members to consider the question and worked in small groups to generate ideas at our ACI 

meeting on October 21, 2015.  The ACI appreciates the opportunity to discuss success in 

educating our students, and the various ideas are documented in the attached annex to this 

memorandum. 

 

ACI has developed the following definition of student success: 

 

Student success is the capability to transition through life changes and function with 

integrity and dignity in the new environment: 

 

 Enabled by successful schools creating learners who: 

 

– master concepts as they are able; 

– are equipped to deal with challenges in the world; 

– appreciate differences; and 

– value the humanity in themselves and others. 

 

 Supported by a safe community  

 

A fundamental element in the lives of all students is dealing with transitions and change, which 

must be mastered to succeed. 

 

• Students are in transitions while in APS 

 

– Growing from childhood to adulthood (intellectually, physically, emotionally, & 

socially) 

– Moving from lesson to lesson, through semesters, and to the next grade 

– Graduating from elementary, middle, and high school   

 

• APS graduation starts life-long transitions 

 

–  College or technical education(s) 

– Work 

– Personal situations 

  



 

A fundamental challenge for APS is to understand and deliver relevant academic content: 

 

• Establish what students need to know by graduation and how to get there 

 

– Rigorous evaluation of what is reasonable to understand  at each level; and 

– Build consensus on “core” issues and the role of English/language arts (reading), 

math, science, social studies, arts, world language, physical well-being, & 

technology. 

 

• Prepare students to master content; not just answering SOLs and tests 

 

– SOLs and tests are a means to an end and not the end 

– If SOLs or tests don’t match our objectives, change them 

 

• Differentiate to start at students’ learning point and adapt to their development 

 

• Develop critical thinking skills to function in new situations or with incomplete 

understanding 

 

Another challenge is to acknowledge and respect human dignity and worth in all students: 

 

• Include all students, regardless of abilities and circumstances, in the APS community; 

• Recognize and cope with stresses on students and staff to create a safe learning 

environment; 

• Help students to communicate and relate to others in appropriate and effective ways; 

• Create self-confidence and self-esteem so that students make good decisions, learn from 

mistakes or failures, and appreciate successes; and 

• Strive to give students and staff time to explore, enjoy, and become passionate about 

learning. 

 

Finally, Arlington and APS must resource schools with staff, space, and materials to address 

these challenges. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copies: 

Dr. Patrick K. Murphy, Superintendent 

Constance Skelton, Assistant Superintendent for Instruction 

 

Attachment: 

ANNEX A, ACI Inputs 



ANNEX A 

ACI Committee & Member Inputs 

 

Not all inputs answer the question of how to define success directly, however, all ideas submitted 

are included in this listing: 

 

1. The ability to write effectively; 

 

2. Presentation skills and using technology; 

 

3. Employability following graduation for those not attending college.  Need to focus on what 

employers are looking for in employees and meeting those needs; 

 

4. Creating dynamic learners and teaching students to learn; 

 

5. 4Cs (collaboration, communication, critical thinking, creativity) could be a measure of 

overall student success, especially collaboration and critical thinking, in organic versus 

stovepipe learning; 

6. Instill the habits of lifelong learners by encouraging curiosity, experimentation, and 

independent research, to have the confidence and learning skills to take on new challenges 

and adapt to changing circumstances, to participate productively in civic discourse;    
 

7. Teaching students basic Life skills and basic social skills with a goal of at least one year of 

academic growth per child – not artificially held back or pushed forward: 
 

Basic life skills 

 Math literacy (age appropriate) 

 Ability to use technology 

 Be prepared for the next stage in employment or education 

 

Basic social skills / social and emotional health 

 Ability to interact with peers, superiors, family etc. 

 Resilience 

 Independence 

 

8. An appropriate balance between teaching students what to think and how to think.  Basic 

content skills, be they literacy, numeracy, or historic knowledge, are essential.  But equally 

essential is instilling in students the capacity to be lifelong learners.  Professors and 

employers alike often speak to the fact that “they can teach the content” but they need 

students and employees with the skills to turn what they teach into something meaningful.  

 

 

 



 

9. Success is: 

 

 All students being met where they are, challenged to grow and explore in meaningful 

ways, taught in a way that is appropriate for the way they learn, and leaving APS having 

made meaningful progress towards being able to live the life that best suits them--

regardless of whether the next step is Harvard, NVCC, cooking school, working with a 

high school degree, working without a degree or learning to live at home or in a group 

home with more dignity and autonomy than would have been possible without APS.  All 

students feeling that their humanity is equally valued, respected and appreciated." 

 

 Students communicating effectively in multiple languages and modalities to make 

meaningful connections.  Respects divergent or non-neurotypical thinking to engage 

others in thoughtful discussion.  Acknowledges and understands diverse perspectives and 

learning styles, cultures and abilities when considering local, national, and world issues. 

 

 Success is based on the extent to which each person is a valued, genuine, participating, 

contributing, and equal member of the community. A community has failed and has no 

chance at succeeding when even one of its members is left behind, shut out, or treated as 

a second-class citizen. We learned this during the civil rights era, and we continue to 

struggle with this issue today with our immigrant, economically disadvantaged, and 

disabled student populations. APS will only succeed when each student is valued and is 

given the tools to succeed and to contribute to the community.  

 

10. Success is: 

 

 Helping students develop a passion, appreciation, understanding of the Arts 

 Showing students how to appreciate the Arts’ value, how the Arts are integrated in all 

disciplines that we study (for example:  engineering, culinary, business, etc.) 

 Implementation of the Arts Education program, all students can effectively communicate 

their conceptual learning of the arts 

 All students can make meaningful connections on how the arts can be appreciated and 

applied in the real world 

 All students are able to problem solve as a community of learners 

 All students are appropriately challenged in the arts 

 All students value the Arts and are prepared to pursue higher education and possibly a 

career in the arts 

 

11. Physical Fitness – movement time and more recess. 

 

12. Student is part of a community: 

 

 Social skills 

 Fully inclusive 

 Teaching kids to understand 

 Incorporate individuals  

 Challenge 



 Whole child 

 Strong  

 Safe, nurturing 

 

Success is: 

 Learning in a safe, secure place 

 Learning at own pace 

 Personal needs for each student needs met: e.g., enough challenge, social/emotional, etc. 

 Learning changes as needs change 

 Confidence to take risks 

 Students having multiple choices after high school and a connection to community 

 

13. Addressing needs of Special Ed community: 

 

 Students taught at their level 

 All students participate 

 Inclusive education 

 

14. Relationship with peers in future:   

 

 Social/emotional 

 Diversity (economic, social) 

 

15. Creative learning 

 

 Project based learning 

 Integrated learning 

 Arts incorporated across subjects 

 

16. No Homework in Elementary School.  At that age, students without involved parents are at a 

disadvantage. 

 

17. Build capacity of balanced kids.  Current structure is too overwhelming in middle and high 

school. 

 

18. Educate parents on school-life balance 

 

19. Allow students to discover who they are as a person 

 

20. Strong staff support plus appropriate professional development. 

 

21. Language learning success for APS students is: 

 

 Self-confidence as a learner and user of a world language 

 The demonstrated ability to perform real-world tasks using the language.   



 Examples of the types of language tasks that students need to be able to perform are 

given in the ACTFL/NCSSFL “Can-Do” self-assessment statements posted here: 

http://www.actfl.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/Can-Do_Statements_2015.pdf  

 The desire of students to continue studying and learning a world language and culture. 

 Proficiency learning goal for APS students to reach in at least one world language is 

Novice-High to Intermediate on the ACTFL proficiency scale. 

 The proportion of students that make satisfactory progress toward achieving the School 

Board’s expressed value that every APS student should graduate from high school 

proficient in English and at least one other language. Currently, the goal should be that at 

least 60% of high school students achieve that level. That goal should be raised in future 

years. “Proficiency” in a world language consists of a rating of at least Intermediate-Mid 

on the ACTFL scale; proficiency in English is shown by a grade of “Pass” on 11th grade 

SOLs. 

 For elementary schools, at least 95% of students who complete six years of FLES or 

Immersion should achieve the ACTFL proficiency level of Novice-Mid, and at least 90% 

should achieve Novice-High. 

 Secondary school success is also indicated by the number of enrollments in world 

language classes and by the proportion of students who meet the world language 

requirements for the Advanced Studies Diploma 

 

22. All students need strong academics and effective intervention, provided early.  They also 

need inclusion, both academic and social, and strong and supportive communities where they 

are given help and support in being full members of those communities.  They need sufficient 

help, support, and time for learning and developing social skills, sufficient free time and free 

play for developing creativity and to avoid feeling overwhelmed, and sufficient brain breaks 

and movement time.  They also need balance among all of these things at school, and 

mindfulness by our school system of the need for balance at home as well.  Finally, we need 

to offer consistent quality in all components across the school system, and to recruit, 

recognize, and compensate excellent staff to help meet all of the needs outlined above: 

 

 Academic Needs: Continued high quality instruction is needed with improvement of full 

academic inclusion and equal opportunities for all children to develop to their maximum 

potential, making sure that every child is able and encouraged to explore and make use of 

every opportunity that exists at the school, and that opportunities are carefully designed 

and made universally available for all students to thrive and excel.  The assumption 

should be that every child is capable of benefiting, and that each child will be given the 

opportunity to benefit from all options -- academic, programmatic, and recreational -- that 

are available to students.  Educating the whole child successfully includes strong 

academic preparation for all, accessible to all, with flexibility that allows all children to 

excel, including gifted, typically developing, and those with special needs. 

 

 Consistently Adequate Help for All Disadvantaged Students:  Whether the disadvantage 

is economical, due to language barrier, due to being part of a disadvantaged community, 

having special needs, etc., making sure that all of our children succeed requires that we 

offer sufficient caring and knowledgeable intervention. 

 

http://www.actfl.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/Can-Do_Statements_2015.pdf


 Providing Early and Effective Intervention:  Student success throughout the public school 

career and beyond is affected tremendously by how early we catch problems and offer 

effective interventions. 

 

 Inclusion:  Inclusion is both a legal necessity (as defined by least restrictive 

environment) and a benefit to all children, and it is difficult to see our school system as 

succeeding for all children when some are not fully included.  We might not truly have a 

full understanding of the possibilities inherent in the concept of least restrictive 

environment, and need to make it a priority that we understand that segregated education 

is inherently unequal education. 

 

 Strong and Supportive Communities and Full, Equal, and Positive Community 

Membership for All:  A crucial element of success for kids is full, contributing, 

participating, successful, meaningful, and comfortable membership in their school 

community and sub-communities that they choose.  A successful school community that 

fosters this must be safe, welcoming, nurturing, supportive of students and further 

development of their social skills and interactions, fully inclusive and respectful of 

everyone's needs and differences, able to promote a healthy sense of community identity 

and cohesiveness, and supportive of the development of the whole child.  Every child 

should have the basic human needs for belonging, relationship, and security met within 

his/her community, and every child should be prepared to be a productive and successful 

member of his/her future community as an adult. 

 

 Social Skills: The whole child needs social skills, including learning and practice on 

relating/empathy, talking/speaking to individuals and groups of other kids, sharing, 

consideration, and conflict resolution.  The Responsive Classroom Model, for instance, 

provides some social skills support, but I would like to see social skills emphasized more 

beyond the practice most children receive in preschool and to a lesser degree in 

Kindergarten, since these skills are crucial to success, not to mention happiness and 

mental health, both as a student and an adult.  Many children need more help with this -- 

both general ed kids and special needs students -- and would be happier and more 

successful students and community members if they received it.  Incorporating social 

skills as an overlay to more lessons and allowing more recess time for interaction and 

free play are two possibilities that come to mind.  Social skills are not incidental but 

should be considered a basic need that schools are responsible for helping children to 

develop, and therefore an essential part of their instructional day. 

 

 Movement Time, Brain Breaks, and Play Time:  The whole child needs sufficient 

movement time, brain breaks, and play time (which can provide social skills practice 

mentioned above as well).  We know that children can feel overwhelmed without 

sufficient breaks, both to refresh themselves and feel ready to learn again and for the 

brain to consolidate information; we know they need sufficient movement time for the 

same reason and for physical health, fitness, and development of gross motor skills, and 

we know that they develop the creativity so essential to success when they are allowed 

sufficient free play time.  This should also be considered an essential part of their 

instructional day, not incidental. 

 

 Balance and Avoiding Overwhelming Kids:  We hear a great deal of conversation about 

work-life balance for adults, and should transfer that concept more fully to children, who 

put in almost the equivalent of an adult work day at school.  I believe we might (or might 



not) win the battle but definitely risk losing the war when we over-schedule our kids' 

school days to the point where they might have trouble absorbing the stream of content if 

we throw it at them with too few breaks.  In that case, we also risk the possibility that 

learning ceases to be a pleasure and kids don't have room to develop the imagination and 

motivation to do independent work, abilities that are also crucial to success both as 

students and as adults.. We should balance the work day with sufficient (meaning more) 

breaks and social time as outlined above.  We should also promote balance at home by 

minimizing homework (other than reading), or even eliminating homework, at least 

during the early years, with practice or enrichment available to those who need it.  And 

no "one size fits all" busy work.  We should assure the time for balance at home by 

limiting any homework strictly to that which is necessary and extremely valuable, leaving 

time for reading, development and exploration of individual interests, teams/activities, 

family time, and relaxation, not to mention dinner, bath, and bed!  Now that all 

elementary schools are on the expanded schedule, this is even more true, particularly 

since all schools now have the expanded number of instructional hours, and families have 

correspondingly fewer free hours. 

 

 Consistency of Quality and Offerings Across our School System:  While it might be 

reasonable to allow for different neighborhood personalities to shape school culture, etc., 

there should nonetheless be consistent quality of components across the school 

system.  The quality of a child's experience -- and therefore his success -- in such areas as 

special education, FLES, inclusion, movement time/brain breaks, degree of recognition of 

and facility with different learning styles, etc., should not be dependent upon his address 

within the county. 

 

 Continued Recruitment, Recognition and Support of Excellence in our Teachers and 

Staff:  We know that all of the above only happen -- and are accomplished with quality 

and consistency -- if the people we entrust our children to are recruited from among the 

best in their field, and then recognized, supported, compensated, appreciated, and given 

sufficient continuing education and training to continue to evolve as our knowledge of 

what works best for kids continues to evolve. 

 

23. Communications with parent(s) 

 

24. Success is the multifaceted intersection of the following: 

Social 

 Confidence 

 Self-sufficient 

 Contribution to society 

 Working well with others 

 

Emotional 

 Confidence 

 Happiness 

 

Mental 

 Critical thinking 

 Focus 



 

Maximizing potential 

 Independence 

 Goal oriented 

 Self/student driven 

 

Self-awareness 

 

25. APS needs to be honest in presenting data about student achievement and the real progress 

against gaps (The way data is extracted and presented influences how it is understood) 

 

26. Reduce the high stress and cheating in middle and high schools 

 

 

 

 


