
The Creation of B.A.A.S.E.

Building an Accountable Academic 
School Environment



A Case for the Need

Â The need became apparent to me while  
working in one of our high schools in the 
city of Pittsburgh. My task was to talk 
with 11th graders who had not performed 
on the ñproficientò level on their 
standards based Terra Nova exams. I 
had to encourage them to take 
remediation classes in the summer. I will 
never forget the first young lady with 
whom I spoke.

She said ñWhy would I have to take 
remediation classes, I have made honor 
roll each year I have been in schoolò ?



A Case for the Need

Â She was right! She had consistently made 
honor roll each year of school.

Â If this would have been the only student 
facing a discrepancy between grades and 
performance on a standards based 
assessment I would have thought it a 
fluke, but there were a number more.

Â I then realized that what we were doing 
in class was not what students were 
being asked to perform on a higher 
standards based assessment. We had to 
rethink preparation for high school. Our 
low standard of middle school students 
going to high school without passing 
math and reading was setting up a high 
dropout rate and low graduation rate. 



A Case for Need

Â Why was it that students were being 
advanced through grades and they and 
their parents believed they were performing 
at a proficient rate, but when faced with a 
standards based exam could not succeed?

Â They are nice kids so give them a ñCò.

Â That is all the work they really can do.

Â We have no other alternative to failure.

Â They are getting too old in the same grade.

Â Teachers are not prepared to teach them.

Â We are not tracking what they can do.

Â There is not an accountable system for 
everyone - Principal, teacher, student, etc



A Chance to Start Anew

Â The following year, I was assigned as 
principal of a middle school which had 
not made AYP.

Â There were a number of 8th graders in 
the school who had previously scored in 
the basic and below basic range.

Â If we continued to cover the curriculum 
and give grades, I was afraid that our 
students would become some of the 
same students I saw at the high school. 
They would pass but still not perform in 
the ñproficient rangeò.



A System of Assurances

Â To make sure that teachers stayed 
focused on skills that directly connected 
to the state performance standards, we 
went right to the source.

Â Our instructional team sat down and 
reviewed every PSSA performance skill 
in math and reading for 8th graders

ÂWe wanted to make sure that our 8th

graders were introduced to skills and 
then showed evidence other than 
grades, that they knew these skills.



Setting our Target Goals

Â Using the PSSA math and reading 
standards along with the districtôs list of 
required skills for 8th grade math and 
reading, the team developed a 
comprehensive lists of Performance Skills 
for both subjects.

Â In math there were about 40 performance 
skills and in reading there were about 35.

Â Example in math: Pythagorean theorem

Â Example in reading: Alliteration



Student Promotion Portfolio 

Â A promotion portfolio was given to 
each 8th grade student at the 
beginning of the school year. It listed 
the required performance skills in 
math and reading along with a place 
for the teacher to sign off once the 
student demonstrated ability.

ÂñProofò of student ability was in the 
form of student work. This ñproofô 
was also kept in the portfolio.



Student Promotion Portfolio

Â A culture was built in the school that 
reflected the belief that grades were 
not the only important thing but as a 
student you had to prove that you 
knew a skill in your portfolio

Â There was much more teacher 
accountability and opportunities for 
professional development when 
student work was the centerpiece.

Â By the second year, all grade levels 
and subject areas entered a 
performance skill list into the 
portfolios. 



Integrated Accountability

Â We knew that just covering these skills 
would not be enough. Students needed 
to connect with them in different ways

Â All teachers had to be accountable for 
students learning these skills.

Â Therefore teachers from Art, Social 
Studies, Science, Music, and PE, 
examined math and reading skills and 
integrated them into their lessons.

Â A student could show proof that he or 
she knew ñreflectionò in math or art



Teacher Accountability

Â In the BASSE structure teachers have to

Â 1.  Stayed focused and make clear what 
skill you are teaching ( on chalkboard )

Â 2.  Provide students with various ways to 
prove that they have learned each skill

Â 3 Keep track and sign off of each skill 
that each student proved he or she knew

Â 4 Conference with each student on a 
regular basis to review what has been 
learned, what needed to be learned and 
ways to acquire skills not yet learned

Â 5. Educate all students on needed skills 

Â 6. Know each studentôs learning style



Student Accountability
Â Students in the BASSE school structure are 

accountable because they :

1 Must know all the performance learning 
skills they need to be promoted 

2 Know the best way they learn ( learning 
style)

3 Must prove that they are able to perform 
each required learning skill

4 Challenge their teachers to stayed focused 
on teaching the required learning skills

5 Make their parents aware of what they have 
learned and still need to learn before 
promotion

6.   Help other classmates to learn needed skills



Administration Accountability

1. Make sure that all teachers and students 
have the required learning performance 
skills for each subject.

2. Make sure that teachers have clearly  
posted the performance skill and what 
proof (s) students will produce to 
demonstrate that they know the skill on a 
daily basis. 

3. Regularly examine student work produced 
by teacher lesson plans to ensure that what 
is being taught is aligned with what 
students need to learn

4. Provide ñ proficient and advancedò samples 
and rubrics for student work

5. Provide teachers with resources, data and 
professional development to be successful



Procedures and Materials to 
Support the BASSE Structure

Å Each student has a portfolio that lists 
needed skills along with ñproofsò

Å Ongoing incentive system to reward 
students for achievement in proofs and 
behavior

Å Regular meetings with parents to review 
studentôs portfolio and strategies for 
academic achievement

Å Regular meetings with teachers, grade 
level teams and coaches to review and 
discuss what ñproficientò proof looks like

Å Provide schedule changes to support 
student learning and teacher planning

Å Schedules should work for students not 
against them.



The Learning Gap Issue

Â As our teachers taught specific 
learning skills they became aware 
that it would be difficult for our 
students to grasp and use new 
knowledge when there was little to 
build upon. Ninety six percent of 
our students were African American 
and the data showed that they were 
far behind on skills the could have 
learned in elementary school. It 
seemed the longer they were in our 
system the farther they fell behind. 



The Learning Gap Issue

We knew that our students needed more

time to acquire the skills they had missed

over the years.  So we needed to adjust

the schedule to get find  more time for

reading and math.

The concern was that even when we get

more time for reading and math how would

we spend it? 

The agreement was to spend the time focusing

on skills each individual student needed and

then find the best teaching strategies to teach

that skill.



Closing the Gap- Usable Data

Â Finding the gaps in learning was 
the first course of action. 

Â All students were given a grade 
level PSSA like assessment in both 
math and reading

Â From that data individual profiles 
were created showing which skills 
students needed to master.

Â Students received their profiles 
and teachers were given usable 
classroom data for each class they 
taught.



Closing the Gap ïDirect 
Teaching Approach 

The next step was to decide how best to 
teach students skills they were missing

Since there was a move towards flex 
grouping in our district we decided to 
group all students who were missing a 
certain skill into one group and give them 
direct teacher instruction. 

Our math teacher took about 18 students 
who were missing an operation in math 
and gave them direct instruction using an 
overhead

After the lesson, I asked the teacher to 
assess the students on the skill. Using this 
method only 35% of the students 
demonstrated comprehension



Closing the Gap ïPeer Flex 
Workshops

Â We could not accept that only 35% of the students 
learned a skill when the lesson was teacher directed

Â We noticed that even in a class of 18 students were still 
falling behind.

Â The next approach was to:

Â 1. Create 4 mini workshops in one class

Â 2. Each workshop would address a different skill

Â 3. Students signed up for workshop based on need

Â 4. Workshop groups were limited to 4 or 5 students

Â 5. One lead student in the group who knew the skill

Â 6 The teacher would spend time with each group

Â 7 An assessment was given at the end of the workshop



Closing the Gap -Results of 
Peer Flex Workshops 

Â After examining the data of how 
students in different setting and 
different methods, we observed:

Â When trying to pick up missed 
skills, students did much better in 
peer flex workshops then with a 
teacher.

Â Students were not getting lost and 
someone was always checking for 
understanding

Â Students had more ownership for 
their learning and leadership skills 
were being built.  
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First and Second Year Results

Â The first year results were not only dramatic in terms 
of standards based scores but also on the overall 
school climate

Â Students felt empowered and more focused on what 
they were learning

Â Teachers had a clearer sense of purpose and 
direction

Â Students were promoted based upon what they 
learned and not on their time in class. Therefore, 
promotions could be at anytime during the school 
year.

Â Parents realized that when their children learned 
these skills they were better prepared for high school



First and Second Year Results
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Third and Fourth Year Results
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Â BASSE was 
implemented in an 
area Middle School 
in 2005. At that 
point, the school

began to see 
improvement in 
math, reading and 
attendance data. 
What is even more 
impressive is that 
in 2006, about 
40% of the 
students had IEPs 
and the school was 
scheduled to close 
in 2007 and the 
school continued to 
show improvement



Structure Influences Behavior

Â Some of the things we learned in the 
years we implemented the program :

Â All students can learn and will learn 
given the right structure and support

Â To be successful, everyone in the 
school must have ownership and be 
held accountable

Â If you give no time or system for 
students to pick up gap skills, students 
will always be behind

Â Students should be empowered to 
learn by providing them with what 
performance skills they need to learn 
and how best (learning style) they 
learn them.



Structure Influences Behavior

Â Additional things we learned:

Â Positive student behavior greatly increased 
because of the BAASE structure

Â Since students knew what they should be 
learning, they began to hold their teachers 
accountable to teach it.

Â Parents and students liked that the school 
set higher learning standards

Â Students became more concerned about 
proving they learned a skill, instead of 
getting a grade.

Â Student portfolios were a great way to 
examine ñproficient workò and effective 
lesson plans



The Vision and Challenge 

Â In the years that I have implemented 
the program in my schools, I found that 
consistently students and teachers will 
rise to the challenge of higher 
achievement if the leadership gives 
them the :

Â Vision / Reason we are climbing
Â Support to get there
Â Ownership of the journey
Â Tools needed to make the climb
Â Recognition for the little steps they 

make upward
A big thrill for me is when I hear students 

walking through the halls talking about 
what skills they have learned and what 
they still need for their portfolio


