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Cowichan Valley School District Goal-Setting Example

Charlie Coleman is a principal in the Cowichan Valley school district in 
British Columbia. The following vignette is a summary of a conversation 
Tom had with him, and it illustrates the power of goal setting (C. Coleman, 
personal communication, August 17, 2016). See how many of John Hattie’s 
(2012) components for setting goals (challenge, commitment, confidence, 
student expectations, and conceptual understanding) you can identify in 
the following success story from Coleman’s school. 

Quamichan Middle School had struggled through years of mediocre 
and falling reading scores, until they took a closer look at their structures 
and strategies. By revitalizing their professional learning community, 
the staff was able to confront the brutal facts of their declining reading 
scores and take collective action to correct the situation. Over the course 
of the following two years, the staff collaborated in a variety of ways to 
improve their reading comprehension scores on the districtwide reading 
assessment from a low of 43 percent to a high of 84 percent of students 
reading proficiently at grade level.

This started with an acknowledgment of the trend of declining reading 
scores, and a willingness to ask what could be done differently. Then, 
the staff took action. It started by taking a closer look at the districtwide 
reading assessment and having all staff understand the skills that were 
being assessed. Based on a better understanding of these skills, the 
staff then looked at their current curriculum to find areas of congruence 
between the skills being assessed and the content being taught in all 
subject areas. Each subject department was given the task of identifying 
existing curriculum that could be directed to help improve the skills 
being tested on the districtwide reading assessment. Nobody was asked 
to add more to their plate. Rather, they were asked to overtly teach the 
reading skills within their existing content. The English language arts team 
took the lead in helping everyone understand these skills (note taking, 
understanding pictures and graphs, presenting information in a variety 
of ways, and making connections and inferences). Every teacher of every 
subject was able to connect to one or more of these skills and made a 
point of overtly teaching these skills to students on a regular basis.

At the same time, through their PLC teams, staff began to fine tune their 
own curriculum based on the notion of priority standards (Ainsworth, 
2011) and created subject-based lists of essential learning outcomes. The 
collective examination of curriculum led to the collaborative creation of 
outcomes deemed essential to know, important to know, and nice to know. 
Teachers were much clearer on essential learning and were then better 
able to discuss and create common formative assessments to monitor and 
track student progress toward these essential skills. Not coincidentally, 
many of these essential learning outcomes were closely aligned with the 
key skills required for reading. The English language arts team again took 
the lead to create grade-by-grade schoolwide assessments aligned to 
the districtwide reading assessment. The staff agreed to do a pretest in 
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September and a mid-year check-up in February prior to the mandatory 
year-end district assessment in May. Many teachers and teams also used 
similar assessment questions on end-of-week or end-of unit assessments. 
PLC team leaders tracked the progress of students by grade level and 
shared results with all staff. Individual teachers also used these on-the-fly 
formative assessments to monitor students identified as being at risk. 

Based on this evidence of learning, the staff were also able to create 
a pyramid of interventions. This included modifying a timeslot in the 
schedule formerly used as homeroom, advising, and schoolwide reading 
into a period of intervention and enrichment. Students who were all caught 
up, ahead, or doing well could use this time for enrichment options. 
Students who were struggling had mandatory intervention time in the 
subjects where they were struggling. This intervention and enrichment 
extended to all staff realizing all students enjoyed the opportunity to 
redo assignments and rewrite tests. There were gains in many areas, but 
most specifically there were gains in the original target assessment of the 
districtwide reading assessment. 

The district had a year-end districtwide summative reading assessment 
called the DART. Once the staff became familiar with the subsections of 
skills in the DART, they decided to use the assessment three times per 
year—first as a preassessment to get a baseline of student skills, another 
mid-year assessment as a check-in, and finally the district summative 
assessment. Individual teachers looked at the results of individual students 
to adjust instruction and intervention. As a school, they monitored the 
aggregate to determine areas of need and places for support. 

Assessments were scored on a rubric (see the figure Grade 8 Scoring 
Rubric) based on performance standards of grade-level expectations. The 
rubric included four categories: (1) NYW = not yet within expectations, (2) 
MM = minimally meets expectations, (3) FM = fully meets expectations, 
and (4) EE = exceeds expectations.

Grade 8—Literacy Skills

Note Taking NYW MM FM EE

September 21 
percent

50 
percent

22 
percent

7 
percent

February 7 
percent

24 
percent

54 
percent

15 
percent

May 5 
percent 

 22 
percent

57 
percent 

16 
percent 

continuedGrade 8 scoring rubric.
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Reading Pictures,  
Graphs, and so on NYW MM FM EE

September 25 
percent

45 
percent

27 
percent

2 
percent

February 7 
percent

22 
percent

48 
percent

23 
percent

May 6 
percent 

22 
percent 

49 
percent 

23 
percent 

Presenting Info  
in a Different Way NYW MM FM EE

September 26 
percent

42 
percent

26 
percent

7 
percent

February 14 
percent

35 
percent

43 
percent

8 
percent

May  7 
percent

30 
percent 

50 
percent 

13 
percent 

Making Connections  
and Inferences NYW MM FM EE

September 25 
percent

55 
percent

16 
percent

3 
percent

February 6 
percent

23 
percent

47 
percent

25 
percent

May  4 
percent

22 
percent 

48 
percent 

26 
percent 

Source: Charlie Coleman. Used with permission. 

The group grading of student work based on the rubrics provided some 
powerful professional learning. Teachers were able to collaborate and 
gain consistency in terms of grading on the rubric (for example, “This 
is what fully meets expectations looks like”). In addition, all teachers of 
all subjects were able to support the English language arts teachers by 
overtly teaching some of the subskills in the literacy assessment. 
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