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Sycamore Middle School

PLANNED IMPROVEMENT FOR THE SCHOOL AND DISTRICT 

This is the final section of the school report card in which your school and district provide information below on areas of success 
and areas for planned improvement based on your school's improvement plan. 
(For report cards disseminated electronically, this information may be provided in a separate document due to differences in the 
software used.  If you are unable to locate this document, please contact your local school or district office.) 

As an ongoing process toward improvement, student performance at Sycamore Middle School undergoes 
analysis each year and throughout the year in an effort to determine strengths and opportunities for improvement in our 
educational delivery system and to determine a plan for improvement.  This process included a review of our curriculum in 
comparison to state established goals, an analysis of assessment data from locally designed assessments, an analysis of 
the test data from the Illinois Standards Achievement Tests (ISAT) and the Explore exam, and other data points included 
in the IL State Report Card and End of Year report. 

This in-depth review indicates to us that Sycamore Middle School students are, on the whole, performing at or 
above state and locally developed standards in all fundamental learning areas with good results in reading and particularly 
strong scores in science!  The overall picture that emerges is that the school is meeting the needs of its students at a high 
level.  Yet, while we are generally pleased with the results of these various assessments, we also recognize that there are 
areas in the curriculum and in the programmatic operation of the school that can be enhanced.  Below is a summary of 
program successes in the 2007-2008 school year as well as recommendations for improvement. 

English 
Writing continues to be an area of focus for our students, because our staff believes it is vital to success in all 

curricular areas and in life after schooling.  We continue to assess our students on the IL Learner Standards for middle 
school.  Students were given local performance assessments in speech, expository essays, and a research project, 
across 7th and 8th grade.  Overall, 88% of students met/exceeded the SMS benchmark (the same levels used on ISAT for 
Meets/Exceeds.)  This suggests our students are doing well in the area of language arts in a variety of tasks.  As we 
further disaggregated the data, overall, our 65% students with IEPs met/exceeded standards on the local performance 
tasks.  80% of economically disadvantaged students met/exceeded standards on local performance standards.  The 8th 
graders’ Explore results show that SMS exceeds national norms by 14%, with an average performance score of 73%. 

We will continue to expand our practice to teach our students how to write and self-evaluate using Six Traits of 
Writing.  The English Department’s goals for 2008-2009 are to increase students’ use of critical and analytical thinking in 
their writing, increase articulation concerning curriculum in English within and across grade levels, to develop a list of 
common vocabulary in English, and to continue implementation of a common language for writing at all grade levels 
based on the Six Traits of Writing. 

Reading 
This year’s reading scores indicate to us that most of our students are developing the appropriate grade level 

reading skills they need. 79% of our students either met or exceeded state standards on ISAT, a 4% decrease from last 
year.  Our local performance data shows 85% of our students meet/exceed the benchmark on the following IL Learner 
Standards:  Reading in Context, Literary techniques, Literary Genres, and Story Elements.  With further disaggregation, 
60% our students with IEPs met/exceeded the benchmark set by ISAT on our local performance assessments.  This is 
important, as this was a goal for improvement in our 07-08 school improvement plan.  76% of our students with economic 
disadvantage met/exceeded standards on our local performance assessments.  Initial reports report that Sycamore 
Middle School met AYP this year with both subgroups in reading. 

Additionally, Explore reading scores indicated that Sycamore Middle School students outscored other students 
nationally. Our Explore reading score is 73%, compared to a national average of 64%.  (This is a 3% decrease from last 
year’s scores.)   While ISAT Reading scores have remained fairly stable over the last three years, we will continue to 
monitor students’ progress in this important area and disaggregate the data to find pockets of students needing additional 
assistance.    

One possible explanation for some students’ difficulties in Reading is students who are reading below grade level, 
particularly those students that are reading significantly (1½-2 years) below that grade level range.  We feel fortunate to 
offer a class called Reading Plus.  This class is taught by a certified remedial reading teacher, who is able to assess 
student progress and target specific skills needed to help students progress more than a year’s growth within a school 
year.  We continue to refine our diagnostic assessments, referral, and dismissal procedures for “Reading Plus”, as well as 
considering how to meet more students’ needs. Our goal is to target students who need support early.   



Our goals for Reading are to increase the use of critical and analytical skills and plan time for articulation at grade 
levels to coordinate curriculum and share ideas for effective literacy instruction.  We will continue utilizing literacy 
strategies in all curricular areas as well. 

Science 
ISAT science results again reveal a strong program that is successfully meeting the needs of students, with 86% 

meeting/exceeding standards. On the Explore Exam, SMS students outscored other students nationally, 74% v. 60%. Our 
local assessments show 91% of students meet/exceed the percentage benchmarks.  Assessments were given in biology, 
physical science, and technology standards, and tested knowledge of cells, simple machines, and natural resources.  
84% of our students with IEPs met/exceeded the benchmark on the standards assessed locally.  82% of students with 
economic disadvantage met/exceeded the benchmark.  Despite additional challenges, our disaggregated data shows our 
students are succeeding in science! 

Science was the first area to go through the CLI Curriculum process.  The CLI process provided excellent 
opportunity for articulation, and the draft curriculum will be implemented this year in the first step of validation.  Goals 
identified by the Science teachers are:  Use the new science curriculum to plan, implement, and assess instruction and 
student learning.  The department will continue to foster creative thinking by maintaining the Science Olympiad, a very 
successful event that has greatly stimulated interest in the area of science.  

Social Studies 
Social Studies is no longer tested on ISAT.  However, Sycamore Middle School is committed to monitoring 

student progress on the IL Learner Standards.  Benchmarks used to measure meets/exceeds were 70%. Overall 83% of 
all students met/exceeded benchmarks on local performance assessments.  SMS students are doing well in the area of 
Social Studies!  Students were tested on standards related to ancient civilization, geography, U.S. Constitution, world 
government models, and economics.  79% of 6th graders, 87% of 7th graders, and 85% of 8th graders met/exceeded the 
benchmark. 

The history department disaggregated their data in reporting to identify students with IEPs, 504 accommodation 
plans, and low income.  The department planned ways to help these students improve.  This year, 79% of students with 
IEPs and 85% of low income students met/exceeded.   

The goal for the Social Studies department is to review and refine curriculum to increase depth and decrease 
breadth toward improved learning of required standards for learning.  The department goals are to increase achievement 
for students with low SES and to use strategies from the Rigor, Relevance, and Relationships seminar to determine 
essential curriculum and to focus on turning out students who are “life, College, and Work ready.” 

Math  
The math department has always made problem solving and application of skills a priority.  This year, Math 

worked through the CLI Curriculum process, mapping skills/concepts from K-12.  Middle School committee members had 
an enormous challenge developing curriculum to follow elementary while preparing students for algebra and other high 
school math courses.  Through strong articulation, the department wrote curriculum to meet students’ and the district’s 
needs and goals.  However, this presented a challenge, as our current resource, Connected Math does not easily align 
with the new curriculum draft.  Teachers advocated for piloting some other resources, which will be a focus in 2008-2009.  
ISAT results maintained the recent years’ increases with 83% meeting/exceeding, which represents a 3%increase.  
Compared to national norms on Explore, our students exceeded the national scores by 11% with a 64%.  This represents 
a slight decrease of 3%.  

On local assessments, over the three grade levels, 88% met/exceeded standards.  The standards tested were 
mean, median, and mode, area, perimeter and circumference, percent, and linear equations.  Further disaggregation of 
data show that 79% of students with IEPs met/exceeded standards on local assessments.  82% of students with 
economic disadvantage met/exceeded standards.  Our students are doing well in math. 

The department’s goals for the 2008-2009 school year are to continue to investigate math series for 
implementation aligned with the math curriculum draft and to align GaTES math curriculum with the curriculum draft, as 
well. 
 



Other factors impacting achievement 
One challenge we face is the difference in achievement on ISAT compared to local assessments for our students 

who have IEPs.  Additional disaggregation of data reveals a difference in how students perform on assessments when 
modifications designed to meet their individual needs are allowed.  NCLB has two conflicting mandates.  Schools required 
to meet individual’s deficits in learning with an IEP.  At the same time, those same students are required to take ISAT 
without some of the accommodations they require, due to the testing restrictions designed within ISAT.   Reading and 
math are often the source of learning disabilities for students, and with accommodations for daily learning, they succeed. 
Our special education department will continue to work in concert with all teachers to find ways to help these students 
better demonstrate the knowledge that they have in the areas of reading, math, science, and writing on ISAT.  SMS staff 
has strategized ways to improve achievement for students with IEPs in Math and Reading in our goals for improvement. 

We are noticing an increase in the number of students who require ELL services.  Learning in a language other 
than one’s native language is extremely challenging.  Our staff is committed to assisting these students maximize their 
achievement across all curricula with accommodations.   

“First Things First”-Self Discipline to Prioritize  
 SMS staff has noticed a decline in students’ work ethic and work quality.  There are many things that challenge 
students in time management: information age media-video games, cell phones, Internet socialization sites, internet 
information, Ipods, etc.  In addition, many opportunities for extra curricular activities, excluding those offered at school, 
draw students’ time and attention from their school work.  Finally, many students reside in homes where necessity 
requires parents to work long hours, leaving students home alone to make choices regarding priorities.  Sadly, some 
students live in dysfunction, and school is not the priority. 
 These challenges to students’ work ethic require mature decision making and self-discipline.  Teaching self-
discipline strategies will be an important goal for Sycamore Middle School this year. 

Middle School Philosophy Best Practices and Facility Planning 
 The SMS goal this year is “First Things First.”  To that end, our faculty will be involved in planning for the future, 
by first focusing on learning more about Middle School Philosophy and best practices under the guidance of Dr. Bill 
DeJong.  Through articulation and engaging with Dr. DeJong’s expertise, our staff and stakeholders will develop a 
benchmark middle school program.  Afterward, we will study facility needs for meeting the program designed, ultimately 
making a recommendation to the Board of Education on how to best address the facility needs for the future.  We are 
grateful to be able to be a middle school in its true sense and to be able to meet adolescents’ needs in the safest way 
possible.  We are glad to be able to collaborate as plans are made to create a building that will maximize safety and 
learning for our students.  
  
Conclusion 

While this report highlights some of the specific areas addressed in our school improvement plan for 2008-2009, it 
should be noted that all curricular and operational areas of the Middle School will be reviewed and assessed.  We will 
monitor data closely and be looking at every area where we may need to take steps to better meet the needs of our 
students.  Additionally, we will continue to use whatever resources we can in order to provide remedial support to students 
who are not meeting standards. 
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