
Learning Targets Take Student Performance  
to the Next Level
Rockcastle Middle School, Mount Vernon, Kentucky
Assessment Training Institute (ATI)

Demographics

 › Rural school in southeastern Kentucky

 › 41 teachers

 › 649 students

 › 74% free and reduced lunch

 › 98% white

 › 18% special education

Challenge

In 2007, when the supervisor of  instruction for the Rockcastle 
County Schools introduced district leaders to the Assessment 
Training Institute textbook Classroom Assessment for Student 
Learning (CASL), the timing was perfect for Rockcastle Middle 
School. According to Principal Jason Coguer, teachers had just 
finished creating assessment maps and developing curriculum using 
backwards design concepts. “I saw that ATI could help us look at 
the standards again and introduce the concept of  learning targets in 
student-friendly terms,” he said.

Student test scores had generally been good at Rockcastle Middle 
School, but Mr. Coguer felt it was time to move to the next level. “In 
the past, we’d been guilty of  dividing students up, subconsciously, 
into two groups—good and not-so-good learners. ATI offered 
a way for us to move every student forward, toward a more 
consistent level of  improvement,” he said.

Implementation
 

In the summer of  2007, Mr. Coguer and guidance counselor Lesha 
Cromer selected seven teachers, drawn from different content areas 
and with different levels of  teaching experience, to form a core ATI 
team, which held a three-day ATI workshop sponsored by a local 
GEAR-UP program and met twice again before school started. 

The core team and five teachers worked together on breaking down 
standards into learning targets, with Mr. Coguer and Ms. Cromer 
working alongside them—an important piece of the puzzle, according 
to Mr. Coguer. “There were some bumps in the road, but we all 
supported each other, and teachers saw my commitment to the ATI 
model and the work of the team,” he said.

Mr. Coguer set aside a day in October for professional development for 
the rest of the staff. Meanwhile, the five teachers started to implement 
the ATI assessment literacy concepts in their classrooms and were 
videotaped in preparation for the October training. They also prepared 
by thinking about questions that might come up and planning how to 
present the assessment literacy concepts as succinctly as possible. 

The training day was successful because of  several factors. All the 
teachers who presented were highly respected by their colleagues, 
and their range of  experience and content-area expertise minimized 
the opportunity for negative reactions. One presenter, a social 
studies teacher with over 20 years of  experience, told the group 
that she believed the ATI assessment practices were a very powerful 
way to teach. “The cross-section of  our team was so important,” 
said Mr. Coguer. “No one could claim that ATI might work in English 
but would never work in science. Also, the videotapes showed 
students talking with teachers about their learning targets, and this 
was very powerful.” 

On the training day, some of  the five presenters were farther along 
than others in their ability to implement the Assessment Training 
Institute model. “That was fine,” said Mr. Coguer. “It helped prove 
an important point—that everyone learns at their own pace. 
I expect all my teachers to grow, but I don’t mandate the same 
growth schedule for everyone.”

After the training, the group agreed to start integrating learning 
targets into every new unit, and teachers began to re-evaluate old 
practices in light of  the ATI recommendations for clear learning 
targets and aligned assessment practices. One sixth-grade science 

“�ATI� offered� a� way� for� us� to� move� every�
student� forward,� toward� a� more� consistent�
level of improvement.”

— Jason Coguer, Principal, Rockcastle Middle School



teacher looked at a video she had used for years, decided it did 
not support learning targets, and dropped it from her instructional 
program. “Teachers began to develop a laser focus based on 
learning targets,” said Mr. Coguer.

In mid-November, grade-level teachers came together to review 
progress, share learning targets across curriculum areas, and look 
at each other’s assessments. “We learned from each other. For 
example, math teachers learned a lot by reviewing learning targets 
in social studies,” said Mr. Coguer. Teachers also began to email 
learning targets home to parents, which proved to be very helpful 
for parents in understanding the expectations.

Results

After several years of  implementation, the ATI assessment literacy 
model is now integrated into daily practice. “There’s no guessing 
anymore about what’s on the test. ATI directs students to the 
outcome, so they know exactly what they need to do to achieve 
at high levels,” said Mr. Coguer. The school has seen some small  
fluctuations in scores, but with a good upward trend. And in 2011, the 
achievement gap between special education and other subgroups 
was almost eliminated. 

“Our�school�was�on�its�way�up,�but�ATI�helped�
push us over the top.”

— Jason Coguer, Principal, Rockcastle Middle School

In the fall of  2011, Rockcastle Middle School was named one of  
the top 10 schools in Kentucky and now ranks in the top 15% 
of  middle schools in the state. “When everyone knows what to 
expect, including teachers, outcomes improve. Our teachers were 
already working hard, but now they’re working smart too. Our 
school was on its way up, but ATI helped push us over the top,” 
said Mr. Coguer. 

School Continues to Surpass State in  
Reading�Proficiency

Students�with�Disabilities�Make�Steady�Gains�in�
Math�Proficiency
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Percentage of  students rated proficient or above 
in reading on the Kentucky Core Content Test 

(AYP results)

Percentage of  students rated proficient or above 
in mathematics on the Kentucky Core Content 

Test (AYP results)

Copyright © 2013 Pearson Education, Inc. or its affiliate(s). All rights reserved. REV. 8/13


