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Section III – School Narrative

Your School’s Standards-Based System of Education

How are the Components aligned and integrated into an effective System that promotes educational equity, supports student learning and ensures all students meet grade-level standards?
     High Expectations = High Achievement. This statement acts as the guiding principle for the Conejo Valley Unified School District. Lang Ranch Elementary School (Lang) embraced this philosophy and created a school-wide culture of leadership and achievement dedicated to promoting an environment which supports, encourages, and assures all students have equal access to instruction while meeting grade-level standards. The coordinated efforts of the community over the past decade effectively produced student achievement that far exceeds “minimum proficiency.”  Proudly, Lang celebrates ten years of growth and success distinguished by a system wide focus on rigorous academic standards, integrated into a standards-based curriculum. All segments of the school community participate in research-based instruction, with differentiated learning strategies embedded into the instructional setting. Instructional leaders from Lang work with district curriculum and instructional teams to create district-wide courses of study that exceed the state standards. For every course of study, Lang teachers work as a team to develop standardized pacing guides for all grade levels. This ensures that every child, every classroom, and every teacher are aligned and working together to achieve school-wide “greatness.” 

     Embedded within the daily routines of instruction is a comprehensive process for planning, monitoring, and improving academic programs. The school-wide system is comprised of ongoing planning meetings, focusing on standards-based practices. The Leadership Team consisting of primary and upper grade lead teachers, joined by a representative from each grade level, a special education lead teacher, and the principal, meets on a regular basis to plan, monitor, and improve academic instruction at Lang. Grade level teams actively involve every teacher in weekly planning meetings that focus on powerful, standards-based teaching practices. In addition, these weekly meetings provide the opportunity for all team members to bring the Lang’s vision into practice and to keep goals rooted in classroom needs. Thus creating a program that maintains continuity throughout the school, improves student instruction, and focuses on individual needs of all students. 


Lang maintains a school-wide emphasis on clearly defining and communicating academic content and performance standards to parents and students on a continual basis. These standards provide the foundation for powerful curriculum, instruction, academic support, and assessment. Every teacher meets or exceeds guidelines for Highly Qualified Teachers; outstanding professionals are actively sought to join the team at The Ranch creating a synergy of excellence that permeates every aspect of instruction. Through the process of a focused Staff Development Plan, aligned to the goals of the SSP, the coordinated Yearly Planner (pacing guide), and ongoing planning meetings (described above), education moves toward content and standards mastery. Aligned benchmark assessments, along with ongoing review of student performance, aid in maintaining the focus of instruction throughout the school. Individual Learning Plans (ILP), Individual Differentiation Plans (GATE), 504 Accommodation Plans, IEPs, and the three-tiered Student Study Team (SST) improvement guidelines establish an intervention system that provides individualized academic support for students who struggle (see p. 26, par. 4). Throughout the curriculum, educators infuse technology to help lift students to success, and instructors use rubrics to exemplify and guide students’ quests for excellence, and inform parents of the elements of distinctive work.

     The site Leadership Team works to ensure that decision-making processes are inclusive. An active recruitment process encourages parents, community members, teachers, and classified staff to serve on the many decision-making teams within the school community. Diverse representation includes members of PTA, Site Council, Bi-Lingual Advisory Committee, Special Education Advisory Committee, and GATE Advisory Committee. Routine events at Lang Ranch evolve into annual community celebrations. The PTA sponsors a family picnic and events which demonstrates opportunities to build community and encourage communication while celebrating the success of all.

     Lang’s ethnically diverse population represents cultures from around the world. All documents sent to families are available in multiple languages and interpreters are provided for non-English speaking parents during meetings. Students developing mastery of English receive classroom instruction with SDAIE methodology. Specialized support programs such as SuccessMaker, Carousel Language Development Program, Rosetta Stone, Orchard language software, Reading Counts, and Scholastic Reading Inventory programs aid in moving children toward the parallel goals of English Language Acquisition and content standards mastery. Lang Ranch teachers actively seek parent and community members to build cultural awareness through introduction of celebrations, traditions, and events (see p. 34, par. 2).

     Rigorous academic content and performance standards permeate instruction at Lang Ranch through expectations that all students will achieve high academic standards. In the recent school-wide needs assessment, 99.2% of the constituency gave an overall approval rating to Lang. Within the CVUSD, Lang continues to have a “wait list” for admission in both School Choice and out of district transfers. Ninety-seven percent of parent members agreed that the instructional team at Lang sets high standards and expectations for all students in intellectual, academic, and social areas. In November 2007, Lang received the Scholar School Award and was named a 2007 Honor Roll School by the California Business for Education Excellence Foundation. CBEE measures “hard data” based on student performance and grade-level proficiency. Lang’s continual focus on rigorous academic instruction resulted in an API score of 924. Although the index exceeds the average of most schools, Lang continuously strives to achieve the goal of 100% grade-level proficiency for all students.

      The California Performance Standards form the basis of the instruction and assessment content. From these state-wide standards, the teachers developed pacing guides to ensure that 100% of students are instructed in all state grade-level standards. With each new curriculum adoption, Lang representatives work with the district curriculum focus teams to create courses of study, direct teachers in reviewing the pacing guide, and access quality staff development to assure that instructional tools make an immediate impact on student learning.

      Standards are posted in classrooms, communicated as the objective for daily instruction, and reviewed with each assessment. This makes certain that students are aware of the active progression towards mastery of standards and achievement of their personal best. Through the halls of The Ranch, signs of the “Living Rubrics” become evident (see p. 31, par. 4, p. 32, par. 1).

     Lang Ranch extended the California State Content Standards to fit the sophisticated needs of our learners. These standards provide the foundation for instruction. The regular use of Edusoft software, allows teachers to gather critical data regarding student learning and instruction, including areas of strength and needed support. By disaggregating this data, and using additional assessment devices such as Reading Results, Scholastic Reading Inventory, Gates McGinity, curriculum assessments, teacher-generated rubrics, and school-wide benchmark exams, the instructional team is able to create lessons that inform and support student learning. In addition to the district standards-based report card, parents are provided with written standards at the beginning of the school year and are provided with ongoing feedback of student progress towards meeting and exceeding district goals throughout the year. The alignment of assessments and instruction with standards is reviewed at grade level articulation and weekly grade level meetings. This continual study drives the school-wide goals of the SSP. 

      Lang’s standards-based learning environment engages its students in a challenging program through the use of intensive skill groups where students are provided varied paths for accessing the curriculum. A multi-sensory approach helps teachers intensify direction and support for children who struggle and deepens the curriculum by adding complexity to instruction for gifted students. Recently, a dignitary visiting The Ranch was impressed with the elaborate classroom and hallway boards displaying student work, and stated, “I was surrounded by signs of student excellence. Children cannot help but see great possibilities in themselves when immersed in such a focused and challenging learning environment!”  The students feel a deep ownership and pride in the success of the school, their peers, and themselves. In addition, events and strategies such as School Spirit Days, leveled reading groups using a vast leveled library of 860 titles create essential opportunities for children to immerse themselves in this powerful enriching atmosphere. Beyond this, the annual school survey illustrates that teachers exhibit a strong sensitivity to the emotional needs of students as they strive to meet the educational requirements at appropriate instructional levels. 97% of parents stated that Lang is a “safe and orderly” school, and 98% indicated that the “staff motivates students through a caring attitude and positive recognition.”

     At Lang, the entire school community focuses on all students achieving grade-level standards. Lang parents are viewed as partners in education. Active parent involvement includes working in classrooms, reading to children, supporting math lessons, attending Math and Science Nights, encouraging student participation in the PTA-sponsored reflections art program, and assisting with the management of the volunteer PTA. In 2006, parents logged more than 17,000 hours at The Ranch. On the Lang Ranch Website, visitors can select the “Links for Learning” which provides information on additional web-based resources to supplement learning. Lang Ranch has a school counselor who works to intervene directly with students who struggle. Recently, a district office administrator commented that the principal, Mr. Baker, “seemed to know every child by name, and actively queried the children on learning topics specific to their classroom.”  In a monthly newsletter sent to families, Mr. Baker helps to bring the focus of Lang’s shared goal of academic excellence directly into the homes of children. He states, “At Lang, we don’t just ‘believe’ that all children can achieve, we know they can, and we actively intervene so that they do. Through events and strategies such as the Reading Incentive Program (above), Science and Math Nights, Focus on the Arts field trips, Performances to Grow On field trips, and the school-wide scaffolding of learning, we take the standards to every student. We support all students in their quest to achieve their personal best.” Lang provides a school community intently focused on the success of each child.

     The school Leadership Team, in cooperation with the district Instructional Services Division, plans and implements professional development opportunities that support student progress toward achieving grade-level standards. Results obtained from an annual “teacher needs” assessment provide a foundation for the design of a school-wide staff development plan. Moreover, continued staff in-service supporting standards-based curriculum forms the foundation of staff development aligned with SSP goals. Currently, the staff participates in the writing instruction program practiced throughout the school. The program provides a writing model inclusive of the strategies all students need to exceed the grade level writing benchmarks. The recently implemented Schools Attuned restructured Student Study Team process incorporated focus on the SSP goals. Schools Attuned utilizes neurodevelopmental content that specifically assists in the planning and implementation of intervention for students who are at academic risk. Both programs support student academic achievement while providing professional development that enhances classroom instruction.

     Lang provides opportunities and community resources to parents as active participants in children’s learning and educational success, recognizing the value of parent participation in student learning and success. In addition to volunteer opportunities in the classroom and throughout the school, parents are encouraged to utilize numerous resources (see p. 30, par 3, 4, 5, p.31, par. 4).  Students who require additional assistance at home have access to a second set of textbooks. Furthermore, the school website is nationally recognized as a resource for parents. Lang receives emails from across the country from parents who have located the website and find it to be a useful resource.

      Finally, the district standards-based report card is fully aligned to state standards and adopted curriculum. The teachers continually serve as active members of the district Report Card Committee, to guarantee the final product meets The Ranch standard. Assessments are scored according to established benchmarks. These standards-based assessments are utilized to determine academic grades. As concerns arise, conferencing with parents occurs immediately. 

     Curriculum, instruction, and academic support intertwine to form the structural basis for Lang Ranch’s integrated approach to learning. Lang Ranch teachers built the instructional program to secure a comprehensive curriculum utilizing active instruction in the core areas of reading, writing, and mathematics. The staff has developed an approach that utilizes an integration of learned skills. The school-wide Yearly Planner (pacing guide) documents content standards, while thoroughly embedding technology and support programs within classroom instruction. Continuity across the curriculum is supported through carefully chosen supplemental materials, which are then woven into the daily instruction to enrich the adopted curriculum. Cross grade level teams work collaboratively to develop consistency and communicate successful strategies. With this goal in mind, teachers incorporate research-based best practices into daily instruction.

     The staff believes that children learn best with opportunities to apply knowledge, learned procedures, and newly-acquired skills, across curriculum subjects. Thematic units are used to integrate skills across instructional venues. The 3rd grade Autumn Art and Poetry Project is one such thematic unit that extends curriculum beyond the 3rd grade standard of “distinguishing common forms of literature (poetry)” to actually creating and integrating poetry into a hands-on art project, incorporating a study of primary and secondary colors, patterns and tessellations. In addition, the integrated learning experience includes the annual 5th grade National Historic Landmark Project, which incorporates a study of the elements of “freedom” as a U.S. citizen, developing a three-dimensional model, and concludes with public speaking. 

     Utilizing a collaborative model of instruction, all students have access to curriculum and actively participate in rigorous academic learning. Students with Special Education needs are given direct instruction in all units of study received by general education students. Through this collaborative model and weekly planning meetings, Specialized Academic Instruction (SAI) is provided through IEP driven services, with adherence to the same intensity and focus for all students. Students with Individual Learning Plans (ILP) receive instruction employing SDAIE strategies to allow classroom instruction accessibility for students acquiring English Language proficiency. Lang's student population includes a proportionately greater amount of fully included children than any other elementary school in the district. The teachers actively create a supportive, yet challenging, learning environment for all children attending Lang Ranch Elementary. “Rigor is relative,” stated one teacher. “The students’ needs are met at their individual instructional level.”  Accommodations and modifications are available for each child based on unique needs. When adaptation of materials, classroom presentation, environment, or form of response is required, teachers confer to assure individual students' needs are met. 

     At Lang, there are three words that drive instructional decisions: research, assessment, and data. Using an ongoing study of disaggregated assessment data, teachers analyze student performance to determine individual student progress, allowing all students to continue to make gains and achieve mastery of academic content. Through this study of data derived from Reading Results, Lexiles, CST tests, and classroom benchmark assessments, relative strengths and weaknesses are determined. Analysis provides teachers with necessary information to create flexible leveled groups for instruction within the classroom. Results of analyses are used to direct instructional practices and thus optimize student gains. Students who are not making sufficient progress receive intervention early through the formalized “Level 1 SST” model. In effect, data received develops and guides instruction to assure academic success for all students.

     The school library and media center provide a rich environment that encourages learning, and a vast source of instructional materials, including technology, which supports learning for all students. It is the philosophy that nothing will ever replace a real book to fuel the imagination of children and accelerate personal learning. The librarian (Instructional Media Technician) is continually finding ways to create an environment that brings children to reading and research. During weekly library visits, students choose books from a rich variety of over 16,000 titles. The library houses leveled readers, as well as books on tape, and a computerized library catalogue, which parents and students can access from home. The atmosphere of the library creates the “heart of the school” where the children understand that books and literacy provide the foundation for life-long learning and success. Authors frequently visit The Ranch to speak and read to children. In addition to distinguished guests, parents volunteer in the library, and PTA has devoted significant financial support to continue to expand the number of book titles available to students. The librarian and teachers have developed a working relationship with the public library. The librarian instructs students on research skills.

     Through the three-tiered SST program, based on Schools Attuned methodologies, Lang developed a robust process allowing teachers early identification of student needs and active intervention on the focus areas by utilizing Dr. Mel Levine’s research-based instructional strategies. Resource teams include:  the school counselor, school psychologist, learning center teachers, ELD specialists, and inclusion facilitators. This creates a “safety net” for every child while concentrating on the needs of students’ not meeting standards. Together with this team of professionals, teachers develop intensive, tactical strategies to support student learning. Backwards mapping, derived from benchmark assessments, helps to pinpoint needed interventions. The SST model creates a circle of support that intervenes, assesses and re-teaches needed areas. During grade-level, staff, and Leadership Team meetings, strategies and support structures are developed, intervention materials designed and reviewed, and assessment data is analyzed. Teaching partnerships and active parent involvement provide support to guarantee Lang’s student progress to meet or exceed grade-level standards.

     Over the past ten years, a dedicated principal, tenacious PTA, and outstanding teaching team have forged solid relationships with community partners. This network of support has allowed Lang Ranch to expand and extend learning opportunities for all students. Many teachers at The Ranch have won grants. In addition to the previously mentioned 2007 Honor Roll School award, grants received from business partners include: Best Buy, Boeing, Ventura County IMPACT II grants, Amgen, SAGE Publications, the local shopping mall’s “School Cents” program, and the “Technology Tree” donation program. Parents have created the “Jog-a-thon” sponsorship program and the “Wrangler” support program. Matching donations from community employers virtually doubled the financial impact on The Ranch. Over 40 local businesses made substantial donations to Lang, both monetarily and in-kind. Two realtors underwrote Lang’s automated school phone system. A Lang parent wrote to these sponsors, stating:  “. . . thank you SO much for the Lang Ranch automated phone system. Every time we get a message, we think of how grateful we are to have . . . people like you to support the school!” Recently, students participated in collecting new items for the MyStuff Bags Foundation. The local Leukemia and Lymphoma society reported that Lang Ranch students have raised nearly $20,000. Collectively Lang provides a rich environment for learning that encourages community support thus verifying the Wranglers’ reputation of generosity

     From its inception, The Ranch has been a home for all children, regardless of learning needs. Research-based instructional strategies are integrated in every classroom and provide a seamless support structure for student learning. Teaching strategies such as icons of depth and complexity, backwards mapping, SDAIE, differentiated instruction, Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences, teaching in multiple modalities, and Teach to Learn reading instruction, allow all students access to powerful standards-based teaching within their classroom. Leveled instruction within the classroom setting blends with flexible small group methodology. A thematic unit approach complete comprehensive, integrated instruction, successfully creating an atmosphere where children learn, laugh and lead.

     To support this structure of powerful teaching and learning, a thought-provoking model for professional development deepens teachers’ content knowledge and improves instructional strategies to engage all Wranglers in active, productive learning. Within the past year, teacher led staff in-service has included written language, history/social science adoption, science adoption, math strategies, embedded reading comprehension strategies, implementing a Leveled Reader program, technology, Edusoft, Benchmark Assessments, and Mel Levine’s School’s Attuned program. Lang embraces an effective “Train the Trainer” model. Equipping teams with experts in multiple areas expands knowledge, while maximizing the staff development program. The accelerated outcome of on-site trainers provides the accessibility for ongoing incremental improvement of instructional programs. This approach is embedded in a community focus on leadership, program development, and personal expertise reflected in a cooperative learning environment that benefits the students.

     For more than ten years the need for ongoing, scheduled, purposeful communication between all members of teaching and support staff has been emphasized. Weekly grade level meetings routinely include support staff, and throughout the year, multiple school-wide staff meetings are dedicated to cross grade level articulation. By communicating, teachers enhance and accelerate standards-based learning across all grades. This summer, Lang took the lead in modeling the belief in the power of meaningful communication by sponsoring an annual, district-wide inclusion in-service. At this time parents, teachers, paraprofessionals, and district support staff spend a full day sharing information on their “included students,” as well as best practices for successful inclusion of all children. 

     Like any productive ranch, Lang is engaged in learning activities from “sunup to sundown.” Extended learning time is provided through before- and after-school programs, tutoring, homework centers, and summer school. Beyond that, students requiring additional support to achieve mastery of grade level standards access SuccessMaker (a proven software program for remediation) before, after, and during school. The quality Child Care program provides a structured Homework Club for children attending after school care. Teachers open their classrooms to provide ongoing support to students before and after school, as well as at lunch and recess. Additionally, summer school is provided for those students who are in jeopardy of retention, as well as those who seek enrichment experiences. The GATE lunch bunch provides an opportunity for gifted learners to be with similar thinkers in a supported social setting. Students are often greeted by the voice of station KLRN, Lang’s closed circuit TV station. The station provides hands-on learning opportunities for students. Members of the parent community comment frequently that their children are aware that help is available any time, in or out of class. The supportive community at The Ranch has created grade level “families” that function as a support network for all children. At-home extension and remediation opportunities are available to parents through computer-based learning, and the high-quality website provides links to other learning websites and teacher-generated support materials which are individualized to the child’s specific needs and can be downloaded from home. 

     Lang fosters a community attitude that emphasizes moral and social development. Positive character traits are recognized through the Word of the Week program. Teachers and all support staff mail positive postcards with personal notes to students when students exemplify one of these qualities. The staff and parents dedicate themselves to modeling citizenship, compassion, community service, and conscientious living. The students celebrated the success of the staff “Relay for Life” team which spent 24 hours walking to raise money and awareness for cancer victims. Likewise, the students hosted a Pennies for Patients fundraiser, in addition to the student sponsored Toys for Tots drive. Lang students adopted a Guide Dog several years ago, and continue to keep track of the people who have been helped by the puppy named Wrangler. The Student Council creates ongoing opportunities for all students to participate in community service projects with fundraising projects and support programs such as: Project Linus, MyStuff Bags (foster children), Many Mansions (low income housing), Tree People (ecology), and Casa Pacifica, (a shelter for homeless children). Topics for the Writing Wall and this year’s PTA Reflections Program theme “I can make a difference by . . .” allowed students to create an atmosphere of charity throughout the school, with posted work throughout the halls as a visible sign of success. The “Support Our Troops” program, Red Ribbon Drug Awareness Week, Green Ribbon Environmental Conscientiousness Week, and Yellow Ribbon Health and Safety Week encourage students to share in responsibility to themselves and others. Students create writing and PowerPoint presentations through “Heroes,” an integrated 5th grade project where students identify role models who have make a difference in the world. Students develop strong internal behavioral controls, through an assembly program, the school-wide positive discipline program, and including a computerized data gathering element. The school-buddies program, led by the school counselor, assists students who are feeling disconnected, to create meaningful friendships. The Lang Ranch community believes they must model what they expect of their students.

     The Lang Ranch community prioritizes raising healthy children, beyond curricular elements by nurturing and educating the whole child. A balanced approach to education promotes healthy choices and physical activity. Every child receives physical education three times weekly delivered through a standards-based curriculum by a qualified P.E. specialist. Health curriculum is age appropriate and standards-based. The PTA Nutrition and Wellness Committee publishes a Wellness Roundup Newsletter to The Ranch families emphasizing healthy family meals, “Green Living,” developing a family focus on physical activity, and encourages parents  to model healthy family decisions. Multiple Walk to School days encourages physical fitness and environmental awareness, and helps children to learn to take advantage of the beautiful community in which they live. Concentrating on social-emotional health at The Ranch, a school-wide Anti-bullying program includes active instruction by the school counselor on identifying bullies and assisting victims.

     Assessment and accountability are the cornerstones of the school’s quest for continual improvement. Through the process of ongoing assessment and analysis of student work, the curriculum, instruction, and academic support is constantly improved. Studying data derived from assessments and creating incremental adjustments on a daily basis serve to support accountability at The Ranch. By utilizing programs such as Scholastic Reading Inventory, Orchard, Reading Results, Reading Counts, and SuccessMaker as formative assessments, teachers “reorganize” the learning teams within classes to individualize student instruction. Parents receive frequent feedback on their child’s progress. Additionally, the students are taught to “self-evaluate” through strategies such as the development and use of rubrics, whiteboard assessments, and timed-skill tests where appropriate. Throughout the instructional process, teachers are checking for understanding, adapting the presentation and providing immediate intervention for students. Standards-based unit tests, anthology quizzes and summative-theme tests help to determine when and how supplemental materials are infused into individual student instruction.

     The teaching team is skilled at using assessment results to identify student progress toward achieving standards and assisting students requiring additional instruction or intervention. Assessment results determine “cross-age” and peer tutor relationships, teaching children that they can achieve greatness through working together.

     Lang teachers hold themselves to a high level of accountability for student learning. Together they develop opportunities for re-teaching and intervention of individual students. When the interventions listed above do not bring about mastery-level learning for a child, the teacher will consult with the SuccessMaker coordinator, and the grade level teaching team. All 35 teachers view the 750 students as their own. Together, these teams design individual support plans based on assessment data. When the compilation of data from classroom performance and CST results indicate a weakness in students’ progress, teachers analyze and modify instruction and revise the yearly plan. 

    The Lang Leadership Team utilizes student assessment data to develop and revise the professional development plan. It is from ongoing assessment that last year’s school-wide focus on writing led to designing and delivering quality writing in-services. Training in Teaching Children to Write by Scott Purdy was provided, with ongoing support for teachers integrating the new methodologies. Universal editing skills were taught and reinforced across all curriculum and grade levels. The Schools Attuned training was chosen based on an expressed need to strengthen our school-wide intervention model. Accountability for student success is a philosophy all teachers value.

     Staff is acutely aware both school and district resources must be targeted to accelerate outcomes. By maximizing the available support from the district, time is scheduled for analysis with the ELL coordinator, GATE coordinator, Special Education coordinator, school counselor, school psychologist, and Schools Attuned district trainer. Itinerant support is provided for adaptive P.E., occupational therapy, speech and language services, social skills groups, inclusion and behavior support. A District Media Center, curriculum support, and the ongoing support of the Instructional Services Division, provide added resources to The Ranch.

     Recognition of student growth is achieved when knowledgeable parents are supplied with tools and information to participate in their child’s mastery of the standards. To meet this demand, the principal and teachers continually communicate performance expectations and assessment results to students, parents, and the broader school community (see pg. 30, par. 4, 5). Through clear, concise, and frequent two-way communication, information is shared and feedback solicited from the stakeholders. Parent signatures are required and tracked on student assessments, Friday letters, and individualized communications. Parents receive on-going assessment reports from the many intervention programs. Extremely high parent participation in the annual needs assessment indicates parent involvement within the school. Children are consistently provided with models of exemplary work by which they can measure their improvement. Every lesson is prefaced by communicating the specific standard addressed. Beyond the fact that the content standards are posted in the classrooms and are provided to parents, teachers continue to “highlight” the standards so the direction traveled is clearly illuminated to the entire school community.

     By arming the students, parents, and community members with these “academic maps,” a joint destination is more directly and deliberately reached. This mindset sets forth the expectation that ALL stakeholders take responsibility for student mastery of standards. Grade level teams hold themselves accountable for the cumulative success of every student. In lieu of competition, a visible connection of hands reaching together secures the circle of learning at The Ranch. Students take an active responsibility for modeling successful learning to younger students by being study buddies, Library buddies, and cross-age tutors. Teachers support each other in a similar fashion, drawing on specific individual strengths to fortify the whole. Parent/Teacher conferences, home-to-school communications, Back to School Night, Open House, PTA, GATE, ELP, special education parent meetings, portfolio parties, formal report cards, and, of course, www.langranchelementary.com, help to form a network of active communication, keeping parents informed and involved. The distinguished system of education that Lang Ranch has developed succeeds because the administration, staff, and community continually seek excellence. Perhaps the manager of Teachscape Higher Education says it best when he states “In my years in working in education, I know that at any school you can find pockets of excellence, but at Lang Ranch Mr. Baker, the faculty, and the support staff demonstrate that excellence is expected, that all children can learn, and that hard work pays dividends. I know this not just from professional observation, but as the grateful parent of three thriving Lang Ranch students.”  Lang Ranch will continue to produce students who thrive: High Expectations = High Achievement.

Leadership and Collaboration
How does leadership at your school address rigorous academic standards, curriculum, instruction and academic support, and assessment and accountability to facilitate student academic achievement?

     Few school communities have the unique opportunity to create themselves from the ground up. Lang’s community recognized this opportunity and accepted the challenge to create a responsive learning environment built on the belief that powerful curriculum, instructional prowess, and ongoing study of student assessment data allows us to accept full accountability for the children’s successes and challenges. 

     Leadership is defined by Joseph Raelin, author of Leaderful, as the meeting of four primary processes: setting the mission, actualizing goals, sustaining commitment, and adapting to change. These processes are embedded in daily interactions and have grown out of the vision setting events that the principal led this community through beginning eleven years ago when the district broke ground on the site. From the onset, long before the actual foundation was poured; the principal worked in conjunction with the community to make sure the vision of the school represented their needs. The systematic development of this vision created a process that brings representation from all stakeholder groups together. A culture has been created where every person has an active roll as both leader and follower depending on area of expertise and willingness to lead. Parents, students, teachers, support staff, community members, and district office staff routinely meet to ensure that the core values and established vision are held true. The SSC meets monthly and continually re-visits vision and mission statements, assuring that all school-based decisions are made with fidelity to the established values of the community. The school Leadership Team monitors the progress towards school goals. Grade level teaching teams guarantee consistent instruction. The Student Success Team makes certain no child is left behind, while the students themselves take part in the leadership process by directing KLRN and operating Student Council. 

    The staff realizes the importance of continually communicating the school vision and goals with all stakeholders. The more frequently goals are monitored, the faster they are achieved. Lang’s popular website opens with a welcome from the principal where he outlines the vision of the school community. The weekly newsletter gives a constant reminder to parents and community members of the actions towards objectives, and invites their ongoing participation. The grade level teams establish “leaders” within their group who attend bi-weekly meetings with representatives from each grade level, a special education teacher, the principal, and the primary and upper grade lead teachers to help to facilitate the growth and development of student achievement throughout the entire school community. Publishing the Leadership Team minutes includes all teachers in the leadership process. The use of the automated “All-Call” phone system allows for regular communication of important events and information, and ensures that the same message is delivered to all parents. The annual needs assessment is published for the full community, allowing all stakeholder access and knowledge of our strengths and goals for the future. The staff is committed to ensuring the dissemination of goals to all stakeholders that every group has an active role in decision making processes.

     The SSP is a living document for the school as it drives the Leadership Team to function efficiently. The SSP is developed with participation of parents, teachers, students, and administrators. Goals are generated into action plans. The SSP is the vehicle for creating action plans for the school. Teachers work to construct the plan for staff development activities, and to participate in the ongoing analysis of data derived from assessments. The staff and SSC approve and support these plans with their ongoing study of assessment data, and student mastery of standards. This study, in combination with the implementation of state frameworks, and district courses of study act as the information source for the stakeholders in developing and implementing the SSP. Through the collaborative process, the staff plans, acts upon, and assesses the decisions that ensure that the school vision remains in focus. The Leadership Team continues to funnel information to the SSC to ensure that the school-wide decision process is informed by the data available. Through this analysis, Lang’s team altered the science adoption this past year based on the study of the CST science scores. Analysis revealed a weakness in science content instruction. In response teachers selected and implemented a program to address the identified weakness. Specific staff expertise is acknowledged, and these experts provide quality in-service that directly addresses the identified goals of the SSP. Lang understands that the collective energies, when focused on these common goals, help us to achieve the desired growth in student achievement. 

     By clearly communicating the expectation that all students will achieve and exceed standards, the school leadership reinforces the vision with all staff, families, and community members. Tools to achieve this goal are woven throughout the educational program and the school environment. The use of Rubrics as a tool to communicate expectations creates an informed student body and parent community. Providing students with exemplary models leads to advancement. In math, with more than 85% of the students testing proficient or advanced, the teachers were instrumental in the district’s decision to adopt Everyday Mathematics. It accelerates children’s acquisition of skills and supports the parents with the program at home. Every teacher sends home parent letters focused on specific math topics and uses this device as a means to introduce upcoming curriculum topics and provide enrichment activities that can be used at home as a fun reinforcement of school-based learning. High expectations challenge all stakeholders to continuously strive to maximize student success.

     The Leadership Team, in conjunction with the SSC functions as a conduit for resources and receives ongoing data analysis to ensure that the school makes continuous progress towards established goals. To maintain consistent progress toward SSP goals, teachers prepare a formal report on student progress towards the standards which is synthesized by the Leadership Team. These findings are presented to the SSC and incorporated into the SSP as a “school wide report card.”  If sufficient progress is not being made, the SSC adjusts its allocation of resources to help to bolster the area of need. This process led to an increased focus on staff development in the area of writing. Although progress towards the established school-wide goal was evident, new teaching strategies would allow students to extend beyond minimum standards. As a result of this focus, the teachers implemented specialized writing units such as the 5th grade Persuasive Essay Writing Project, where students are encouraged to write to community, business and government leaders in an effort to effect positive change in the community. As a result of their letters, several positive changes occurred. The local AYSO no longer schedules games on religious holidays – encouraging respect for all faiths. The local government installed speed bumps around the school based on the students’ self-advocacy. Not only are school-wide and grade level goals established, but every teacher sets an annual plan for themselves in their Individual Planning Sheet which personalizes the goals and creates an individual action plan. This year the teaching team focused on science instruction after a need was identified based on CST scores. These examples highlight a system that ensures that all decisions at the school are coordinated and focused on the SSP and identified school-wide goals. 

     Abundant opportunities exist for staff to both generate and implement ideas for school improvement. By using a “train the trainer” model, Lang takes advantage of teachers’ expertise and maximizes the investment in training. The principal works to coordinate the shared vision with other support groups such as GATE parent meetings, GATE student lunch meetings, and the English Language Learner Advisory Committee (ELAC). Careful attention is given in the purchasing of technology, school equipment, and the choice of assemblies and field trips to ensure that these decisions support the established goals for the school. 

     Through the process of data analysis every decision, including the budgetary priorities, supports the goals of the SSP. The identification of needs drives the establishment of goals, directing resources. This clear delineation and communication has created a fiscally responsible and responsive community. The PTA identifies the areas that will be supported through fundraising based on the SSP goals. PTA has provided support for the goals in the areas of the arts, physical education, technology, and character development. This year, the SSC established a training budget for release days for professional development to support the “train the trainer” model.

     Lang understands the need to be part of the larger educational picture in the district. The SSP is aligned to the district’s strategic plan. It is presented to and approved by the Assistant Superintendent of Instruction and monitored on a monthly basis. 

     The Lang Ranch staff focuses on implementing rigorous academic standards, curriculum, instruction, and academic support through the careful study of ongoing assessments. Additionally, fiscal responsiveness, built into the system, allows for significant allocations for training and release time to support collaboration and analysis of data. Leadership roles rotate throughout the year. Recently a Leadership Team member stated: “Personal accountably guarantees that every child has equal access to the curriculum and opportunities to achieve.” This is a true internalization of Raelin’s philosophy. Lang Ranch has institutionalized a series of processes that succeeds in setting THE mission, actualizing THE goals, sustaining THE commitment and adapting to change. Lang is “Leaderful.” 

Professional Development
How does professional development support students in meeting rigorous academic standards, facilitate the implementation of a standards-based curriculum and instruction, and align with assessment and accountability data?

     Lang Ranch’s highly qualified teachers come together with their own unique life experiences, educational expertise, and life philosophies which have created an atmosphere where everyone collaborates and supports one another. This creates a community of practice where learning exists not only for the students but for the staff as well. A respected community leader who has recently partnered with educational researchers said, “Lang Ranch faculty is so good that we will be filming two Lang Ranch master teacher case studies. Truth be told, we could have chosen to film any classroom with any teacher—they are all that good.” 

     The SSP identifies the critical goals for the school that is rooted in an in-depth and ongoing analysis of student performance data. This in conjunction with a dynamic staff that is acutely aware of student and personal development needs, drives the focus of the Staff Development Plan. The school-based Leadership Team has created a process that best serves the staff and students. First, decisions on the following year’s staff development content are made well before the end of the prior school year. This allows the Leadership Team to develop a comprehensive plan for delivering quality staff development during the summer so that it is already in place when the school year begins. Teachers receive intensive training in the specified area, and agree to facilitate ongoing training for the full school team. In the focus on technology integration, the staff identified trainers provided weekly ½ hour lessons on topics identified by the staff in a survey. This model allowed for individualization of staff needs by providing a variety of options for teachers. One trainer said, “After completing my MA in Educational Technology, I thought that I was only going to be using what I learned in my own classroom but was excited when I was encouraged to share what I learned and able to witness the eagerness of the staff to benefit from my learning.” The incremental presentation on the given topics provides a consistency across grade levels. Other areas of prior staff development focus have included standards-based report cards, Schools Attuned (3-tiered SST process), scaffolding instruction, a synthesized writing program, and developing shared and uniform expectations for student performance. As the year concludes, plans are being designed for professional development based on student and staff needs.

     The basis of the process remains driven by student achievement results, student performance, teacher reflection, and a continued quest to implement instructional best practices. The team seeks out powerful teachers, and partners with local universities in the training of student teachers. New educators are “adopted” by mentor teachers and welcomed by their teams. Lang’s staff welcomes fresh perspectives and new ideas.

     The premise of the weekly grade-level and cross grade-level teacher collaboration meetings lies in the understands that together, teachers lead one another to ongoing improvement of  teams, strategies, and understanding of the students’ needs. This occurs in many committee meetings including SST, the Schools Attuned committee, grade-level articulation, and partner teaching.

     The model would not succeed without the use of content coaches and teacher mentors. Identified staff experts enthusiastically provide guidance and training. The community practice allows an open door policy for other teachers to walk into a different classroom and absorb good practices. This makes every teacher on staff both a mentor and a learner. Other examples of staff support are found within the writing committee, the SAI teachers, the mentor pairing for new teachers, the staff collegiality meetings for open dialogue, live video-feed of exemplary lessons, ELL and GATE lead teachers, the TV production team, and the Webmasters. A lead teacher stated to her discussion team “We are focused and united. Each staff member knows that they are part of a greater entity.”  

     Beyond the establishment of mentor pairing relationships, the new teachers are provided ongoing support. The principal meets with new teachers weekly. CVUSD BTSA program provides coaching, observations, and didactic trainings throughout the initial two year induction period. Lang serves as a district BTSA training school, where new teachers from other schools are sent to observe Lang teachers in action. New teachers are allocated additional “start up” funds to allow for the development of their unique learning environment. Student teachers representing four universities are welcomed to The Ranch each year. Staff recognizes that the goal of supporting excellence in the teaching profession must stretch beyond four walls.

Students With Special Needs
How are students with special needs, English learners, at-risk students, and gifted and talented students supported in order to meet rigorous academic standards, have access to a standards-based curriculum and instruction, and receive appropriate assessments and effective interventions?

     Basic to Lang’s belief system is a critical understanding that there is a delicate balance between a healthy drive to learn new concepts, and a support structure that bolsters a student when tasks become too demanding. Lang has an established support plan that identifies students who falter early, provides focused intervention strategies, and continuously monitors student progress towards meeting and exceeding standards. Differentiation of instruction is the first step in providing a program that meets all students’ learning needs. Beginning in Kindergarten, Reading Results is embedded, as a means of identifying reading readiness Children are screened prior to entering Kindergarten to ensure that each child receives a meaningful and appropriate education. An early intervention Kindergarten program supports children by providing intensive remediation or advancement of curriculum. Beginning in first grade and continuing through fifth grade, intensive classroom support is provided based on analysis of assessment data, authentic observations, and parent concerns. There is an ongoing cycle of instruction, assessment, analysis, intervention, reassessment, and monitoring. If the child does not progress in a reasonable amount of time, a level 1 Student Success Team (SST) is convened. This process brings parent and child together with the teacher to construct a formal plan that includes school and home interventions. As progress is monitored, the teacher may elevate his or her concerns to a Level 2 SST, which includes peer teachers, the Schools Attuned coordinator, and specialists as requested by the referring teacher. At any time during Level 1 and Level 2, students can be referred to the SSP funded first and second grade small group reading intervention, a pull out student support program. In third through fifth grades, students attend a before and after school SuccessMaker program for reading and math skill development. When student progress is insufficient, the Level 3 SST reviews the case. This team includes the RSP teacher, specialists, school psychologist, nurse if needed, administrators, and parent. At this level, the team delves deeper to determine indicators of an underlying disability. 

     Qualifying students receive Special Education services including Specialized Academic Instruction (SAI) by fully credentialed Education Specialists, Speech and Occupational Therapists, and may obtain additional related services as necessary. The SAI teachers help to ensure that these children are accessing a rigorous curriculum, while still receiving the modifications and accommodations to meet their unique needs in the least restrictive environment. Students eligible for 504 Accommodation Plans are monitored and supported through the general education program and reviewed in a proactive manner. Students who are acquiring English language skills (ELL) are served in a full immersion program with ELL support within the classroom and SDAIE strategies implemented to ensure that the core concepts are taught without the barrier of language development. The ELAP coordinator oversees the student’s ILP and is a special resource for the classroom teacher. 

     The Yearly Planner is developed for each grade level and used by the SAI teachers to coordinate units of instruction with the general education classrooms. All students receive access to the same rigorous core curriculum regardless of handicaps and language barriers. Technology is infused in both general and special education classrooms to increase access and strengthen skills. When developing each student’s IEP and/or ILP, teachers place a high priority on maintaining students in the general education setting, while providing support through the SAI teachers, and ELAP support personnel. In third-fifth grades, writing is instructed in the general education setting for all students. Alpha Smarts and lap tops are provided to students for additional support. Special education students receive focused support from the SAI instructor within this setting and guided practice in the Learning Center. 

     General classroom teachers, specialists, and special education teachers collaborate and communicate on a regular basis. The SAI teachers attend grade-level meetings, and the Inclusion Specialist ensures proper adaptations and modifications are in place. Additional learning support opportunities occur throughout the school day, and grade level teachers establish a support schedule which ensures that at least one member of the team is available every day for additional instruction before and after school, at recesses. The Child Care Center offers a homework center for students after school. Before and after school intervention programs in reading and math are formally scheduled for students. 

     In addition to supporting students at risk, acceleration and extension of curriculum is available to students who show mastery early in the instructional process. An enhanced writing program for advanced writers, as well as an accelerated math program for budding mathematicians is utilized. Extensions within the curriculum include use of Safari Montage, a video server that allows student exploration and advancement beyond the core curriculum, and provides an opportunity to reinforce instruction for visual learners. The Book Club program, leveled reading groups, and GATE lunch bunch meetings bring advanced students together to encourage discussions among peers and mentors. Teachers integrate internet resources into instruction encouraging student development of advanced research skills as well as “self-paced” acceleration on preferred learning topics. Student Council develops leadership skills while KLRN allows students to develop public speaking, persuasive writing, and in-depth research and interview skills. Clubs and activities such as chorus, robotics, and band, allow students to explore personal talents beyond the curricular areas. Finally, the parent volunteer program allows for an extensive network of student support. Guest speakers and parent mentors help encourage students to see themselves through the eyes of successful adults.

Student Support
How does the school coordinate school and community resources and services to foster healthy physical, social, emotional, and intellectual development of all students? How do these resources and services support and impact rigorous academic standards, the implementation of standards-based curriculum and instruction, and the use and impact of assessment and accountability data?

     Woven within the academic structure of the school is a process that creates a comprehensive developmental program for identifying students in need of support and embraces the concept of differentiated instruction. The SST process reviews not only academic struggles but also social/emotional issues. The adoption of the three-tiered student success team (SST) process exemplifies the procedure for analyzing student needs. The system allows for quick response to student needs. The first level of support must come from the parents and the teacher. Therefore, the first tier involves a specific plan for student growth that is agreed upon by the teacher, parents, and student (when appropriate). If a student requires additional support beyond the first tier, a second tier is added. The school counselor leads social skills groups for children who struggle with friendships, anxiety, or need support developing pragmatic language skills. The school counselor and school psychologist provide confidential and individual counseling for parents so that they are connected to all of the resources available to them throughout the county.

     When a child enters Lang Ranch, the school nurse and full time Health Clerk supervise immunization records, information from family doctors, vision, hearing, and scoliosis screenings. The Health Clerk supports individual health care plans for every child with specific health needs. The district-wide student information system, (Zangle), gives teachers immediate access to health conditions and student health office visit records. Campus supervisors, P.E. teachers, and office staff have a photo ID book for quick identification of students with severe health conditions to expedite emergency treatment. All staff members are CPR and First Aid trained. Epi-pin, Diastat, and Glucagon training is also provided to ensure that special conditions can be treated if any crisis occurs. Through the generosity of a community partner, Lang Ranch has an AED on site if a cardiac emergency occurs.

     Teachers and staff actively promote healthy choices for students. Throughout the year events such as the Jog-a-thon, Red Ribbon Week (Drug Free living), Yellow Ribbon Week (Safety awareness), and Green Ribbon Week (Healthy choices) provide an engaging program of activities surrounding positive life choices. The science curriculum emphasizes healthy choices and care of the environment. Kaiser presented an assembly on nutrition, the school counselor presented a vibrant Anti-bullying assembly, and the “Fire Clowns” built awareness of fire safety. Additionally, the health and wellness programs include California Healthy Kids Survey, human growth and development education taught by the school nurse to all 4th and 5th graders, and free nutritional snacks provided to encourage healthful living. 

     The focus on providing a healthy environment for children extends beyond the walls of The Ranch. Through the Wellness Roundup Newsletter (see p. 20, par. 2), the monthly “Healthy Food” introduction, Jog-a-thon, guest speaker program, field trips, assemblies, and community partnerships bring information to families and the community. When a specific family exhibits a need for specialized support (such as immunization clinics, local opticians who provide free eye exams and glasses, medical help when uninsured, community-based family counseling, grief counseling, and recreation therapy), staff connects families to services such as Interface Child and Family Services, Friendship Circle, Jewish Family Services, or respite services through the Regional Center.

     All of these examples radiate through the community and are driven by the SSP. The focused energy of the school community on healthy choices has a direct impact on student achievement. A strong mind and body is required to help children reach their potential. The SSP also commits resources to support school-based counseling, speech and occupational therapy, physical education, and support for the extensive school-wide technology program including adaptive technology, funding for assemblies and field trips, and specialized materials to help with the individual needs of learners. 

     A well-rounded school enrichment program provides classes before, during and after school in areas such as ceramics, karate, art, drama, dance, tennis, golf, marine science, etiquette, writing, basketball, Spanish, and chess. Two school-wide Talent Show performances allow the maximum number of children to “shine.” The Chorus performs at local community events, and students participate in the All District band, choir, and strings festivals. Movie nights, family photo night, Valentine’s dance, Fall Festival, Bingo, Senior Speakers Bureau, and the year- round reading incentive program all serve to enrich the children with programs that encourage and model success. Programs are designed after careful review of assessment data to support and enhance standards-based curriculum in the arts and sciences to improve student achievement. Furthermore, year-round child care, Kindergarten enrichment, and coordination with community day care providers, connect the school with the community and provide a partnership of care for children. 

     The needs survey provides an annual overview of effectiveness. The enrichment programs gather feedback from participating families to determine the value of the programs. Services are monitored and modified through bi-weekly inclusion team meetings, weekly assessment reports on the intervention students’ growth, Child-care survey, and clinical review of the counseling program. These processes compliment and support ongoing monitoring through grade level meetings where assessment analysis and teacher collaboration provide vehicles for self-reflection link support services to the classroom.

     Established partnerships with community add to the efficacy of the comprehensive program. Local alliances include Reading Therapy dogs, which support reading literacy to struggling readers, the partnerships with the Thousand Oaks Public Library, AMGEN’s Scientist in the Classroom program, Best Buy, Sage Publications, Ventura County Sheriff Department, and Ventura County Fire Department. The Lang Ranch staff understands that a students’ social, emotional, and academic success requires collaborative support from community-based resources. 

Family and Community Partnerships

How does the school involve family and community in understanding and reinforcing rigorous academic standards, supporting curriculum and instruction, and using assessment and accountability information?

     Lang Ranch is a community of students, staff, and neighborhood families who reinforce and enhance the development of children. An established system of regular communication “lassoes” us together. Community outreach begins with an e-mail weekly newsletter. The principal hosts Teas and Tours sharing evidence of rigorous academic instruction. Parents choose any classroom and spend time observing. The observation is followed by a debriefing dialogue. Parents and community members may visit The Ranch during weekly tours. New families are given a personal tour and orientation. The policy of “impromptu conferences” encourages personal communication, giving parents and teachers the freedom to discuss pressing concerns. Routine school-to-home communications include classroom newsletters and blogs, student agenda books, and weekly folders. The community learns about the school through the website, www.langranchelementary.com.

     The annual needs assessment process is summarized in a letter to the community. It covers both qualitative and quantitative data on strengths, weaknesses, and progress towards established goals. PTA and staff host a series of school-wide events to inform parents about academic standards and curriculum. Before school opens, “A Day in the Park” introduces new kindergarten students to their teachers and classmates and parents to the academic standards of the curriculum. Back to School Night is an opportunity for teachers to present grade level standards and expectations to the parents. Additionally, grade specific Back to School evenings exist at difficult transition years (K to 1, 3 to 4, 5 to middle school) to inform parents of grade level standards and academic and behavioral expectations. Throughout the year, GATE and ELL parent nights, and Math/Science family nights provide more curriculum information. Reflections Night and Open House events afford opportunities for parents to observe student work that demonstrate mastery of academic standards. 

     With over 17,000 hours of volunteer time invested into the school community last year, parents, family, and community members generously serve as “ranch hands” creating a community of support for academic programs. Grade level events such as the 1st grade African Marketplace, 2nd grade Holidays Around the World, 3rd grade Velveteen Rabbit Tea, 4th grade Business Day, and 5th grade Colonial Days provide opportunities for parental and community involvement in school. Beyond classroom support, the Fall Festival, Field Day, and the school-wide Jog-a-thon, creates occasions for participation in school activities. Daily, parents are hard at work helping The Ranch be a more productive place for children to learn and grow. 

     Driving these events are the goals of the SSP which are actively and continually communicated to stakeholders. Parents are given SSP goals, grade level standards, and Student Rights and Responsibilities (academic and behavioral expectations) at the start of the school year. Minutes of every SSC meeting are published. Parents receive information about SSC and SSP at PTA, GATE, and ELAP parent meetings. Documents are available in Spanish, and individual interpreters are available to insure that all parents feel welcome at The Ranch.

     Beyond school-wide reports, parents are informed of their child’s ongoing progress as numerous reports are regularly sent home from SuccessMaker, SRI, and Orchard. Grading rubrics are provided before projects are due with meaningful feedback for students and their parents. Weekly packets, Progress Reports, and the Standards-Based Report card provide a monitoring device for parents. Assignment notebooks and school-wide use of weekly folders provide a consistent, reliable, and predictable process for home communication. Every teacher has a direct phone line, voicemail, and email to maintain open lines of communication. Regular Parent/Teacher conferences are scheduled for all students. More frequent conferences are held to provide intervention and additional support at home and at school for students who are not meeting benchmarks.

     In preparation for each new school year, teams of teachers collaborate to ensure that critical information on each child’s progress is effectively used for both placement and communication with the future teacher. In addition, the 5th grade team works closely with the receiving middle school team to ensure that every child’s placement is appropriate. All 5th graders spend a day in middle school, and students with IEP driven services have specialized transition meetings with support providers at the middle school level. Summer support is planned and scheduled for students at risk of retention. Kindergarten teachers meet with the local preschools and host preschool orientations in preparation for admittance into kindergarten. Since the transition between 3rd and 4th grade is critical for success in the upper grades, an evening transition meeting for 3rd grade parents is hosted every spring, to foster strong communication and home support for the increased rigor in upper grades. Teams collaborate to make sure that smooth transitions from grade to grade and school to school are an exciting and supported time for students and their families. 

     To reach beyond the Lang Ranch community, staff has partnered with businesses and organizations throughout the Conejo Valley bringing additional learning opportunities to Wranglers. The Ranch has ongoing partnerships with AMGEN, Sage Publications, Southern California Edison, DIRECTV, Vons/Pavilions, Office Depot, Target, GTE, Boeing, Best Buy, Kiwanis Club, and The Conejo Schools Foundation. The Wrangler Program links smaller businesses directly to school programs and classroom projects. Partners have sponsored the KLRN Student News broadcasts and the 2nd grade Space Shuttle Simulation project. 

     In all of these community activities, parents participate as partners with the educational team in decisions that affect the school environment. Parent members serve as representatives on SSC, PTA, SEDAC, GATE-DAC, ELAC, and as reviewers of the Needs Assessment data. Resources are provided to bring parents into their child’s “action team” and offer them the opportunity to help their children achieve grade-level standards. Through the school website, parents can access games and learning resources in areas including social studies, math, published school calendars, and yearly planners. The site includes samples of exemplary student work, grading rubrics, photo galleries of student projects and events, worksheets for at-home practice, and e-learning links to educational websites. Throughout the school structure, Lang partners with parents to build greater potential for every child by creating a team that is stronger than any individual effort.

School Environment and Culture
How does the school foster a positive learning environment and a culture of collaboration, respect, inclusiveness, and acceptance that promotes and supports rigorous academic standards, curriculum and instruction, and assessment and accountability?

     Visitors to Lang Ranch Elementary School are instantly aware of a culture that is collaborative and child centered. The main entrance celebrates student and staff successes with a trophy case that highlights awards and special projects from classes. The Founders’ Tree, designed by a team of teachers and parents, was created from the wood of 1,000 oak trees to represent Thousand Oaks. It symbolizes the melding together of families to create a community greater than the sum of its whole. Continuing through the school, it is evident that the library is the physical and emotional center of the school. The library is esthetically pleasing with its elaborate bulletin boards and displays which highlight the rigorous academic standards of different grade levels but also celebrates diversity through the African reading corner. It offers a comfortable space featuring a cozy reading loft that promotes reading. Another feature of the school is the writing wall. This wall exhibits a quarterly written composition from every kindergarten through fifth grade student. It highlights the students’ best efforts showcasing rigorous academic standards, curriculum, and instruction. Moving down the indoor hallways, visitors see the interactive classroom bulletin boards. Every classroom has a monthly display of student work that demonstrates that every student’s work is valued and appreciated. Walls display photography, and visual arts throughout the school. Every piece of artwork has the child-creator’s name, photograph, and personal artist’s statement displayed with it. Looking up, the word of the week banners serve as daily reinforcement of school-wide values. The Lang atmosphere fosters a positive learning environment for all students.

     Value for high student achievement is evident in the continuous communication with children, parents, and the community. County-wide, Lang’s reputation is based on a consistently high API score. This score is evidence of the hard work and achievement of the students, parents, and staff. One staff member commented, “The value of student work comes from the environment that the parents and their teachers have created for them. Having a high API score is not the focus; it is a result of the expectations of all students.” The standard for frequent student conferences, and the comprehensive SST process allows for open and honest communication, and models goal setting and progress monitoring as a standard for life. The Writing Portfolio Program allows children to self-identify their “best” writing and brings an in-depth understanding of the rigorous work they have completed. This metacognitive process provides students reflection while communicating learning to families. As an ongoing communication device, the website highlights exemplary student work. The Reading Rocks program communicates the importance of life-long learning and the joy of reading. The principal reinforces high student accomplishments by having his own treasure chest. Students are sent to the office with their outstanding work to receive a prize. 

     One pillar of stability within the community is the expectation that everyone will behave in a manner that respects themselves, others, the community, and the learning process. The mutual respect between students, staff, and parents permeates the school environment. It begins with the principal who promotes the belief that quality instruction and lesson planning preclude the need for formalized discipline for most students. Teachers start the year by creating classroom environments that allow healthy interactive communication, modeling appropriate behavior throughout the grade levels. Beginning in Kindergarten, children learn the power of words as they join the Kindergarten Compliment Team in which every student identifies a person at school they wish to compliment. They create a personalized work of art with a written compliment and deliver the poster with a smile. Even at this early age, they are able to understand the impact of kindness. The Student of the Week program highlights character development. The school-wide character education program provides teacher- directed lessons on moral character and reinforces student behavior by recognizing good citizenship. The first lessons in the fifth grade We the People program focus on rights and responsibilities. Students learn how to balance the common good with their individual rights. The fifth graders help teach younger children what they have learned by creating posters using digital photography and word processing. One poster says, “I have the right to make my own decisions and the responsibility to make wise ones.” Units on responsibility, authority, and good citizenship are taught at other grade levels through a partnership with The Center for Civic Education. Every child in school signs a Stomp-Out Teasing pledge and is educated by the school counselor on ways to cope with and identify bullying. We model and utilize Conflict Resolution techniques to teach children productive ways to solve problems. The annual Rules Assembly begins the year with clear, concise, and age appropriate dialogue on school rules. A behavior Handbook is sent home for parents to review with their children. Even the School Beautification Program, in which every classroom takes a week to be responsible for the school grounds, helps to foster pride in The Ranch and an attitude of respect and personal responsibility.

     Teachers and students actively celebrate diversity. The “Holidays Around the World” celebration, Chinese New Year presentations, African Marketplace, and Talent Show are examples of programs that encourage multi-cultural experiences. The Parent Presenter program invites parents to teach cultural lessons based on their heritage. “We Come From Everywhere,” a student performance, provides an opportunity to reinforce, respect, and honor cultural differences. Students are provided many opportunities to have their lives enriched by a spirit of multiculturalism and know that their individual differences are valued and appreciated.

     The school-wide discipline program provides a consistent set of rewards and consequences for all children. It is a school philosophy that when students are engaged in learning, the motivation for misbehavior is greatly reduced. Infrequent behavioral disruptions are handled effectively. An established protocol of consequences serves as a guide for teachers and administrators. A member of the staff developed a networked behavior log system allowing teachers and staff to enter incidents in a proprietary database. This tool allows for teachers and administration to be aware of student behavior concerns in all school settings and to help plan student interventions for children who struggle with school rules. Recently, a renowned British Headmaster stated, “I cannot believe how well behaved every student in every classroom is.” A four-tiered Honor Roll system focuses on academics, effort, and citizenship. This program hinges on both consistent expectations and modeling of appropriate behaviors. The structure of the school discipline program takes advantage of natural consequences. Students are also taught to self-assess and problem solve solutions to the situations that they are immersed in. 

     The student-centered nature of the philosophy requires that all students not only feel valued and appreciated but also that they honor their peers. The outcome of this comprehensive approach to student values, ethics and behavior encourages students to be the best they can be. Students understand the Positive Post Cards, Word of the Week, and Principal’s Treasure Chest, are symbolic of the appreciation for hard work. Additionally, we help students identify areas where they excel beyond the academic structure by providing school-wide programs. In addition to the promotion of extracurricular activities, teachers frequently email positive notes and make positive phone calls to parents. The Report Card comments are personal and written so that students feel valued and able to strive for their personal best. The teachers at Lang Ranch understand that when students feel appreciated by the staff, they will strive to achieve to the best of their academic ability.

When teachers accept a job at Lang Ranch, it is with the understanding that there is a high level of parent involvement supporting academic programs. The high level of student, parents, and staff involvement in activities at Lang, gives evidence that the community takes a shared responsibility toward student success. All members of the Lang Ranch community enjoy sharing a leadership role. 49% of parents volunteer at the school on a weekly basis. All teachers take on adjunct duties to creating a complete school environment. A multitude of opportunities exist for all stakeholders to be involved in the school through many activities such as the PTA sponsored Jog-a-thon, school news, and student council. Drive up to The Ranch on any day and teachers will be seen on campus from 6:30 a.m. until long past dark. As is apropos for a ranch environment, all the ranch hands work from sunup until sundown to provide a school environment and culture that supports collaboration, respect, inclusiveness, and acceptance.
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