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Abstract

The Bering Strait School District is an Alaskan school district that took on 

standards-based education under the umbrella of a larger systemic change encompassed 

by what has been called the Quality Schools Model. In this model students are engaged in 

standards-based curriculum that is organized in a manner allowing for time to be a 

variable in student learning and where groupings (levels) are based upon student 

readiness in the non-graded system. In this study, the effectiveness of standards-based 

levels was quantitatively studied by comparing sophomore reading, writing and math 

levels in the model to their high school exit exam scores in an attempt to determine if an 

association between the two assessments exists. The application of the chi-squared 

statistic lead to the conclusion that the level a student is working at in reading or math, 

within the model, is in fact associated to their proficiency on the high school exit exam.
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Introduction

School reform is a growing topic of interest in political and social circles as 

research continues to show students in the United States are not competing at the same 

levels as students from across the world. A need is growing to find a comprehensive 

system that will ensure students are competitive and competent in the global economy, by 

recognizing that creating strong students relies not only on what students are taught, but 

how they are taught. Researchers and philosophers across the country are having an 

impact on school leaders who are looking to find a more effective method to create the 

next generation of strong leaders and self-motivated students. With high drop out rates, 

low student motivation and high teacher turnover rates, districts are starting to look 

outside of the box and starting to imagine what school could look like without the 

perimeters it has normally functioned under. Researched based techniques are offering 

alternatives to schools, changing the way students, teachers and administrators work as 

well as changing the system itself.

In the state of Alaska there are a few school districts attempting to do just that, by 

making a systemic change, and looking to find a more effective way to reach their 

students and educate them. One particular reform began its first years in 1994 in a small 

rural school district in south central Alaska, the Chugach School District (CSD). After 

implementing new methodologies that completely altered the foundations of how the 

school district and school were run, they saw many successes and gains in student 

achievement. These gains were so striking that they received national attention in the 

form of the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award in 2001, an award based on



organizational performance and quality achievement (DeLorenzo, Battino, Schreiber, and 

Gaddy Carrio, 2009). Other districts became interested in the methods CSD employed 

under this new model of education and began to ask questions. The Re-Inventing Schools 

Coalition (RISC), a grant-initiated business from the leaders of the CSD, offered help to 

such districts. One such district was the Bering Strait School District (BSSD), a rural 

school district in northwestern Alaska. The first year of full implementation of the new 

system for BSSD began in the 2003-2004 school year, and had been modified and altered 

to fit the district and their needs over the next six years. For the purposes of this study, it 

will be referred to as the Bering Strait Instructional Model (BSIM), as this paper is 

specific to the methods this district has implemented and modified from the original 

example set forth by the CSD. Sometimes referred to as the Quality Schools Model, or 

the Chugach Model, this reform movement has also been coined The RISC Approach to 

Schooling by DeLorenzo et al. (2009), but no matter what the name, the philosophy 

behind the reform is the same.

The model is based upon four guiding principles: leadership, shared vision, 

continuous improvement and standards-based learning. Seen as a systemic change to the 

educational system, the BSIM’s philosophy states that “learning is the constant and time 

is the variable,” which is in direct opposition to current methods where student seat time 

is the measure of success in most American high schools (DeLorenzo et al., 2009, p. 19). 

As a result of the philosophy, the district no longer uses the Carnegie units as a measure 

of student learning, but rather the content that students master. Other pragmatic changes 

include the shift to a non-aged based, non-graded system. Content areas are divided into
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levels of development, and students are placed into levels based on knowledge instead of 

age placement, therefore grouping students by academic readiness. Mastery of all 

standards in each level is expected, and grades (or more accurately a report on progress) 

is based on a four-point rubric for each standard: advanced, proficient, developing or 

emerging. Students must demonstrate understanding of each standard at a proficient or 

advanced mark in a level before moving to the next level. There are minimum levels in 

each content area that students must master to graduate from the system.

Statement o f the Problem

This model, in its full implementation, leads to system-wide change and for any 

organization attempting to change the underlying methods of functioning, will note that it 

can be a challenge to implement. There are currently six districts in the state of Alaska 

implementing the model (Re-Inventing Schools Coalition, n.d.). This is down from 15 

districts in 2005 (Schreiber, August 3, 2005). Only a few districts have maintained the 

model for more than 5 years, and those that have, have not undergone rigorous academic 

research regarding the model nor its impacts on student learning. The model’s scope, 

encompasses four very complex and in-depth concepts in theory and in practice, so for 

the purpose of this paper, only the standards-based section of the model will be studied. 

The purpose of this research is to look at the model and determine if the expectations for 

graduation will ensure student success on the mandated state exit exam set forth by the 

state of Alaska: the High School Graduation Qualifying Exam (HSGQE). Looking at the 

comparison offers a method to determine accountability for the new reform model,
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identifying if subsequent benefits, as measured through student learning and 

achievement, are obtained through the implementation of this model. Therefore my 

research intends to address the question: Is there a relationship between the graduation 

levels a student is working at in the Bering Strait Instructional Model (BSIM) and their 

proficiency on the HSGQE? If the model’s expectations are set appropriately, then the 

reading, writing and math levels could be used as valid indicators for HSGQE proficiency 

for future student populations.

To determine if such a relationship exists, student HSGQE data from the Bering 

Strait School District (BSSD) will be analyzed for an association to the content levels 

within the BSIM. Test scores from sophomores who took the HSGQE for the first time in 

the spring of 2008 will be compared to their corresponding levels in reading, writing and 

mathematics. Statistical analysis will determine if the two variables are associated and 

will attempt to determine what type of relationship exists between them.

Literature Review

As with any reform movement in its early stages of development, there has been 

limited scientific research conducted and/or published on the Quality Schools Movement. 

The lack of research may be due to either a lack of opportunity or that of time, or both. 

Districts who have attempted to implement the reform and reverted to the traditional 

model have struggled with the transition and were unable to sustain the changes for 

significant lengths of time, thus making in-depth research regarding the impact on student 

learning difficult, if not impossible, to carry out. Of the districts that have continued to 

operate under the model, little research on a substantial scale has been undertaken. In
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addition to the few academic studies done thus far touching on a few elements of the 

reform, more thorough research on these elements needs to be undertaken to form a 

coherent and global view of the reform model. Due to the lack of available research 

specific to this movement at this time, I will use the literature review to examine (a) a 

brief history of reform (b) recent history on standards (c) how assessments are utilized in 

the domain of teaching and (d) the scope of the reform constructed under the Bering 

Strait Instructional Model. These topics will lay down the framework for my own 

research regarding the Bering Strait Instructional Model and the standards-based element 

within the reform.

A Short History o f Reform

Society has changed drastically over the course of the last 100 years, moving from 

a once agrarian society, into the industrial revolution, and now into a high-tech 

information age. Through all of these changes, schools have remained nearly untouched 

in their underlying systems and paradigm. An example is the use of the A, B, C, D and F 

grading system originally established in 1897 at Mount Holyoke College, the system 

being used in traditional schools across the country to this day (Marzano & Kendall, 

1996). During the agrarian time period where schools were based on compulsory 

attendance, we now sit in a time period where the old system no longer meets the 

demands of today’s society and we are at a point where Lezotte claims a change toward 

compulsory learning is critical (1999).
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The history of education in the United States has seen a plethora of ideologies and

theories to improve student learning, but very few have attempted to change the

underlying foundations that the educational system in the United States is built upon and

structured around. In the early 1900’s schools attempted putting into place the assembly

line principles. This was a system that looked for greater output, that being the number of

students in the school setting, verses the quality of the product, in this case the caliber of

students exiting the educational system. This system began by using Frederick Winslow

Taylor’s ideas of scientific management. Through this philosophy it was believed that

efficiency depended on the ‘centralization of authority and 

definite direction by the supervisors of all processes 

performed... The worker [that is, the teacher],.. must be kept 

supplied with the detailed instruction as to the work to be done, 

the standards to be reached, the methods to be employed, and 

the appliances to be u s e d . ’ The results of the work of the 

planning department had to be ‘transmitted to the teachers so 

that there can never be any misunderstanding as to what is 

expected of a teacher in the way of results or in the matter of 

method. This means that instruction must be given as to 

everything that is to be done’ (as cited in Bonstingl, 2001, p. 8).

Through scientific management principles, businesses and then schools, began 

centralizing authority through district offices and principals, utilizing top-down authority 

structuring. This philosophy established much of the current hierarchical systems still in 

place in traditional educational systems. Williams Edward Deming studied the scientific 

management philosophy in practice and believed that the “method of management was



degrading to the human spirit and counterproductive to the interests of employees, 

management, and the company” (Bonstingl, 2001, p. 8). Deming’s belief of empowering 

workers and giving them the ability to self-manage, counteracted Taylor’s philosophy of 

scientific management and he believed it would not only improve performance, but 

would be more cost effective in the end (Bonstingl, 2001). The belief in giving workers 

control of their work was centered on the idea of a cyclical process focusing attention on 

reevaluating before moving forward. Deming coined the four-step cycle the PDSA cycle: 

Plan, Do, Study, Act. Unfortunately for the United States, his ideas came at a time when 

business was thriving on cheap and fast production, and there was no interest or need for 

quality control of products or quality workers. Deming took his ideas to the Japanese 

where they were taken seriously and put into practice in industry. Not until the 1970’s did 

the United States take notice of Deming’s work as a factor leading to the success of 

Japanese industries. American companies now began trying to implement his philosophy; 

though with a background built upon top-down management where control and authority 

were given to those higher in command, forcing Deming’s ideas upon the workers from 

the management level was in direct opposition to the philosophy trying to be 

implemented. As a result, success the Japanese industry saw did not come for the United 

States industries.

Despite the lack of effectiveness seen in the industrial world, Deming did not stop 

promoting his philosophy of Total Quality. He encouraged educators to take on his ideas 

and began the concept of Schools of Quality, “schools that have dedicated themselves to 

continuous improvement for all of their people” (Bonstingl, 2001, p. 19). His philosophy
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in the school setting required strong leadership, just as it did in businesses, making it 

possible for all stakeholders to feel comfortable in the new system, and to support and 

provide confidence in the delegation of responsibility and management of the teachers 

and students within the system. As in production lines, products inspected at the end of 

the process, or students tested at the end of the educational system, was neither effective 

nor efficient. Students need continual “assessment for diagnostic and prescriptive 

purposes. providing teachers and students with a solid foundation for continuous 

improvement toward optimal success” (Bonstingl, 2001, p. 20). These assessments would 

provide for the learning and improvement Deming strongly believed in, instead of they 

grades which symbolized student learning. All of these features and ideas planted the 

seed for quality work and improvement throughout the schooling years, and would, in 

Deming’s eyes establish more effective and efficient schools.

Lawrence Lezotte, another educational visionary, agreed with Deming in many 

avenues, believing that change in how schools were run was necessary, though difficult. 

He believed that a school’s focus on compulsory attendance was misplaced, and the focus 

should instead be on one of mandatory learning (1999). He believed this to be a necessary 

change brought about by the progress from an agrarian society to a high- 

tech/information-based society. He believed that any school that wants to make this 

paradigm shift will need to under go a systemic change, by facing the current 

bureaucratic system which governs the industry, believing it to be possible only if the 

change was obtainable, sustainable and adaptable (Lezotte, 1999).
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Lezotte’s vision for an effective school expected certain assumptions to be met. 

These included 1) the school has clear educational goals for students, 2) goals are 

sequenced appropriately, 3) goals must be aligned to assessments and 4) teachers must 

believe in the goals (Lezotte, 1997). Influenced by the concept of Mastery Learning from 

Bloom, he believed in the two guiding principles seen there: students need to be taught at 

their ability level and time for learning must be flexible. A focus on the content to be 

taught, along with his understanding of how to fundamentally change the nature of how a 

school was run, became a strong influence on educators and administrators looking to 

make a change.

Brief History o f Standards

After the publication in 1983, A Nation At Risk, an interest in education reform in 

the United States was set into high motion (National Commission on Excellence in 

Education, 1983). After the publishing, the field of education was under scrutiny and a 

need to improve the system was evident. “The educational foundations of our society are 

presently being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a 

nation and a people.. .We have, in effect been committing an act of unthinking, unilateral 

educational disarmament” (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983, p.

5). Proponents of this change began to see a link between the economic and financial 

success of a nation and their educational system. Within the educational system, at local 

levels, changes were attempted, one example included raising graduation requirements, 

but results were not seen. To address these concerns President George H. W. Bush called



the first educational summit in 1989. In addition to the formation of the National 

Education Goals Panel (NEGP) and the National Council on Education Standards and 

Testing (NCEST) at the summit, the National Education Goals were adopted for the year 

2000 (Marzano & Kendall, 1996). These goals included the idea of mandated tests 

periodically through the 4-12 education, as well as pushing to have U.S. students lead the 

nation in mathematics and the sciences. Diane Ravitch, former Assistant Secretary of 

Education, is commonly recognized as one of the main proponents and initiators of the 

standards movement. She believed that “standards are created because they improve the 

activity of life” and are the mechanism that could “improve achievement by clearly 

defining what is to be taught and what kind of performance is expected” (Ravitch 1995, 

p. 9, p. 25).

Standards-Based Education

Development of standards, in the light Ravitch portrays, is challenging and 

requires a technical process (Marzano & Kendall, 1996). Though standards, by many 

different names (objectives, outcomes etc.) have developed at national, state and even 

local levels, there are strategies and requirements that can set apart the effectiveness of 

the standards created. According to many in the field of standards education, standards 

should clearly define what students need to know and be able to do (Lezotte, 1999; 

Marzano, 2003; Reeves, 2004), The intent is to identify the expectations, not only for the 

student, but for the teacher, whose instruction and assessment relies on how a student 

demonstrates their understanding and knowledge of a concept. Standards became a venue
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to increase student achievement by improving the quality of instructional content and 

practices (Reagle, 2006; Thompson, 2001). Thompson says that the standards-based 

movement “shifts [the schools] from a focus on quantity to a focus on quality” (2001, p. 

359). Standards then become a collection of concepts and skills students must learn and 

demonstrate mastery of during their time in school and should be appropriately rigorous 

and challenging (Marzano, 2003; Reeves, 2004). Lezotte (1999) identifies this concept as 

mandatory learning rather than compulsory attendance, which in traditional models of 

education is in some form the measurement of education.

Standards-based education, compared to standards-referenced education, goes one 

step beyond the use of standards in the classroom. They become the sole method of 

reporting and recording student progress within the system (DeLorenzo et al., 2009). 

Grades are no longer A, B, C, D or F, they are based on the performance and 

demonstration of understanding regarding the skills and concepts covered in a specific 

standard (Bonstingl, 2001; DeLorenzo et al., 2009; Lezotte, 1997). This does not mean to 

say that students are not assessed; on the contrary, students are assessed in multiple ways, 

specific to the intent and concept determined by the standards being assessed. This 

includes the federally mandated standardized assessments that all students must 

participate in throughout their educational years.

Assessment

These standardized tests and other assessment tools have become the currency for 

measuring school success. They are used to determine student performance, teacher 

performance and even performance of the school (Popham, 2001). To use assessments
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effectively, Hogan (2007) explains that determining the quality of the assessment and 

how assessments are interpreted are key factors when making decisions based on them. 

Once tests are deemed a quality assessment, Popham (2001) argues that there are 

inappropriate and appropriate interpretations and uses of test scores. Inappropriate uses 

include using the scores to evaluate schools and teachers, promoting or grading students 

and using the standardized tests to determine what should be taught. Appropriate uses of 

test scores include informing teachers and parents alike about a student’s relative 

achievement, selection for special programs and allocation of resources. So Popham 

(2001) suggests that decisions based on assessments should only be used to determine 

student progress, the need for special programs and how to distribute resources.

Hogan (2007) argues that to measure a student’s relative achievement the test 

must be valid and reliable. Validity reflects the “extent to which the measure gauges the 

trait, ability, skill or attitude” intended to be measured, and reliability refers to the tests 

consistency in its ability to measure those means (p. 2). Let us first discuss what Hogan 

refers to as criterion-related validity.

Criterion-related validity describes the relationship between the performance on a 

test and another criterion. My research is proposing what Hogan (2007) describes as a 

context for criterion-related validity, what he calls concurrent validity. Concurrent 

validity looks at the agreement between an outside indicator and performance on a test. It 

offers a way to show if a student is successful on the outside indicator (BSIM level), they 

will be successful on a test (HSGQE). With my research I am trying to show that the 

levels in the model can be used as a valid indicator of proficiency for the HSGQE. So, if
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a student successfully completes a designated level in reading, writing or mathematics in 

the BSIM model, it will be valid to say that they will likely pass the HSGQE.

The Bering Strait School District measures student achievement using both norm- 

referenced and criterion-based assessments. The District uses the norm-referenced Terra 

Nova test and two criterion-based assessment tools, the Standardized Benchmark 

Assessment (SBA) and the High School Graduation Qualifying Exam (HSGQE). Use of 

standardized tests are becoming more and more common, as 68% of all public high 

school students across the country must pass a high school exit exam to receive a diploma 

(Center on Education Policy [CEP], 2008). The norm-referenced tests assess a student’s 

understanding compared to a random sample of other students taking the same 

assessment. Their scores are based on a normal distribution of test takers and their results. 

The criterion-referenced exams use pre-determined standards/content and students are 

measured compared to their own understanding of the content, independent of other test 

takers.

Based on standards set forth by the state of Alaska, the criterion-based Alaska 

High School Graduation Qualifying Exam (HSGQE) is intended to measure high school 

students’ knowledge of content in the current areas of reading, writing and mathematics. 

Science will begin being tested in 2009, and a field test on social studies content will be 

added in the near future. Students’ results on the HSGQE are reported as “proficient” or 

“not proficient,”depending on whether they fall above or below a cut score. The HSGQE 

statewide assessment was modified three times in the six-year span that the BSSD had 

been implementing their model (V. Degnan, personal communication, May 1, 2008). In
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2002, 2004 and 2006 the cut score for the exam was altered. The change occurred due to 

the use of a new company or when a new version of the test was introduced. The HSGQE 

is the only standards-based assessment (criterion referenced assessment) that the Bering 

Strait School District used prior to and during the implementation of the Quality Schools 

Model.

The literature suggests that the foundation of the Bering Strait Instructional Model 

is built upon the methodologies outlined by those of Deming and Lezotte. Restructuring 

the organization to be focused on continual improvement, and one of shared leadership to 

help facilitate the nature of that cyclical process and promote growth at all levels. The 

district’s use of standards, also supported by Lezotte, and brought to national attention by 

Ravitch, became the avenue to provide focus and direction needed to promote student 

learning for the methods Deming and Lezotte touted. Yet, in the world of education 

where testing has become seen as the method to measure school and student success, 

these assessments can be inappropriately conducted and the information gained from 

them misused. The Bering Strait School District is a district attempting to take all of these 

factors and researched-based concepts, and turn them into an improved method of 

educating students.

Bering Strait School District

A school district on the northwestern coast of Alaska, the Bering Strait School 

District, is a fifteen-site school district covering nearly 80,000 square miles. The 

estimated 1,600 student population is comprised primarily of Inupiat, Siberian-Yupik,
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and Yupik natives. Within the district the initial steps in planning for the implementation 

of the reform began eight years ago, and it was fully incorporated in their schools during 

the 2003-2004 school year.

Bering Strait School District Instructional Model

The Bering Strait Instructional Model (BSIM) refers to a standards-based reform 

movement within the state of Alaska that began with one small school district, Chugach, 

in 1994 and is currently being implemented by six school districts across Alaska (RISC, 

n.d.). The model is built upon four main components: standards-based learning, a shared 

vision among stakeholders, leadership and continuous improvement (Schrieber & Batino, 

2002; Reagle, 2006; DeLorenzo et al., 2009). Though categorized as a standards-based 

reform movement, the umbrella of the Quality Schools Model restructures schools and 

districts through reinventing relations with stakeholders, including them in the decision 

making process, as well as an active role in educating students, to support a common 

shared vision of what the school and community want for their students. The system 

encourages and promotes autonomy on all levels within the system, having teachers take 

on leadership roles within their schools as well as within their district, as well as students. 

Students are asked to take a more prominent and vocal role in their education, helping 

guide and facilitate the learning process through their knowledge of what is expected 

(standards). It is also understood that change is not possible without continuous 

improvement processes that play a vital role in making these changes possible. Table 1 

and Table 2 delineate a few of the differences between how the Bering Strait School
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District conducted themselves prior to, and post implementation of the model, in 

processes and procedures as well as roles within the organization.

Table 1 Comparison O f Features Within The Bering Strait School District Before AndAfter 
Implementation O f The Model.___________________________________________________
Processes/Procedures Bering Strait Instructional Model Bering Strait Before 

Implementation of the Model
Student organization • Grouped by ability level • Grouped by age

Content and 
Organization

• Reading, writing, math, science, social 
studies, technology, life skills, career 
skills, cultural awareness

• Students grouped by readiness
• Students move through levels of a content 

area, and all standards must be mastered 
before moving to the next level

• Standards, aligned to state Grade Level 
Expectations (GLE’s), identified for each 
content area and used as curriculum

• Reading, writing, math, science, 
social studies + electives as 
dictated by individual 
districts/schools

• Students organized by age
• Students move through classes, 

and credits received if student 
earns a D or higher in a class

• State standards referenced, though 
classroom curriculum organized 
by teacher

Graduation
Requirements

• Levels exist within each content area, and 
mastery of all standards through the 
minimum level for graduation is required: 
RE(8), WR(8), MA(9), SC(6), SS (8) etc.

• Levels beyond the minimum graduation 
requirement exist

• Certain number of credits required
in each content areas, with a 
minimum of a D earned

• Courses for students interested in 
post-secondary education 
available

Grading • Based on performance, with use of a four- 
mark rubric: Advanced (A), Proficient 
(P), Developing (D), Emerging (E)

• A, B, C, D, or F rating based on 
criteria determined by teacher

Reporting • Standards within all nine content areas are 
individually marked (E, D, P, A) 
according to student progress and written 
comments provided for each content area

• Class schedule and A, B, C, D, or 
F printed

Note. Based on personal knowledge, personal communication, and a similar table found in DeLorenzo et 
al., 2009.
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Table 2 Comparison Of Roles In The Bering Strait School District Before And After Implementation Of The 
Model.

Roles Within Bering Strait Instructional Model Bering Strait Before 
Implementation of the Model

Teachers • Focus on studentsa, teach at student level, 
assess student learning, take on leadership 
roles within district, contribute to/and 
facilitate change within the district

• Focus on content, teach and 
assess content

Students • Understand what standard/topic they are 
learninga, track their progress through levels, 
help dictate how fast they move, independent 
projects

• Work at teacher driven pace, 
with content directed by teacher

Principals • Manager of school, educational leader3 (data 
analysis and interpretation), uses tools and 
processes

• Manager of school

Board • Conversations based on data and educational 
issues, ask questions of district, help set goals, 
advocates for students and regiona

• More politically focused, 
advocates for students and 
region

Parents • Support when asked, encouraged to help 
students see connection between school 
standards and daily activities, help provide 
opportunities for students to complete 
standards outside of school time

• Support the school when asked

Community • Can provide opportunities for students to 
complete standards outside of school time

• Invited to meetings events and 
social gatherings at the school

a Gained from personal communication with Greg Johnson, Director of Curriculum and Instruction in the 
Bering Strait School District (May 15, 2009).

Seen as a systemic change to the educational system, the BSIM’s philosophy 

states that time should be the variable in learning instead of the constant. As a result 

districts working under this model no longer use Carnegie units as a measure of student 

learning, but rather content that can be mastered at an individuals pace. This means the 

content has been organized into standards that educators, community members and 

parents feel are important, and student learning is based on mastery of these standards 

and teachers report and record according to the standards. Teachers track student progress 

through the standards based on a four point rubric system, Advanced (A), Proficient (P), 

Developing (D) or Emerging (E), for each standard for a student. They no longer use the 

traditional A, B, C, D or F for classes but report on individual specific skills and content,



making the model standards-based instead of standards-referenced. This difference means 

that ability levels rather than student age or time spent in a class dictate classroom 

organization compared to the traditional classroom. Therefore a student (for example) 

may be in level 8 in math, level 5 in writing and perhaps level 7 in reading, all of which is 

based on their readiness and skill level in the content area as measured according to the 

standards in each level. Some schools have addressed the social stigma of having large 

discrepancies in age groupings by leveling within developmentally appropriate groups; 

elementary groups leveled within elementary age ranges, and high school groups leveled 

within high school age ranges etc..

The model addresses the systemic nature of a school district, with many 

components being starkly different from a traditional school system. Following is a brief 

definition of the four main components, and changes they implement on the system.

Shared Vision
As defined by Schreiber and Batino (2002), shared vision is an agreement of 

purpose by all stakeholders in the learning community (teachers, students, administrators, 

parents, community members and businesses). The Shared Vision is the expectation of 

what a school looks like and the expectations for students within the system. While there 

may be different layers depending upon the focus of the group being discussed, all should 

be in alignment with the same philosophy and goals set forth by all stakeholders.
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Leadership
A component of the model that provides structure to allow for a systemic change 

is leadership. People in assumed leadership roles (administrators) must have strong 

leadership abilities to help encourage and support their staff during a time of great 

change. Without this support and belief in the system, poor leadership by those in charge 

of a district will leave little chance for change to be possible, much less sustained (Detert, 

et al., 2000).

Within the Bering Strait district leadership is built, fostered and expected at all 

levels within the system. Students are asked to become leaders, whether as independent 

learners, or to help other students and provide examples of good leadership for their 

peers. Students are also asked to contribute to classroom discussions and decisions about 

instruction and assessment, as well as at the district level with regard to standards, 

assessments and expectations. The same is true for teachers within the district, where 

autonomy, independent thinking and responsibility are encouraged and taught through 

professional development opportunities. Teachers are encouraged to share and become 

part of the decision making process within the district, becoming leaders at a site and at 

the district level. Leadership plays an important role within the model, as without it 

change of this magnitude, if approached through top down management, may not be as 

widely accepted by staff or students. When allowed to be a part of the process there is 

buy-in and appreciation (Bonstingl, 2001; Lezotte, 1997).
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Continuous Improvement
Continuous improvement is an integral element in the BSIM and is built upon the 

work of Lezotte’s Learning for All as well as Deming’s Quality Schools philosophy 

(Bonstingl, 2001; Lezotte, 1997). It carries with it the idea of putting into effect a plan, 

examining the results, then making improvements and changes upon it to make it better 

the next time. Within the BSIM, they attempt to create an environment that fosters this 

cyclical process, and embeds it within all processes and procedures within the district. 

This is seen through their yearly evaluation and changes within the content areas, 

including standards and assessments as well as to district-wide processes and procedures.

Standards-Based Design
Under the fourth main idea of the BSIM, standards-based design, comes a range 

of topics including the standards themselves, assessment, instructional methods and the 

reporting of learning. This encompasses what was coined the Balanced Instructional 

Model from Chugach (Reagle, 2006). Standards-based teaching, a shift in methodologies 

of teaching, requires teachers to first identify what standards students need, and then to 

work from there, through the assessment, and lesson planning process. Reagle (2006) 

identified elements necessary for a quality education, one such element was the use of 

various teaching strategies so all students have the chance to learn. Another is by 

providing opportunities to develop critical thinking skills so students can go beyond the 

regurgitation of facts. By incorporating these elements the BSIM employs a balanced 

instructional model that advocates teaching material in multiple ways, assessing students
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using a variety of methods, and encourages the use of Bloom’s Taxonomy, for higher 

order thinking skills, all to show mastery of a skill or concept.

The BSIM philosophy incorporates the research-based strategies regarding the use 

of standards. Marzano & Kendall (1996), Reeves (2001) and the National Research 

Council (2004) suggest that standards-based learning is more effective because it holds 

students accountable for learning and mastering specified content, and they suggest 

research-based instructional methods also aide in the effectiveness of a standards-based 

classroom. The BSIM incorporates both of these ideals as teachers use research-based 

instructional methods to deliver standards-based content to students. Reagle (2006) 

studied the components of the BSIM model and how they reflect best practices and 

current research on successful reform movements. Identifying the elements a reform 

movement has to offer, equitable and meaningful learning opportunities, Reagle notes 

that BSIM provides this through the standards-based design and through the balanced 

instructional model it promotes. As students demonstrate mastery of standards in each 

level, they progress to the next level toward a minimum graduation level in each content 

area. Standards-based content in the BSIM follows traditional academic subjects 

including reading, writing, mathematics, science and social studies along with a few non- 

traditional content areas: technology, cultural awareness, life skills, and career skills.

Instruction

Students in the BSIM are in a content level based on their ability and academic 

readiness. Depending upon the school and resource availability, teachers may have
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classrooms of one level in a content area at a time, or they may have a mixed-level 

classroom. For example you might see a room with 15 students all in level 4 writing or a 

classroom with four in level 4 writing, seven in level 5 writing and four in level 6 writing. 

Instruction is provided through best practices, which include but are not limited to, direct 

instruction, performance tasks, projects and simulations (DeLorenzo et al., 2009).

Starting with the standard, or standards, being addressed teachers create lessons by 

determining the outcome expected by the students to show proficiency for the standard. 

Variety in the number of standards grouped for projects depends on student need, as well 

as teacher and student input and feedback.

Standards are instructed and graded upon a four-point rubric system: Advanced, 

Proficient, Developing and Emerging. For some standards there are district-wide rubrics 

created for assessing students (see http://wiki.bssd.org) and for others, teachers are 

working to collaborate and determine requirements for proficiency and advanced work.

Assessment

Within the Bering Strait Model students are held to internal and external 

assessments. Internal assessments include classroom formative and summative 

assessments. Classroom assessments, those created by the classroom teacher, can take the 

form of paper-pencil tests and quizzes, projects, performance tasks or oral assessments, to 

name a few examples. These formative and summative assessments are utilized by the 

classroom teachers providing a method for the student to show what they know and are 

able to do, as appropriate to each standard. Students are expected to show, at a minimum,
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proficiency for each standard in each level for all content levels. For example, a student 

may be in level 7 reading which has 11 standards (Appendix A), and they must complete 

all standards in level 7 reading before moving into level 8 reading, as is the same for all 

other content areas.

In addition to classroom-independent assessments, each student must successfully 

pass the district created internal assessment once all standards within a level are met at a 

proficient level (or higher). These internal assessments are called End Of Level 

assessments (EOL’s). These assessments serve as a final security check for students and 

they proceed to the next level in that content area after successfully completing the EOL 

with an 80% or higher. Internal graduation requirements are based on completion of a 

predetermined level in all eight content areas, though students may go beyond those 

levels (Appendix B). The minimum graduation levels in reading and writing are set at 

level 8 and level 9 for mathematics.

The Bering Strait School District also utilizes external assessments, those that all 

public school districts across the state of Alaska are required to administer. Though the 

district has a Carnegie unit waiver from the state, they are still held to the same federal 

mandates for standardized testing. The Bering Strait School District administers both 

norm-referenced and criterion-based assessments. The District uses the norm-referenced 

Terra Nova tests and two criterion-based assessment tools, the Standardized Benchmark 

Assessment (SBA) and the High School Graduation Qualifying Exam (HSGQE). The 

Terra Nova is currently given to those students in the age bracket of 1st, 2nd, 5th and 7th 

grade (this is independent of their BSIM levels) while the SBA’s are given to students in
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grades 3 through 10, also according to age and regardless of BSIM level (Bering Strait 

School District, n.d.). The HSGQE is first administered to sophomores in their spring 

semester, and then again each semester following upon the unsuccessful completion of 

the exam based on a predetermined cut score.

Model Implementation

Throughout implementation, the Re-Inventing Schools Coalition (RISC) has been 

working with the Bering Strait School District facilitating the process. RISC offers 

support to schools interested in adopting the reform movement first seen in Chugach 

School District, and facilitates, as well as monitors, the implementation of the model 

within a district (DeLorenzo et al., 2009). Through their research and data collection from 

the district, RISC can offer insight and data regarding the school district’s progress, 

success and helps identify next steps in the implementation of the model.

The Bering Strait School District has been working within the Quality Schools 

Model for six years of implementation, and several years of planning prior to that. The 

comprehensive model incorporates many researched supported theories into its practice. 

The rationale behind my research is to determine if the use of these methods, specifically 

the standards-based curriculum, is being effectively implemented and having positive 

effects upon student learning.
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Methods

Research Question

My research intends to study the question: is there a relationship between HSGQE 

proficiency and the level at which the students are at in the BSSD model? Is there a 

significant difference between the numbers of proficiencies from the two populations of 

students: the population of students who are either at or above the minimum graduation 

level, or those students below the minimum graduation level? The null hypothesis states 

that the two variables, HSGQE proficiency and a student’s BSSD content level, are not 

associated. To determine if there is a significant difference between the two populations 

of students, in the model, the chi-squared test was conducted to statistically compare 

them.

Procedure

The Bering Strait School District has been implementing the model since the 

2003-2004 school year. Use of the most recent testing data available (2007-2008) meant 

that the district was in its fifth year of implementation, and the sophomore class was 

comprised of students that began working under the model during their sixth grade year, 

though some transfer students were not in the model for all five years of implementation. 

Testing data was obtained from the BSSD test administrator for the district’s 115- 

sophomore population after their first attempt taking the HSGQE in April 2008. Three of 

the students did not take the exam, and six others only took portions of the exam: this 

accounts for the total values of test takers varying from the total population number. The
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initial student data was categorized by the student’s Bering Strait instructional level in all 

three content areas (reading, writing and mathematics) and their HSGQE proficiency on 

the corresponding section of the test.

Percentages of proficient students were calculated by level, and graphically 

represented to show simple patterns and trends in the data along with the percent of 

sophomore proficiency rates and graduation level percentage rates for the cohort.

The data was then condensed into the two populations needed for the study. One 

population consisted of students who are at, or above the graduation level in the BSSD 

instructional levels within each of the three content areas. The levels denoting graduation 

level was 8 or higher for the language arts content areas, and 9 or higher for the 

mathematics level. The second group consisted of students who are below that minimum 

graduation level in the BSSD instructional levels in reading, writing and math.

With the data organized by the two variables, the chi-squared test was performed 

to determine if a significant difference between the variables existed for any of the 

content areas. The null hypothesis states that there is no significant between the rate of 

HSGQE proficiency for students below or at/above graduation level in the content areas 

of reading, writing and mathematics at a a  = 0.05 significance level. The test compares 

the observed frequencies to the frequencies that would be expected if there were no 

relationship between the two variables. To calculate the expected values for each 

subgroup the following formula was applied: E = (TP * TG ) / TN. Where TP equals the 

number of students in the proficiency rating column for the subgroup, TG is the number
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of students in the graduation row for the subgroup, and TN is the total number of students 

who took the exam.

From the expected values, chi-square (%2) values were calculated for all three 

content areas by using the following formula: X  = 2  (O-E)2 / E. Where O is the observed 

number for each subgroup and E  is the expected calculation for each subgroup, within a 

content area.

Using the critical-value approach with the chi-square statistic the degrees of 

freedom (df) is determined by calculating (r-1) (c-1), where r and c are the number of 

possible values for the two variables. Therefore the d f in this test equals one because r = 2 

(proficient or non proficient) and c = 2 (below graduation level, or at/above graduation 

level). Determined from a table of %2 values, at a a  = 0.05 significance level, the critical 

value for %005 2 = 3.841 for this data set and is used for comparison to the calculated test 

statistic (Weiss, 2005).

Findings and Analyses

According to the outline in the Methods section, I analyzed student HSGQE test 

data from the Bering Strait School District, a district implementing a new reform model 

utilizing a standards-based leveling system instead of traditional courses and age-based 

groupings. Sophomores were selected as the cohort for the study, as it is the first time 

students take the high school graduation qualifying exam (HSGQE). I chose not to 

include the juniors and seniors who also took the test in the 2008 spring thereby limiting 

the study to first time test takers. By eliminating the compounding variable of multiple-
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time test takers, it simplified the study and narrowed the possible influences on the 

outcome.

Data regarding student proficiency on the three individual sections of the HSGQE 

(reading, writing and mathematics) was gathered, in addition to their corresponding 

BSIM level for the three content areas they were enrolled in at the time the HSGQE was 

taken (Table 3).

Table 3 Frequency Of Students Passing The HSGQE Sorted By Their BSIM Levels In The Corresponding 
Content Areas.

Reading Section Writing Section Math Section
Level Proficient Not Proficient Proficient Not Proficient Proficient Not Proficient

28

2 NA NA 0 1 NA NA

3 0 1 0 1 NA NA

4 0 3 2 17 0 4

5 0 11 11 20 0 10

6 8 18 19 12 1 18

7 18 12 12 6 5 13

a8 25 1 9 0 15 18

b9 10 1 NA NA 15 5

10 NA NA NA NA 6 0

“Graduation level for reading and writing in the BSIM. bGraduation level for mathematics in the BSIM.

A range in level was expected and spanned levels 6 to 9 in reading, 4 to 8 in 

writing and 6 to 10 in math, with the graduation level being 8, 8 and 9 respectfully. The 

first instinct was to graphically represent the data, looking for patterns in the data.
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Figure 1Percent Of Students Passing The HSGQE According To Their Level In The Respective Content 
Areas In The BSIM.

The bar graph in Figure 1 compares the percent of students passing the test by 

content area levels, showing the simple trend for all content areas that as the level 

students worked in increased, the percent of proficiencies increased as well. I also 

conducted a simple comparison of percentages: percent of kids at/above graduation level 

and the percent of kids that tested proficient on the HSGQE (Table 4).

Table 4 Percent Of Sophomore Students In Spring 2008 That Were At Graduation Level Compared To The 
Percent Proficient On The HSGQE.

Percent at/above BSIM Percent Proficient on

Graduation Level HSGQE in BSSD

Reading

Writing

Math

34%

8%

24%

56%

48%

38%



It was interesting to note that the percentages were drastically different, 

specifically in the area of writing. One might assume if the graduation level was aligned 

to the HSGQE, then there would be a similar percentage of students in the graduation 

level as there are passing the exam. For example, in the writing group, 48% of the 

students who took the exam passed it, but only 8% of the population tested was at/above 

the graduation level. This difference could be due to higher expectations in the BSIM 

than on the HSGQE writing exam, or perhaps students might be mis-leveled (working at 

an inappropriate level) in the BSIM and are working at a level lower than their ability. 

Though a pattern was deciphered, graphical representations and percentages hold no 

statistical significance regarding association between variables.

To statistically compare the BSIM levels to an external assessment used as a 

graduation requirement (HSGQE), I needed to use the corresponding equivalent in the 

BSIM, which was represented by the graduation levels in reading, writing and 

mathematics. I realized that the data organized by individual levels did not hold any 

specific value to answering this question, so the data was consolidated into two main 

categories, those working at/above graduation level and those lower than the graduation 

requirement. Table 5 compares the number of students in each of the four subgroups in 

each content area: proficient and at/above graduation level, proficient and below 

graduation level, not proficient and at/above graduation level or not proficient and below 

graduation level.
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Table 5 Observed Frequencies Of Students With Respect To Graduation Level And Proficiency On The 
HSGQE.______________________________________________________________________________

Proficient Not Proficient total

below graduation level 26

Reading

45 71

at/above graduation level 35 2 37

total 61 47 108 a

below graduation level 44

Writing

57 101

at/above graduation level 9 0 9

total 53 57 110 a

below graduation level 21

Mathematics

63 84

at/above graduation level 21 5 26

total 42 68 110

a Unequal totals are due to absences during one or more section of the exam.

Once the charts were compiled for each content area, I observed a simple pattern 

noting that more students had passed the exam who were at/above graduation than those 

below graduation (Table 3). For example out of the 84 students that were below 

graduation level in math, 63 did not pass the test, compared to 21 who did. In addition to 

what the empirical data suggested, I applied statistical analysis (chi-squared 

independence test) to the data to determine if there was in fact an association between the 

variables and thus the number of students passing the HSGQE and the levels they were 

working at within the BSIM.



The chi-squared independence test requires a comparison between the expected 

values in a situation, when two variables are not affecting one another and the actual 

observed values between the variables. An assumption that must be met for the chi- 

squared test to be valid requires that no more than 20% of the expected frequencies are 

less than five. As in the case of the writing expected values (48.7, 52.3, 4.3 and 4.7) we 

see that the assumption is not met. This means the chi-squared test is not valid for the 

provided writing data, and this test hold no statistical significance for that content area. 

Though after calculating the expected values for the other two areas, and using them to 

calculate the %2 values (reading = 33.26 and math = 28.18), both values were larger than 

the x0052 value of 3.841 (Table 6).
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Table 6 Calculated Expected Numbers Of Students And X  Data For All Three Content Areas.
Expected values for Reading

below graduation level 
at/above graduation level

Proficient Not Proficient 
40.1 30.9 
20.9 16.1

below graduation level 
at/above graduation level

X 2 Calculations 
5.0 6.4 
9.5 12.4

X 2 = 33.26

Expected values for Writing

below graduation level 
at/above graduation level

Proficient Not Proficient 
48.7 52.3 
4.3 4.7

below graduation level 
at/above graduation level

X 2 Calculations 
0.4 0.4 
5.0 4.7

X 2 = 10.54

Expected values for Math

below graduation level 
at/above graduation level

Proficient Not Proficient 
32.1 51.9 
9.9 16.1

X2 Calculations
below graduation level 5.8 2.4

at/above graduation level 12.4 7.6
X2 = 28.18

According to the chi-squared test for reading and math, this meant that the null 

hypothesis, which stated that there was no association between the two variables 

(proficiency on the HSGQE and the BSSD content level of sophomore students), could 

be rejected at a 0.05 significance level for reading and mathematics. In other words, there 

was a 95% chance that an association between the two variables exists in the areas of



math and reading. This implies that the level a student is working at in the BSIM in 

reading or math is in fact associated to their proficiency on the HSGQE, and the chi- 

squared test provided strong evidence in support of that conclusion.

This statistical test determined that the two variables in this study were associated. 

It was important to look at the data values themselves to help determine what type of 

association there was between the variables and I found my initial recognition of the 

pattern in the data reflected the relationship. In each of the three content areas, I noticed 

that the number of students who did not pass the HSGQE was higher for those who were 

below the BSIM graduation level than those at or above the minimum graduation level. A 

similar case held true for the number of students that are at/above graduation level who 

passed the high school exit exam. More students at/above graduation level in each of the 

content areas were proficient on the test, than the number of students that were not at 

graduation level at the time of testing. This suggests that students in levels lower than the 

graduation level are less likely to pass the HSGQE than those at or above the graduation 

level in the related content area. Or, if students are working at or above the graduation 

level in the BSSD model they may expect to pass the HSGQE significantly more than if 

they were in a level less than the graduation minimum.

Though the overall pattern exists, that does not explain the existence of students at 

or above graduation level that did not pass the HSGQE nor the reason why there were 

numbers of students that passed the exam who have not yet meet the BSIM leveling 

criteria for graduation. Explanations may include issues regarding the leveling process,
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assessment of standards or even teacher turn over. I will save the explanation of these 

ideas for the discussion portion of this paper.

Discussion

The model being studied here, the Bering Strait Instructional Model (BSIM) 

incorporates pieces of philosophies from different educational leaders, trying to establish 

a systemic change in the method education is provided and delivered, question is, is it 

effective?

Studying the standards-based design element, and standardized testing, I tried to 

determine if the standards were sufficiently aligned to state mandated curriculum, 

specifically, do the BSSD graduation requirements align to the state mandated standards- 

based assessment that all Alaskan students must pass to graduate from high school (the 

HSGQE)? Through a quantitative analysis, on but one part of the all encompassing 

reform movement under the Quality Schools Model, some insights into the BSIM have 

been discovered, and one logical interpretation of the data is that there is a relationship 

between their minimum graduation goals, in reading and math, and the state requirements 

for the high school exit exam. This fact appears to be a positive aspect of the reform 

movement, and favors the levels created in the BSIM, and shows an aspect of 

accountability. Suggesting that this reform is in fact doing what it set out to do, 

improving the educational system for students. Yet at the same time, some of the data 

suggests that there is more going on. When the percentage of students passing the exam 

far exceeds the percentage of students working at graduation levels (Table 1) it brings
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into question other factors going on within the system.

The role of teachers within the educational system, though obvious, cannot be 

denied or dismissed. Lezotte (1997) points out that teachers must be familiar with the 

goals (standards) set for students and that they must believe in those standards. Deming 

said that workers must see the value in their job and have buy-in to the system they are a 

part of, to make it work efficiently. And a study looking at consistent application of a 

reform by teachers has shown that they have an impact on making, or breaking the 

implementation of the reform (Shavelson et al., 2008). All of these factors brought 

together suggest that teachers play an integral role in reform, and its efficacy. In rural 

Alaska school districts where teacher turnover is high, it brings into question the ability 

for a reform movement to establish itself in such an area, and whether or not it is 

obtainable and sustainable.

With low teacher retention, new teachers are introduced to the model yearly and 

with that comes a high learning curve. Between becoming familiar with the standards, 

reporting and recording grades, and teaching via levels, teachers are faced with many 

challenging concepts to grasp and successfully utilize in their first year in the model, in 

addition to the learning that takes place for first-year teachers in any classroom. The 

amount of information to be acquired can impede successful classroom instruction by 

simply putting pressure on the amount of time a teacher has to prepare for the subject and 

the various levels they may have to cover. A learning curve seems to exist with respect to 

understanding the standards themselves and the balance of depth and breadth with which 

to teach them. Combined with being overwhelmed at the sheer quantity of standards may
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lead to short mini-lessons which hold little value for long term retention and in-depth 

understanding of a concept. By becoming familiar with the different levels of content, the 

understanding of tiered lesson planning and scaffolding instruction becomes very useful, 

though sometimes a challenging concept for first year teachers to practice when they are 

already inundated with large amounts of new information. Not only the instruction, but 

also the assessment of the standards adds to the sense of being overwhelmed. Not only 

with the respect to the number of standards that need assessing, but with time needed for 

using different assessment practices. With internal assessments (EOL’s) already created, 

it is tempting for new teachers to use that as their sole assessment tool, and essentially 

teach to the test, to help with the management of their time.

Students are impacted by these practices drastically as they affect the depth and 

breadth of knowledge a student gains. Identifying the level a student belongs at initially, 

leveling, is an all but clear process. End of level assessments can be given as pre

assessments, while some students are leveled according to age, and then teachers are left 

to identify standards that students have mastery and those they have not, and begin 

moving them forward. This is yet another stumbling block for teachers and causes tension 

in a classroom, and for students progress through the levels.

Professional development for teachers new to a district to help with stumbling 

blocks that come with reform is critical (Education Commission of the States, 2001). 

Giving them the background and history of the movement within the district provides 

them with the rationale behind the district’s decisions, and how the model reached its 

current state, pointing out the failed attempts and the learning that resulted. By providing
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teachers with aligned resources and providing professional development regarding skills 

on how to facilitate standards-based learning, the district can support new teachers more 

fully. This support and guidance during the difficult learning process encourages buy-in 

to the system and by acquiring other strategies and skill sets, may help reform become 

sustainable despite high teacher turnover rates.

Buy-in is a critical component that Deming stressed, as he believed that educating 

and empowering the workforce (teachers) to manage their own processes would improve 

the quality of their work. Gaining that buy-in is made possible through the background 

knowledge as well as being given the opportunity to lead within the system. Teachers 

given the opportunity to share opinions and have input into their system reinforces their 

importance and values their role. Though willing and able teachers are necessary, another 

component that Deming, and others stressed, is just as critical to successful systemic 

change: leadership.

“Enthusiasm for.. .techniques would burn out.. .unless he could.. .reach the people 

in charge” (Bonstingl, 2001). Without leaders to sustain a large systemic reform 

movement, to provide guidance for those within the system and provide the vision of 

where they are headed, there is little hope that it will see success. But Lezotte (1999) 

points out that it is technically a shared leadership role that makes it possible. By giving 

the teachers a say in the system, and by working with administration, the joint effort 

increases the likelihood of better communication, therefore helping facilitate the 

continuous improvement component that both men saw as another vital process for any 

systemic change to be successful. The trouble emerges though, when too many duties or
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responsibilities are added to one or more member of the system, stressing the system out, 

and leading to what some call burnout. Building in a component of continued leadership 

by educating, fostering and encouraging new and upcoming educators who show interest 

and promise in leadership skills, and who are passionate about the model, may lend itself 

well to building in the capacity for sustainability.

The BSIM employs many of the researched based concepts, including standards- 

based design, leadership and continuous improvement though the question is not whether 

these components exist, but how they are implemented and their effects upon student 

learning. As mentioned, several components, though in theory are ideal, the 

implementation of them is challenging and poses new problems for the reform 

movement. Through continuous improvement processes, the district is aware of these 

concerns and is working toward modifying the system to address them to make 

improvements.

Other districts beginning on the journey through educational reform, particularly 

via the ideals of the Quality Schools Model are faced with challenges on many levels. 

High teacher turn-over rates, understanding and buy-in to the system, instructional and 

assessment practices, leveling concerns, consistent and sustainable leadership as well as 

stakeholder belief and value of the new system. These are all real concerns that may have 

been factors leading to the abandonment of the model in previous school districts.

Lezotte said “if we continue to do what we’ve been doing, we will surely continue 

to get what we have been getting” (1997, pg. 3). In light of the Nation at Risk findings, 

and the subsequent data to support new methodologies to improve student learning, the

39



educational system is at a critical point where change, for the sake of students is 

necessary. And though Jester (2002) suggests that the reform model replaces community 

values with those of the dominant society, by trying new methods and continually 

refining the process, new and improved systems created with the community’s 

involvement will be created, bringing benefits for students. As with any new system, it is 

imperative that it be held accountable to making the change effective and demonstrates 

an improvement.

The research conducted here may facilitate discussion within the Bering Strait 

School District concerning standards and the level of expectation. Noting that there are so 

many students passing the high school qualifying exam that are not yet at the BSIM 

graduation level raises some deep questions (Table 4). Are the standards set above the 

state graduation requirement? Is this a concern, or a problem? Are leveling practices 

inconsistent, inefficient or inaccurate? Is student knowledge deeper than the standards 

they are working on? Does teacher interpretation of the standards differ in depth and 

breadth from one site to another, or from one teacher to another? Though the levels are 

being examined in relationship to an external assessment, that external assessment needs 

to be critically examined. Is the challenge set forth by the exit exam high enough? 

Comparing the BSIM level expectations against a low level external assessment may not 

be helpful to students, in helping them acquire the skills they need throughout their lives.
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Future Research

To grasp the idea of improvement and hold the BSIM accountable for their 

changes, more qualitative research needs to be conducted on this model of education. 

Though this study looks at only one factor, the standards-based feature and assessment, 

there are many other elements of the reform movement that need to be analyzed to help 

determine not only sustainability of the reform movement but maybe more importantly, 

accountability and effectiveness.

More in-depth studies regarding the standards-based component, and its 

underlying factors of instructional methods, assessment, and reporting/recording practices 

need to be conducted. Consistency, subjectivity and rigor are all valuable educational 

practices that could be examined through qualitative studies with the use of teacher and 

classroom observations and collection of materials. These ideas, in addition to a deeper 

look into the other three components, leadership, shared-vision and continuous 

improvement, would also aid in the understanding of the model, and its effectiveness.

Though quantitative data, specifically standardized test scores, is limited in its 

scope and ability to accurately portray what is put into action, future research can also 

help identify how the implementation process is undertaken by a district; how theory is 

put into practice. Philosophically speaking, by looking at the supporting research for the 

concepts underlying the BSIM, there is supporting evidence for all of its elements: 

leadership, standards-based, shared vision and continuous improvement (Bonstingl, 2001; 

Lezotte, 1997; Marzano & Kendall, 1996; Reeves, 2001).
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The question then becomes one of time. As time progresses, is it sustainable?

How much time does the transition into the model require? What are the stages of 

implementation within the model? How does each of the components of the model play 

into the implementation process? Are there some elements implemented more 

consistently than others? Is there buy-in from all stakeholders? Are there leaders that can 

continue to uphold the model’s requirements and support for others in the district? How 

does teacher turn-over rate affect model implementation? By focusing on the quantitative 

analysis of the testing data in my research, I leave room for future studies to be conducted 

that will look at what I feel are some of these bigger questions that the model begs. 

Information gathered from students, staff, administration and community members would 

be pertinent to these qualitative questions regarding the model.

Limitations o f Research

Conclusions drawn from the research conducted here are limited to the population 

of study. BSSD is a rural Alaskan school district unique in many facets, and thus the 

information drawn from the research will be limited to this district, and will not be 

necessarily transferable to other districts. A quantitative study limits itself in depth of 

information, and narrowly measures but one aspect of the large amorphous reform 

movement, called the Quality Schools Model, in the Bering Strait School District. Many 

underlying factors, teacher retention, leveling processes, teaching methods and student 

understanding of the model, all influence student achievement, and without discovering
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the role these other qualitative factors played in this sample of students, the scope of 

understanding is limited.

Reflection

Throughout my research I have extended my knowledge of educational reform 

movements and standards-based education in many venues:

1. Many components of educational reform are common to multiple theories.

2. The BSIM draws upon many influential educational theorists and brings 

together components of each.

3. Leadership plays a pivotal role in the success, and sustainability, of any 

reform movement.

4. Standards-based learning is in alignment with cognitive psychology.

5. The use of assessments determine their effectiveness- whether used to inform 

instruction, or to base high-stakes decisions upon.

My hope is that by looking at one district and their reform, looking into their 

methodologies and rationale, it may shed light on what aspects are working, and what 

components need to be modified. Though my quantitative study addresses few of the 

concerns regarding the BSIM, it sheds some light upon one area of the movement, and 

illuminated many more questions in the process.
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APPENDIX A
Bering Strait Instructional Model Reading Standards For Fevel 7.

Standard Reading Level 7

RE 7.01

Demonstrates meaning of unfamiliar words using context dues and 
knowledge of word origins (Latin and Greek root words and other 
language influences).

RE 7.02 Develops oral reading fluency and expression. 180 wpm

RE 7.03
Chooses a book to read for a sustained period of time (minimum 30 
minutes) from various genres.

RE 7.04

Reads appropriate text and demonstrates comprehension - through 
oral and written response - using strategies such as 
inferring/drawing conclusions,, making connections, visualizing 
(mind-movie), questioning and clarifying. SRI 980

RE 7.05
Organizes relevant information in outline form when summarizing 
main ideas and supporting details.

RE 7.06

Demonstrates the ability to evaluate and analyze literary devices 
(time sequence, imagery, foreshadowing) across a variety of 
genres.

RE 7.07 Completes a task by following written, multi-step text directions.

RE 7.08

Identifies bias/propaganda in an author's argument by citing 
evidence from a public document 
(newspapers/magazines/speeches).

RE 7.09
Analyzes story elements including themes and author's purpose 
using textual evidence across a variety of selections.

RE 7.10
Acquires vocabulary to understand relationships among words 
(analogies, homonyms, synonyms and antonyms),

RE 7.11 Identifies how texts reflect historical and cultural influences.
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*The Pacing Guide is meant to provide an approximate correlation between student developmental abilities, estimated time to complete levels, and the 
number of years students have been enrolled in school.
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****Grey shaded boxes indicate minimum proficiency levels in all content areas.
****Pale Blue shaded boxes indicate proficiency levels ALL students should work toward if further education/training is in their plans.


