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SUMMARY

Accelerating Unfinished Learning - During a Pandemic

LSI Builds Systematic Growth 

McLaughlin became the only middle school in its area to exit state turnaround status by 
earning its best grade since 2015. School leaders credit LSI for taking end-to-end, complete 
systems approaches to instructional leadership and core instruction. Together, there 
was a combined focus on building highly effective leadership teams that brought out 
cornerstone improvements in teacher pedagogy and student agency within the rigorous 
school-wide Tier 1 core instruction as teachers reported improved professional learning 
communities AND student behavior.

2019 Fall Mean 2020 Fall Mean Count Change

Office referrals for negative 
behavior are declining

2.53 2.78 37        10%

Student attendance is 
improving

2.31 2.50 38        8%

2019 Fall Mean 2020 Fall Mean Count Change

Develop common standards-
based learning targets

2.67 3.11 35        16%

Create common 
performance tasks

2.50 2.78 36        11%

Examine student work 2.33 2.43 35        4%

Teacher Perceptions 
Fall 2019 to Fall 2020

Teachers reported improved PLCs

Teachers reported improved student behavior

https://content.learningsciences.com/virtual-rigorwalk/?utm_source=smartbrief&utm_medium=whitepaper&utm_campaign=VRW&utm_term=smartbrief&utm_content=whitepaper
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“Our students did a phenomenal job, and it was because of the great partnership we have 
with Learning Sciences International. They sent the best and the brightest they have from 
their company to help mentor and develop us as instructional leaders to really move our 
school forward.” - Dr. Debra Wright-Hudson, Principal McLaughlin Middle School, Lake 
Wales, FL

“In order for changes in core instruction to occur, I had to be more engaged in the 
planning process with my teachers. LSI was always there. They provided resources and 
they helped me think through the process while allowing me to have the ownership and 
not prescribing a one-size fits all strategy.” - Christopher Ford, Assistant Principal of 
Curriculum and Instruction, McLaughlin Middle School, Lake Wales, FL

McLaughlin Middle School and Learning Sciences International (LSI) partnered to build 
capacity of leadership and rigorous instruction within the framework of the LSI school 
turnaround model. As a result, McLaughlin students performed better than its district 
counterparts in reading and math according to the district’s spring STAR assessment and 
the subgroup gaps noted below.

• McLaughlin Middle School students in 6th, 7th and 8th grades performed 13% better 
than its Polk County Public Schools District in its Spring reading rates

• McLaughlin Middle School students in 6th, 7th and 8th grades performed 7% better 
than its Polk County Public Schools District in its Spring math rates

• McLaughlin Middle School closed subgroup gaps by as much as 277% in READING and 
90% in MATH

https://content.learningsciences.com/virtual-rigorwalk/?utm_source=smartbrief&utm_medium=whitepaper&utm_campaign=VRW&utm_term=smartbrief&utm_content=whitepaper
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TIPS
 
7 Strategies to Close Learning Gaps at Your School 

1. Plan according to your school’s specific goals. 

2. Develop an inclusive culture where everybody has a voice.  

3. Support teachers with consistent communication and “look fors.”   

4. Encourage more student empowerment and less instructional overcontrol.   

5. Know your student achievement data to make informed decisions. 

6. Introduce SEL strategies alongside school spirit and team building activities.  

7. Ask for community support from local businesses and organizations. 

 

COVID DISRUPTED SCHOOL YEAR 
RESULTS 
 
Improving Reading and Math Performance During 
Winter to Spring 2020-21

LSI’s partner, McLaughlin Middle School students performed 13% better than the district in 
reading and 7% better in math 

Subject Grade District McLaughlin Rate Diff.

Reading 6 .21 .21          1%

7 .16 .12          -22%

8 .20 .29          45%

WGT. AVG. .19 .21          13%

Math 6 .24 .17          -27%

7 .35 .44          27%

8 .38 .47          22%

WGT. AVG. .32 .34          7%

https://content.learningsciences.com/virtual-rigorwalk/?utm_source=smartbrief&utm_medium=whitepaper&utm_campaign=VRW&utm_term=smartbrief&utm_content=whitepaper
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SUBGROUP GAP RESULTS
 
Closing Achievement Gaps 

The LSI Applied Research Center examined the change in subgroup gaps using benchmark 
assessment data from McLaughlin Middle School. It compared assessment results of 
students who are black to non-black students and of students who are Hispanic to non-
Hispanic students. The tables below depict the degree to which students in these two 
subgroups closed the achievement gap in reading and math.

CLOSING ACHIEVEMENT GAPS: READING

CLOSING ACHIEVEMENT GAPS: MATH

ABOUT THIS PROGRAM 
 
LSI’s School Turnaround Model

As an External Operator, LSI implemented its school turnaround model to provide a 
continuum of supports that built capacity for sustainable improvement at McLaughlin in 
two phases: refining supportive conditions for learning and transforming core instruction. 
LSI implemented strategic, customized frameworks that involved all stakeholders to 
establish a vision, set goals, outline action steps, and ultimately succeed. Below is an 
overview of the program that aims to improve student achievement and provide an 
equitable education for all students.

Black: White Hispanic: Non-Hispanic

7th - 35% 7th - 93%

8th - 277%

Black: White Hispanic: Non-Hispanic

7th - 84% 7th - 69%

8th - 90%

https://content.learningsciences.com/virtual-rigorwalk/?utm_source=smartbrief&utm_medium=whitepaper&utm_campaign=VRW&utm_term=smartbrief&utm_content=whitepaper
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CONCLUSION 
 
LSI’s School Improvement Model helped McLaughlin 
Middle School INCREASE achievement during a 
pandemic, despite the decline in learning throughout 
the rest of the Polk County Public Schools District. 

1. CREATE A SPECIFIC PLAN FOR YOUR SCHOOL: The LSI-McLaughlin partnership 
featured a 2-pronged approach that prioritized Refining Supportive Conditions 
for Learning and Transforming Core Instruction. Together, an atmosphere where 
teaching and learning flourish was established and nurtured through consistent 
school leadership support. McLaughlin’s leadership team and faculty also learned 
the importance of student-centered instructional systems and expectations, 
using careful root-cause analysis of data and examination of student evidence of 
learning during core instruction.

2. DEVELOP AN INCLUSIVE CULTURE: The McLaughlin principal wasn’t the only 
one “barking” orders, instead all leaders spent more time with staff, walking with 
them, calibrating with administration and meeting individually with teachers 
to ensure there was evidence of impactful strategies for achievement that all 
teachers, students and parents fully understood. Everyone had a voice starting 
with simply saying hi to colleagues and students to begin the day and developing 
inclusive mottos such as “6 SQUADS, 1 SCHOOL” and school spirit chants such 
as “From the ashes we rise, we are brilliant and bold. I respect myself, that’s the 
McLaughlin code. What am I? I am a Phoenix!”  

3. SUPPORT TEACHERS WITH FREQUENT “LOOK FORS:” Teachers who were 
previously overwhelmed and couldn’t keep up with what was being asked of 
them, received weekly “look fors” that came through seamless communications 
during standups, bulletin boards and calibrations so they understood the 
expectations. During the pandemic, teachers partnered with each other whether 
they were onsite, virtual, or hybrid to establish consistent roles, relationships, 
routines, and rigor for all students.

4. ENCOURAGE MORE STUDENT-LED LEARNING: When students take control of 
their own learning, they become more deeply engaged and can tackle more 

https://content.learningsciences.com/virtual-rigorwalk/?utm_source=smartbrief&utm_medium=whitepaper&utm_campaign=VRW&utm_term=smartbrief&utm_content=whitepaper
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rigorous, standards-driven learning. Strong core instruction implements student-
centered tasks that form mutually accountable learning teams. Small groups take 
ownership of progress toward learning goals. Concurrently, teachers can further 
develop their skills at scaffolding learning tasks that build student mastery at the 
full intent and rigor of the standards and expect students to produce evidence of 
on-grade learning.

5. MAKE DATA-INFORMED DECISIONS: Data that was derived from LSI’s 
Applied Research Center supported leadership and faculty coaching decisions. 
McLaughlin’s school district published real-time data in the form of a Star Report 
that outlined whether the scholars were on track to succeed. The students were 
identified into levels 1-3 and the two main groups that could make the greatest 
gains were pinpointed. With just a few kids per class, these students were 
grouped together (at big tables for social distancing) and specific interventions 
were developed that included specific tools for their success.

6. MELD SEL STRATEGIES WITH SCHOOL SPIRIT AND TEAM BUILDING: With 
informed SEL in mind, LSI wanted to bridge opportunity gaps by making 
McLaughlin Middle School a little more fun and go from a place where very little 
communication, interaction or festivities occurred to a positive community with a 
culture of belonging for students and staff. The plan was to celebrate differences 
and unify everyone to be part of a team. For the students, that meant being 
sorted into SQUADS that were color-coordinated via wristbands, lanyards and 
t-shirts to develop healthy competition, celebrate accomplishments throughout 
the year and encourage sustainable teamwork and hard work. For the teachers, 
that meant making their jobs more enjoyable through customizable PD that 
built confidence and supported new teachers by helping them understand their 
standards and how to fashion the curriculum.

7. ASK FOR COMMUNITY SUPPORT: Reach out and involve your neighbors 
because it takes a village to build and sustain success. Does your local rotary club 
provide backpacks, school supplies or funds? What about a fundraiser from a car 
dealership? Some will set aside money for your school just for taking test drives. 
Does your local museum offer enriched learning field trips (in-person, virtually or 
will they come to your school?) Or something as simple as a free small ice cream 
cone for good grades? Simply ask.

https://content.learningsciences.com/virtual-rigorwalk/?utm_source=smartbrief&utm_medium=whitepaper&utm_campaign=VRW&utm_term=smartbrief&utm_content=whitepaper
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Appendix 

LEARNING RATE CALCULATIONS 

 Hedges G effect sizes were calculated to estimate the average rate of learning for 
each grade level and assessment 

 The rate of learning was calculated by taking the difference in performance divided 
by the average gain 

 The average amount of learning was calculated for the Polk County Public Schools 
District and McLaughlin Middle School students 

SUBGROUP GAP CALCULATIONS 

 Subgroup gap benchmarks were calculated by taking the differences between the 
mean scale score for each subgroup and counterpart divided by the standard deviation for 
all students 

 Subgroup gaps were calculated for McLaughlin Middle School students to assess 
change over time

EVIDENCE STANDARDS

LSI’s school improvement systems meet evidence requirements under the federal ESEA 
Title VIII Section 8101 (21) for LEA or school activities, strategies, or interventions.

https://content.learningsciences.com/virtual-rigorwalk/?utm_source=smartbrief&utm_medium=whitepaper&utm_campaign=VRW&utm_term=smartbrief&utm_content=whitepaper


Our vision for education is to close the achievement gap. Equip all 
students with the social, emotional, and cognitive skills they need 

to thrive in the 21st century. Expand equity by giving every child 
access to rigorous core instruction that empowers learners to free 

themselves from generational poverty.
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