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Introduction 
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In Spring 2011, 240 Reach teachers, counselors, librarians, assistant principals, and instructional specialists 

participated in focus groups to address key program issues including: support from the principal and pro-

gram staff, Student Learning Objectives (SLOs), Professional Development Units (PDUs), new program ele-

ments, and financial compensation. The focus group topics varied slightly based on (a) length of time in the 

program (e.g., first-year schools compared to fourth-year schools) and (b) program elements offered on each 

campus (e.g., mentoring). Contents of the focus group discussions were reviewed for common themes, 13 of 

which were considered consistent across campuses. To establish the relative importance of the 13 identified 

themes, focus group facilitators rated the extent to which each theme was prevalent on the campuses they 

visited.  The 13 themes were then grouped into two major categories: (a) adequate support for and under-

standing about Reach, and (b) program elements and their impact (see Figures 1 and 6). In addition, Reach 

participants were asked to answer questions on the 2010–2011 Employee Coordinated Survey (ECS) that were 

specific to the Reach program (e.g., attitudes toward Reach, participants’ knowledge of program elements, 

program impact, job satisfaction). The following pages describe participants’ feedback about the 13 themes 

with supplemental information from the ECS when applicable. 

0.58
1.13

1.32 1.50 1.66 1.74

0.00

0.50

1.00

1.50

2.00True 

Figure 1. Average Ratings for Commonly Identified Focus Group Themes Related to Adequate Support for 

and Understanding About Reach 

Central 
office 

support, 
particu-
larly for 
SLOs, is 

valuable. 

When the princi-
pal is "on board" 
and supportive of 

the program, 
staff attitudes are 

more positive 
toward the pro-
gram than when 
the principal is 
not supportive. 

Participants would 
like additional guid-

ance on assess-
ments (e.g., what is 
allowable, expecta-

tions for using 
standardized tests, 

common assess-
ments, assessment 

windows). 

Schools new to 
the program 

want more con-
crete, accurate, 
and consistent 

information 
about the pro-

gram. 

Staff are unfa-
miliar with 

the contents 
of their 

“Basket of 
Measures.” 

Special area 
teachers need 
additional SLO 
support, partic-
ularly with re-
spect to test-

ing. 

Source. Focus group theme survey 
Note. Focus group ratings ranged from 0 = false for this campus: no evidence to 2 = true for this campus: lots of evidence 
with a neutral option of 1 = some evidence. 

About this report. This is the third in a series of reports evaluating the AISD stra-
tegic compensation program, Reach.  This report summarizes information gath-
ered from a series of focus groups that were conducted on all 19 Reach pilot 
schools in Spring 2011. Data gathered from these focus groups will help program 
staff gauge participants’ attitudes toward program elements, understanding 

about the program, support received from the program, and program impact. When applicable, survey data 
gathered from the 2010–2011 ECS provide additional support for the focus group themes. 
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Support from central office staff, campus leaders, and colleagues was critical to Reach participants’ under-

standing about the program and to overall program implementation. Previous analyses (Lamb, Schmitt, & 

Cornetto, 2010) have documented this relationship, noting that the program is best implemented when: (a) 

Reach program staff and principals communicate effectively with each other, (b) principals understand the 

program elements and support their staff, and (c) Reach participants understand the program elements and 

incorporate SLOs into their daily work. Focus group participants echoed the importance of adequate support 

for, and understanding about Reach (see Figure 1). Themes within this category are presented below or-

dered from most prevalent to least prevalent among focus group discussions.  

 

Central office support, particularly for SLOs, was seen as valuable.  When 

asked to describe what the SLO process had been like, and whether suffi-

cient opportunities were available for receiving support, an overwhelm-

ing majority of focus group participants said yes. Participants appreciat-

ed that, in the words of one focus group participant, program staff “always answered the phone right 

away...[and] always had a real precise answer to the questions that [participants] asked.” These feelings cor-

roborated survey results from the 2011 ECS (Figure 2). Across school levels, survey respondents were satis-

fied with the support they received from SLO and PDU staff.  

However, schools that participated in the 

program for two or more years received 

less support from central office staff in 

2010–2011 than in previous years, and some 

participants described the effect of this 

change. Although most participants re-

ported positive relationships with central 

office staff, staff from several Reach veter-

an campuses felt that with the expansion 

of the program, they were “left out in the 

cold” this year. Staff from veteran campus-

es would have liked to receive more on-

site visits from Reach program staff to 

help train them about new program ele-

ments such as team SLOs and PDUs.  

In an effort to address this issue, Reach program staff had trained cam-

pus-based SLO facilitators to provide veteran campuses with additional 

SLO support. However, some focus group participants felt their SLO 

facilitators were not trained well, could not answer their questions, were 

unavailable, and provided conflicting and/or inaccurate information 

about the program. Despite these concerns, most participants were 

comfortable with the idea of having campus-based staff available to help 

support them with SLOs, but wanted SLO facilitators and Reach program staff to work together to provide 

them with clear communication and adequate support.  

“[The Reach program staff] have 

been awesome. They have been 

invaluable and reassuring.” 

When the program is adding a new 

element, veteran campuses “need 

somebody to come in and show us 

[what to do] and tell us [the] ex-

pectations [that you have for the 

new program element].” 
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Figure 2. Reach Participants’ Satisfaction With Support They Re-

ceived From SLO and PDU Staff, by Level. 

Source. 2010–2011 Employee Coordinated Survey (ECS). 
Note. Items ranged from 1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree. It is 
desirable to have a response of at least 3.0. 
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Reach participants wanted to receive additional guidance about assess-

ments (e.g., what is allowable, expectations for using standardized 

tests, common assessments, assessment windows). When discussing 

SLOs, participants at nearly every campus desired additional support 

and better understanding about the SLO assessment process. Although helpful information about SLOs can 

be found on the Reach website, some participants were unaware this information existed, while other par-

ticipants thought this information should be updated (e.g., update the SLO calendar, add examples of exem-

plary SLOs and assessments for all subject areas, and update the FAQs). Secondary special area teachers 

(e.g., elective teachers) wanted to see more examples of SLOs and assessments in their specific content ar-

ea, and secondary teachers in general felt the post-test window should be extended because of the addition-

al testing required of secondary students (e.g., advanced placement tests). Although principals and Reach 

staff currently evaluate SLO assessments to ensure equity in rigor of SLOs, some participants wanted more 

involvement from content specialists in assessment review. 

 

When the principal was on board and supportive of the program, staff atti-

tudes were more positive toward the program than when the principal was 

not supportive. Previous results (Lamb, Schmitt, & Cornetto, 2010) suggest-

ed that the principal’s support for and understanding about the program is 

critical to effective program implementation. Similarly, Goldhaber, DeArmond and DeBurgomaster (2011) ar-

gued that strategic compensation programs are more effective when participants report a high degree of 

trust in their principal than when they do not.  When asked to describe their principal’s support for Reach, 

most survey respondents believed their principal supported their work with Reach and were positive about 

the program (Figure 3). However, focus group participants’ responses differed across campuses with respect 

to their principals’ level of engagement with the program.  

“[For the program to work], the 

principal has got to be on 

board.” 

“It would be nice if there were may-

be a bank of tests or maybe some 

default tests [for us to use].” 
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My principal is enthusiastic
and positive about the REACH

program.

My principal has supported
my work with the REACH

program.
ES MS HS

Source. 2010–2011 Employee Coordinated Survey (ECS). 
Note. Items ranged from 1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree. It is desira-
ble to have a response of at least 3.0. 

“[Reach program staff] would look 

over my [SLOs] and I would submit 

it for my principal [to review], [but 

then] my principal would kick it 

back without really giving me any 

kind of details of why.  I felt like I 

had to explain myself over and over 

again….It was just a...mess.” 

Figure 3. Reach Participants’ Responses to Principal Support Survey 

Items, by Campus Level. 

Some were frustrated when their principal contradicted program staff. One participant stated: “[We re-

ceived] very different information from what the principal [said] and what the Reach people said.” This often 

led to confusion regarding rigor of SLO targets, assessments, and SLO deadlines.  Some teachers were  dis-

couraged when their principal pushed for absolute attainment on SLOs (i.e., all students must make a 70% on 

their SLO), rather than rewarding student growth (i.e., tiered SLOs). Given that Reach is designed to pro-

mote and reward student growth, as one participants stated, “the SLO committee [should make] the guide-

lines” on SLOs, not principals.  

Strongly 
agree 

Strongly 
disagree 
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Schools new to the program wanted more concrete, accurate, and 

consistent information about the program.  Adequate support for, 

and understanding about Reach is critical at campuses new to the 

program. Focus group participants from new Reach campuses 

were frustrated with inconsistent, inaccurate, and unclear infor-

mation they received during their first year in the program. One 

teacher said, “[I was] confused by this whole SLO process. The SLO 

has made me feel totally unsuccessful—I have never felt so unsuc-

cessful or had such low self-esteem towards teaching until Reach 

and SLOs.” Participants from veteran campuses recalled similar 

feelings during their first year and one participant demanded that 

“the expectations [for participants in the program] need to be 

made really clear...from the very get-go.” Similarly, teachers new to 

veteran Reach campuses wanted to receive clear and consistent information about the program. For exam-

ple, a novice teacher at a veteran Reach campus stated, “As a first year teacher...I did not understand what 

the Reach program was.”  After hearing this, a colleague suggested all teachers new to Reach campuses—

regardless of teaching experience—should receive a 1-day training about SLOs and other program elements.  

ECS survey ratings of SLO impact at the elementary and middle school level were generally positive and were 

significantly higher than ratings at the high school level (Figure 4). Lower ratings at the high school level, 

however, could reflect the fact that three of the four Reach campuses that were new in 2010–2011 were high 

schools, and attitudes toward Reach were generally lower during the first year of the program (Schmitt, Cor-

netto, Malerba, et al., 2009) but improved over time (Lamb, 2010; Schmitt, Cornetto, Lamb, and Imes, 2009). 

Survey responses and focus group themes suggested that schools, particularly those new to the program, 

would benefit from clearer information and additional support for program elements. 

 

 

 

Special area teachers needed additional SLO support, particularly 

with respect to testing. Focus groups revealed that special area 

teachers (e.g., art, music, physical education, elective teachers) 

wanted additional support and guidance with SLOs.  Many reported the SLO process, particularly for team 

SLOs, were difficult. For example, one participant said, “Every special area teacher had to jump on board at 

one grade level [for the team SLO], and it had nothing to do with music, had nothing to do with art, and had 

nothing to do with physical education,” making it difficult for teachers to support the accomplishment of 

their team SLO. Special area teachers also discussed the difficultly they experienced finding opportunities to 

test their students.   

“[Because] it was our first year, the big-

gest problem was [that] there was a lot 

of confusion [about the program]… 

[Some] teachers were hearing one thing 

and [others were hearing] another.  And 

you weren’t really sure [what to believe]

….It was kind of scary making sure that 

you were really doing the right thing…

There’s still some misinformation or con-

fusion about certain things that [we’ll] 

definitely want to see clarification [on] 

in the future.” 

Elective teachers “were given nothing 

to [help determine] what was the best 

[SLO assessment for their subject].” 
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Figure 4. Reach Participants’ Attitudes Towards SLOs, by Campus Level 

Using SLOs has 
improved my 

teaching. 

I often consider my 
SLOs when planning 
and conducting my 

daily work. 

Using SLOs should 
improve student 

TAKS performance. 

The individual SLO 
stipends are large 

enough for the 
work involved. 

Source. 2010–2011 Employee Coordinated Survey (ECS). 
Note. Items ranged from 1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree. It is desirable to have a response of at least 3.0. 

The results of 
using an individu-
al SLO are worth 
the extra work. 
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Strongly 
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Source. 2010–2011 Employee Coordinated Survey (ECS). 
Note. Items ranged from 1 = not at all knowledgeable to 4 = very knowledgeable. It is desirable to have a response of at 
least 3.0. 

 

Often, students were absent or could not attend special area clas-

ses (e.g., because of core content remediation) making it difficult 

for special area teachers to test all their students and meet their 

SLOs.  Special area teachers and other teachers were frustrated 

with the lack of clear guidelines regarding accommodations for 

students identified with learning disabilities. Special area teachers, 

in particular, had difficulty identifying which students required spe-

cialized testing for their SLOs, and knowing how to develop accommodated assessments. Additionally, par-

ticipants were concerned about their colleagues who taught special education because, as one participant 

stated, “it’s really hard for the special ed. teachers to do SLOs,” especially team SLOs. As a result, several 

teachers echoed one participants frustrations when they said they felt like they were “getting penalized be-

cause I have a child who may not...be capable of performing up to the level of my SLO [assessment]” be-

cause they could not use accommodations on their SLO assessments. As stated in the SLO Manual (AISD, 

n.d.), each student must take the same SLO assessment with any and all accommodations as required by law 

based on the students’ needs (e.g., individual education plans, 504, English language learners). Unfortunate-

ly, some Reach participants were unaware of this information and wanted to receive clearer guidelines.  

 

Participants were unfamiliar with the contents of their Basket of Measures. 

Finally, participants were unsure about the campus basket of measures 

(i.e., a new program element that uses different campus metrics such as 

value-added growth and attendance, to reward campus-wide student 

growth) and would like to receive additional training about this program 

element.  Although not every focus group discussed the basket of 

measures, when it was mentioned, very few participants could list all four metrics included in their campus’s 

basket. Participants also felt teachers should work with principals to determine outcomes to include in the 

basket of measures. One teacher suggested that “it would be nice for the teachers to have some input” on 

the basket of measures. At another campus, a focus group participant more familiar with the basket of 

measures said, “[It] felt like [the measures] worked for us this year, but I am curious to see how it goes next 

year.” Survey data suggest that high school respondents, in particular, were not knowledgeable about their 

campus’s basket of measures (Figure 5). 

“I don’t even know what all 

the basket of measures are—

I’m not going to lie.  I have no 

idea what goes into them or 

how I can contribute to them.” 

3.7
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3.5
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2.8 2.6
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Student Learning Objectives Professional Development
Units

School-wide growth stipends
(campus basket of measures)

How knowledgable are you about the following Reach program elements:

ES MS HS

Figure 5. Reach Participants’ Responses to Program Knowledge Survey Items, by Campus Level. 

“I was told I had to give [my students 

identified with disabilities] the same ex-

act test the other kids got—it wasn’t 

appropriate.  They both felt a sense of 

failure, even though they knew the ma-

terial in their own way.” 
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knowledgeable 
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knowledgeable 
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Program Elements and Their Impact 

Many of the elements and themes that emerged from focus groups related to program elements and their 

impact (Figure 6). The following pages provide detailed information for each of these focus group themes 

which are arranged from most prevalent to least prevalent in focus group discussions. 
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Overall, the 
team SLOs are 

a good addi-
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ing collegiality, 
talk about da-
ta, and trans-

parency in 
teaching. 

Reach would-
n't necessarily 
keep teachers 
at a campus, 

but if they left 
their school, 
they would 
try to go to 

another Reach 
school. 

Feelings 
about 

PDUs are 
mixed. 

Student mo-
bility should 
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mining stu-
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ity in SLOs. 

Participants 
are concerned 

about col-
league integri-
ty (e.g., teach-
ing to the test, 
fudging num-

bers). 

Figure 6. Average Ratings for Commonly Identified Focus Group Themes Related to Program Impact. 

Source. Focus group theme survey 
Note. Focus group ratings ranged from 0 = false for this campus: no evidence to 2 = true for this campus: lots of evidence 
with a neutral option of 1 = some evidence. 

Team SLOs 
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feelings of anx-
iety and/or 

blame about 
having their 
own and/or 
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one else's per-
formance. 

True 
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Team SLOs caused some feelings of anxiety and/or blame about having 

participants’ own and/or colleagues’ compensation tied to someone else’s 

performance. Team SLOs were designed to promote collaboration on 

campuses to positively influence student learning. Although many partic-

ipants felt that the team SLOs improved collaboration, feelings of uneasi-

ness with being put in charge of someone else’s money were pervasive. 

Some participants expressed anxiety about letting their team down, 

thereby preventing their teammates from receiving their team SLO sti-

pend. More frequently, however, were participants were concerned about 

having a team member who was a novice teacher, had low performing students, or was not motivated to 

work on the team SLO. In fact, several participants thought that if a team had a member who failed to pull 

his or her weight on the team SLO, did not turn in SLO data on time, administered the wrong test, and/or had 

a personal issue that interfered with the ability to complete the team SLO (e.g., getting laid off, illness), he or 

she should not receive the team SLO compensation. Because meeting the team SLO was dependent on the 

team, on participant summed up many others’ experiences: “if you had an effective team, [the team SLO] 

was fair… but If you [did not] have a good team, then you’re screwed and it’s not very fair.”  

“I have some concerns about the 

ways the team [SLO] is run. I feel 

like it can be unfair to the team 

when one person doesn't work 

that hard. In some way you feel 

powerless. [Also], being forced 

into a team with a new teacher is 

hard.” 
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The frustrations described related to team SLOs was reflected in the responses to team SLO survey items on 

the ECS, particularly at the high school level (Figure 7). For example, when asked if the team SLO stipends 

were worth the amount of work, responses were mixed: responses from elementary and middle school par-

ticipants were favorable, while high school participants’ responses were significantly lower (i.e., 3.0 and 2.4, 

respectively). Despite the uneasiness associated with team SLOs, middle and elementary school respondents 

agreed their students had benefitted from the addition of team SLOs; elementary and middle school re-

spondents gave significantly higher ratings to this item than did high school respondents (i.e., 3.1 and 2.5, 

respectively).  

2.9 3.0 2.9 3.1
2.7 2.9 3.1 3.1

2.4 2.4 2.4 2.5

1.0

2.0

3.0

4.0

The team SLO stipends
are large enough for the

amount of work
involved.

The results of using a
team SLO are worth the

extra work.

Team SLOs are a good
idea.

My students have
benefitted from team

SLOs.
ES MS HS

Figure 7. Reach Participants’ Attitudes Toward Team SLOs, by Campus Level. 

Source. 2010–2011 Employee Coordinated Survey (ECS). 
Note. Items ranged from 1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree. It is desirable to have a response of at least 3.0. 

Strongly 
agree 

Strongly 
disagree 

Staff valued the money. Although some focus group participants 

were disappointed with colleagues for whom they thought 

“that compensation [was] the only motive in the program,” 

and were “not motivated to promote student achievement,” a 

majority of focus group participants reported they felt the 

Reach stipends were a well-deserved reward. Several partici-

pants compared the stipends to bonuses earned in the corpo-

rate world and felt that the extra work that they did to earn the 

stipends (e.g., SLOs, PDUs) was worth it because it helped their 

students succeed. ECS survey data (see figures 4 and 8) suggested that most respondents considered SLO 

stipends worth the work. Participants also saw the compensation as a reward for all the hard work they had 

done at their high-needs campuses throughout the years. According to one participant, “Before [Reach], we 

felt like we do all this hard work and nobody appreciates us.  And [now]...Reach is like, [patting her col-

league on the back], ‘Good job.’” At some campuses, stipends appeared to positively influence Reach partic-

ipants’ attitudes and perceptions of the program.  

“I’ve really started to realize the financial 

benefit [of the stipends]…. When I’m 

working every weekend late at night 

[makes me] feel that the reason for the 

strategic compensation is to help me feel 

better about that. It’s going to happen any-

way... [and] they are recognizing some of 

that [work].” 
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These inconsistent experiences could reflect 

how effectively PDUs were implemented and 

supported on each campus.  When asked if 

they would participate in a PDU in the future, 

ECS survey respondents generally did not 

agree (Figure 9). However, a survey of PDU 

participants indicated overwhelming support 

for this program element among those who 

completed the process. The lower ratings on 

the ECS could be due in part to the fact that the 

survey was administered to all Reach staff, while the PDU survey was administered only to those who had 

either expressed interest in or completed a PDU.  

 

Still, despite these positive responses, when asked about their satisfaction with their salary and their cam-

pus’s system for rewarding teachers, respondents were less than positive (Figure 8). This negativity could be 

a result of the recent reduction in force (RIF) and the lower salaries, on average, in AISD, compared with sala-

ries in other similar school districts. 

Feelings about PDUs are mixed. PDUs were new to Reach in 2010-2011 and were 

designed to promote campus-driven professional development activities tied 

to student needs. Feelings regarding the PDUs were mixed. Interestingly, par-

ticipants who completed the PDU process generally spoke of PDUs as a valua-

ble part of Reach; however, participants who started but did not complete a 

PDU felt the process was confusing, unstructured, and ultimately too much 

work.  In describing experiences with PDUs, one teacher stated, “I think the 

reason [our PDU] fell apart was because not only were we bombarded  with a 

whole bunch of things to do, but also there was no structure. Every time we met, there was something differ-

ent that was being added…. [It] really discouraged all of us.” Another participant’s experiences with PDUs 

was quite different: “I had a great experience with my PDU ….I think [Reach] enriched the program a lot by 

adding those things, but...I wish my facilitator was more [supportive].”  

“I really like the PDU much 

more than the SLOs.  That’s 

just me, but I loved it.  I felt 

like it was—of the whole 

Reach process—I felt like 

that was the most rewarding 

part of [the program].” 
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2.2
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My salary My school's system for
rewarding and recognizing

teachers.

My job satisfaction has
improved as a result of the AISD

REACH program

How satisfied are you with:

ES MS HS

Source. 2010–2011 Employee Coordinated Survey (ECS). 
Note. Items ranged from 1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree. It is desirable to have a response of at least 3.0. 

Figure 8. Reach Participants’ Responses to Job Satisfaction Items, by Campus Level 
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Strongly 
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How likely is it that you will participate in a PDU 
in the future?
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Source. 2010–2011 Employee Coordinated Survey (ECS). 
Note. Items ranged from 1 = very unlikely to 4 = very likely. It is 
desirable to have a response of at least 3.0. 

Figure 9. Reach Participants’ Agreement With the Likelihood They Will Participate in a PDU in the Future, 

by Level 
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Overall, the team SLOs were a good addition to the program, pro-

moting collegiality, talk about data, and transparency in teaching. 

As described earlier, team SLOs were designed to promote team 

collaboration for instruction. Although many focus group partici-

pants were uncomfortable with the fact that their work was tied to 

someone else’s money, several participants believed that team 

SLOs improved colleague collaboration and promoted student 

achievement.  One participant stated, “Team SLOs make you work 

towards the same goal...[and are] helping us pass TAKS.” Another participant explained, “Reach has helped 

us refocus where our needs are, and I think that is what happened with [our students’ improvements in] 

earth science.” Another teacher explained that “Sometimes you’ll teach a kid all day, [but] that kid wouldn’t 

get [what you are trying to teach]. But if someone else [taught him or her], that child would get [what] 

you’re trying to teach.  [After your team comes] together, you talk about it, you collaborate.  And then go 

back and revisit [the issue] or try different strategies. I like the team SLO.” Participants who spoke favorably 

about the team SLO liked it because it forced them to work outside their own classroom, work outside their 

comfort levels, work with other teachers with whom they normally would not, unite grade level/subject area 

teachers towards a common goal, and learn from each other. The connections of these elements signified a 

positive program impact for some teachers. 

 

Reach would not necessarily keep teachers at a campus, but if they left their 

school, they would try to go to another Reach school. When asked if Reach 

had kept them on their campus, several focus group participants agreed that 

they: “I would be here whether Reach was here or not.” Most participants 

said they stayed at their current campus because of their relationship with 

their students, their relationship with their campus community, their relationship with their colleagues, and 

the support they received from their principal—not because of Reach.  However, some teachers who were 

on the RIF list did not have the choice of remaining on their current campus. For example, one participant 

who was on the RIF list was moved to a non-Reach campus, but would have preferred to remain on a Reach 

campus. Others expressed a definite desire to move to a Reach campus.  When presented with the hypothet-

ical choice of moving to a school without the Reach program or moving to a school with the Reach program, 

participants who were not on the RIF list cited money as the main incentive to stay at a Reach school.  In 

thinking the question over, one teacher said if they went  “to another school [without Reach], I might not 

get this couple extra thousand that I could use [even though I would] be doing the same amount of work,” 

thereby making a Reach schools more appealing. On the other hand, several participants were frustrated 

that if they moved from their current campus to another Reach campus, their retention clock would have to 

start all over. 

It is important to note that participants were motivated to remain on a Reach campus for reasons other than 

the financial benefits. For example a novice teacher said, “The reason I would choose another Reach school 

is because I had a Reach mentor this year and I had her last year and she’s just been phenomenal in helping 

me accelerate the learning curve.” For participants to see the benefits of Reach in their teaching, in addition 

to seeing the financial benefits of the program, suggests the program has had a positive impact on their cam-

pus environment.  

“I think that [the team SLO] taught me 

that we’re all good teachers...and we all 

work together for the student….I 

think ...it made me [realize that] I need 

to ask questions. I need to find answers.  

I need to ask and share.  That’s what it 

taught me. To share.” 

Financial compensations pro-

vided by the Reach program  

“keep a lot of teachers [at 

Reach campuses].” 
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Examinations of ECS survey data support the feelings described on the previous page (Figure 10). Specifically, 

elementary and middle school respondents affirmed that participating in Reach had been a positive experi-

ence, they were supported by colleagues in their work with Reach, they would continue working on a Reach 

campus if given the choice, Reach had influenced their decision to remain on their current campus, and they 

would continue to use things they learned from participating in Reach regardless of their school’s future par-

ticipation in the program. Responses at the high school level were significantly less favorable, on average, 

than were responses at the elementary and middle school level. Importantly, results from the focus groups 

and survey data generally were favorable toward Reach and suggest the program positively influenced cam-

pus staff’s decisions to remain on Reach campuses, if the option were available.  

3.2 3.3 3.3

2.6
3.13.1 3.2 3.3

2.6
3.1

2.5 2.7 2.7

2.1
2.5

1.0

2.0

3.0

4.0

Source. 2010–2011 Employee Coordinated Survey (ECS). 
Note. Items ranged from 1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree. It is desirable to have a response of at least 3.0. 

Figure 10. Reach Participants’ General Satisfaction with Reach, by Campus Level. 
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AISD Reach is 
a major factor 
in my decision 
to remain at 
this school 
next year. 

I have learned 
things through 

AISD Reach that I 
will continue to 

do, regardless of 
my school’s  par-
ticipation in the 

program. 

If given the 
choice, I would 

choose to contin-
ue in the Reach 

program. 

My colleagues 
generally sup-
port the work 

that we’re doing 
for Reach. 

Participating 
in Reach has 
been a posi-
tive experi-

ence for me. 

Strongly 
agree 

Strongly 
disagree 

Student mobility should be considered in determining students’ eligibility in 

SLOs. Although a less pervasive theme, several focus group participants 

discussed their ongoing frustration with student mobility, student drop-outs 

(either dropping out from their class, or dropping out from their school), 

and attendance as it related to setting and meeting their SLOs. The inability to 

connect with students who were included on their SLO roster made it difficult for the program to positively 

influence students, and prohibited some teachers from meeting their SLO. Several participants felt it was 

not fair to include on their SLO roster students who had left their class for a period of time between the SLO 

pre-test and post-test, or were new to their class in the second semester. One teacher who “lost a large 

number of students from one semester to the next” blamed the high number of students who moved when 

SLOs were not met. Similarly, another teacher described difficulty in meeting SLOs because their school had 

“a lot of attendance issues…. A kid might be dropped and then they come in [later in the semester]….If you 

couldn’t retest them, they count it against you [on your SLO]”; conversely, if students took the pre-test but 

they “miss the [post-]test date, it messes you up.” To combat this issue, participants thought students who 

dropped out of their class, moved out of their class, or joined their class late should not count in final SLO 

calculations. These participants—particularly at secondary campuses—thought that for the program to have 

greater impact, additional guidelines should be developed to address student mobility issues and their nega-

tive influence on SLOs. 

“You have a kid move in, a kid 

move out, [but because of the 

student mobility,] you can’t 

meet your SLO.” 

EL MS HS 
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Participants were concerned about colleague integrity (e.g., teaching to 

the test, fudging the numbers).  Participants were concerned with their 

colleagues’ integrity with SLOs. For example, participants described see-

ing a colleague “accidentally” leave his or her SLO post-test displayed on 

an overhead projector while away from the classroom so students could see the test before they took it. 

Other participants reported witnessing colleagues practicing the post-test with their students prior to admin-

istration of the post-test, and administrators adding his or her own name to a team’s SLO without doing any 

associated work, knowing the team would meet their SLO. One concerned participant stated “There need to 

be more parameters set as to what cheating is, what constitutes cheating, what doesn’t constitute cheating” 

to ensure equality and fairness of SLOs. In an effort to avoid any question of cheating, one teacher reported 

making “the choice to not make an essay for my SLOs because I didn't want to have something so subjective. 

I could be in a situation where it comes down to just two students who need to pass in order to make the 

SLO, and I just didn't want to be in that situation….So I made a multiple choice SLO [assessment]” (which 

she considered more difficult for her students). Fortunately, concerns with colleague integrity were not per-

vasive in the focus groups at all campuses. 

 

Concluding thoughts. Despite some participants’ criticisms, responses from the focus groups were generally 

positive. Several participants described how they were beginning to see the program change their campus 

for the better—particularly as a result of SLOs. Several participants felt the real benefit of the program was 

seeing their students grow:  

 “I tried to...tell the kids that the reason we were doing [SLOs] was to see if they grew or got better.   

 So when I showed them their pre- and their post-tests, a lot of kids were excited that their score  

 got better….To see that some of them really did try to make their score better…was probably the best part.” 

This motivation to see student growth was reflected in Reach participants’ responses to professional learn-

ing community (PLC) items on the ECS (Figure 11 displays elementary school level data only; a table including 

data for all Reach school levels and their comparisons are presented in Appendix A). PLC items assessed the 

frequency with which Reach respondents engaged in various activities with their campus department/team, 

and were compared with responses at similar non-Reach comparison schools. At the elementary school level, 

respondents at Reach campuses were significantly more likely to engage in several activities with their de-

partment/team than were respondents at comparison elementary campuses (Figure 11). 

 

 

 

 

 

“A manipulation is taking place [in 

order] for our students to meet 

their SLOs.” 
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How often does your department/team...

Figure 11. Reach Elementary and Comparison School Participants’ Responses to PLC Items, by Campus Level 

Discuss 
assess-

ment data 
for individ-

ual stu-
dents?* 

Discuss your 
department/

team’s profes-
sional develop-

ment needs 
and goals?* 

Set learn-
ing goals 

for groups 
of stu-

dents?* 

Provide 
support 
for new 

teachers? 

Provide 
support for 
struggling 
teachers?* 

Share in-
structional 
strategies? 

Overall, how 
beneficial to 
you is your 
academic 

department/
team?1 

Very 
often 

Never Group stu-
dents across 
classes based 

on learning 
needs?* 

Source. 2010–2011 Employee Coordinated Survey (ECS). 
Note. Items ranged from 1 = never to 4 = very often. It is desirable to have a response of at least 3.0. 
* Average score was significantly higher at Reach elementary schools than at comparison elementary schools; p < .05. 

1 Items ranged from 1 = not at all beneficial  to 4 = very beneficial. It is desirable to have a response of at least 3.0. 

Reach elementary schools Comparison elementary schools 
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Themes from the focus groups provide important feedback for Reach pro-

gram staff.  Although information provided during the focus groups and re-

sponses to most ECS items were generally less favorable at the high school 

level than at the elementary and middle school level, this finding is consistent 

with results from past reports documenting that schools new to the program 

tended to have negative attitudes towards Reach during their first year 

(Schmitt, Cornetto, Malerba, et al., 2009), but improved over time (Lamb, 

2010; Schmitt, Cornetto, Lamb, & Imes, 2009).  Although attitudes appeared to 

improve, program staff should continue to provide clear communication to new campuses because a lack of 

clear understanding about how strategic compensation programs work can lead to poor program implemen-

tation and lessen the overall effectiveness of these programs (Goldhaber, et al., 2011).  Despite these issues, 

participants were beginning to make the connections between their work with Reach, and improvements in 

collaboration with colleagues and student achievement. As one participant stated, “I think [Reach] is a really 

good program, not just because of the money, but because of the progress you can actually see in the kids.” 

“I like the fact that…the 

SLO…show[s] growth.  It’s 

not just a one chance deal…. 

You can actually show from 

[pre]-test to post-test how 

[much the student has 

learned].” 

http://archive.austinisd.org/inside/initiatives/compensation/docs/SCI_SLO_Manual.pdf
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Appendix. Responses to PLC items by campus level and Reach status 

Elementary  Middle  High  
How often does your department/team... 

Reach Comparison Reach Comparison Reach Comparison 

discuss your department/team’s professional 

development needs and goals? 
3.4* 3.1 3.2 3.3 3.2 3.2 

discuss assessment data for individual stu-

dents? 
3.6* 3.4 3.3 3.4 3.3 3.4 

set learning goals for groups of students? 3.6* 3.4 3.3 3.4 3.3 3.4 

group students across classes based on learn-

ing needs? 
3.2* 3.0 3.0 2.8 2.7 2.9 

provide support for new teachers? 3.5 3.4 3.2 3.1 3.3 3.3 

provide support for struggling teachers? 3.4* 3.3 3.1 3.1 3.3 3.2 

share instructional strategies? 3.7 3.7 3.5 3.6 3.5 3.5 

Overall, how beneficial to you is your academ-

ic department/team?2 
3.5 3.4 3.3 3.2 3.2 3.2 

Table 1. Reach and Comparison School Participants’ Responses to PLC Items, by Campus Level 

Source. 2010–2011 Employee Coordinated Survey (ECS). 
Note. Items ranged from 1 = never to 4 = very often. It is desirable to have a response of at least 3.0. 
* Average score was significantly higher at Reach elementary schools than at comparison elementary schools; p < .05. 

2 Items ranged from 1 = not at all beneficial  to 4 = very beneficial. It is desirable to have a response of at least 3.0. 


