
New Assessment Practices Improve School 
Culture and Increase Achievement
Miles Elementary School, Erlanger, Kentucky
Assessment Training Institute (ATI)

Demographics

 › School in greater Cincinnati area

 › Title I school

 › Grades K–5

 › 53% free and reduced lunch

 › 14% minority

 › 15% ELL

Challenge

In 2003, shortly after Bryant Gillis became the principal at Miles 
Elementary, the student population at the school began to change 
dramatically. The number of  transient families in the area increased, 
and the percentage of  students eligible for free and reduced lunch 
jumped from 15% to 53%.

According to Mr. Gillis, “Faced with a changing student population, we 
had to take a hard look at what was not working in our school as regards 
the Kentucky core content. We came to the conclusion that our unit-
driven approach, with a test at the end of each unit, meant that teachers 
were out of touch with what students were learning on a daily basis.”

Implementation
 

Already familiar with the ATI professional development model of  
collaborative learning teams, Mr. Gillis decided to bring the whole 
staff together to talk about change. “Change was a tough concept for 
some people,” said Mr. Gillis, “but most teachers quickly recognized 
we could not continue the same old way. They saw that our system 
was outdated and we had to adapt to new circumstances.”

Following ATI guidelines, Mr. Gillis began by setting up learning teams 
of  teachers at each grade level to discuss ideas and divide up tasks. 
The teams worked together to review the curriculum and standards, 
identify classroom learning targets, plan student involvement, and 
build quality classroom assessments aligned to the targets.

This was the first step toward forming professional learning 
communities organized by grade level. The PLCs now meet every 
week to study a chapter of  the Assessment Training Institute 
materials, talk through the learning targets, and narrow down 
assessments to fit the targets. In addition, the grade level teams meet 
monthly with the principal, special education teachers, counselors, 
and other stakeholders to refine the program for RTI students.

“The ATI books gave us a pattern of how to scaffold lessons,” said Mr. 
Gillis. “When we provided the right books and the right training, the 
fire caught on.”

In addition to embedded professional development, teachers attended 
statewide ATI workshops and conferences sponsored by the Kentucky 
Department of Education over a two-year period, as well as workshops in 
other states. “They always came back excited,” said Mr. Gillis. “As a result 
of the workshops, our teachers started a new program whereby they 
routinely provide targeted intervention for any student who is one grade 
level or more behind and enrichment for those who are doing well.”

As part of the Assessment Training Institute program, Miles Elementary 
began to involve students in setting their own academic goals, to target 
the MAPS assessments conducted three times a year in the district. 
The objectives were to respond to individual needs, keep students 
motivated, and track progress.

“Students like being involved, and they’re good at it,” said Mr. Gillis. 
“And it has an impact—attitudes have changed.” The school has seen 
increased levels of  self-confidence and motivation as students have 
become more responsible partners in the assessment process. 

In addition, parent-teacher conferences have become student-parent-
teacher conferences at Miles Elementary. Staff agree that involving 
students in their own learning has helped them build the skills they 
need to take increased responsibility for their academic performance. 

“When we provided the right books and the 
right training, the fire caught on.”

 — Bryant Gillis, Principal, Miles Elementary School



Results

State test scores have improved significantly at Miles Elementary 
despite the changing demographics. According to Mr. Gillis, “The 
ATI program has had a huge impact on student performance. Our 
scores have increased from 70% to 83% proficiency rate in reading 
and from 75% to 85% in math, and we are consistently beating the 
district and state averages.”

“The ATI program has had a huge impact on 
student performance.”

— Bryant Gillis, Principal, Miles Elementary School
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ATI Boosts Proficiency Rate in Math by 10 Percentage Points

ATI Raises Proficiency Rate in Reading by 13 Percentage Points

Percentage of  students rated proficient or above in 
mathematics on the Kentucky state test

Percentage of  students rated proficient or above in reading 
on the Kentucky state test

Working with a parent committee, the school has also moved to a 
new report card format that indicates the level of  mastery for every 
skill in the standards. “Now we have no grades, no extra credit, and 
no guesswork,” said Mr. Gillis.

The ATI program has bonded the teachers together and changed the 
culture of  the school. “Our teachers have gone from anxiety about 
change to asking where do we go from here to meet each child’s 
needs,” said Mr. Gillis. “We’ve moved from looking for the answer 
to finding the answer. We now have a truly assessment-driven 
curriculum that continually builds on ongoing formative assessment.”
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