
 
Prepared by Dr. Cynthia Hatt, January 2019 

“WE’RE ALL IN IT TO HAVE WHAT’S BEST FOR OUR KIDS!” 
GRADE 2 TEACHER FROM A PRIORITY SCHOOL 

 

When Children Succeed: A Blueprint for Success in New Brunswick Schools is truly a collaboration of partners 
who are committed to creating educational environments that best serve the children of Saint John’s priority 
neighbourhoods. Good working relationships and shared leadership among the ASD-South school district, Living 
Saint John, and Saint John’s Business Community Anti-Poverty Initiative (BCAPI) have resulted in this three-year 
demonstration project.  

It is the intent of the project to show that when schools serving high-poverty neighbourhoods are provided with 
additional resources, it is possible to close the gap and address the educational challenges caused by economic 
disadvantage.  The addition of 21 Kindergarten – Grade 2 teachers for Saint John’s seven priority schools, funded 
by the above partners as well as the provincial Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, will 
provide the evidence required to show the positive effects of a needs-based funding model.  

 

  



 

 

WHEN CHILDREN SUCCEED  JANUARY 2019 |  

 

2 

BACKGROUND 

Successful shared projects undertaken by these partners over the years have helped shape the vision for education 
in our most challenged neighbourhoods.  Beginning with a partnership between J.D. Irving and Prince Charles 
School in 2001, the PALS (Partners Assisting Local Schools) and Community Schools programs have evolved.  
Recognizing the high-needs of students in these areas, priority schools have received additional resources from the 
district and funding partners such as full-time Community Schools Coordinators, and increased allocations for 
literacy leads, literacy intervention, Resource and Methods teachers and Guidance Counselors.  The school district 
tries to add resources when possible but often has little flexibility.  

The current funding model from the province allocates teachers based on the number of students and class-size 
limits and leaves few discretionary monies to respond to needs.  This model is in contrast to jurisdictions 
throughout Canada and around the world that establish an education budget derived from a ‘differential’ funding 
formula based on identified risk factors.  In 2016 a research project was undertaken by UNB researcher, Dr. Steven 
Noble, confirming jurisdictions with the highest education outcomes throughout Canada and around the world 
employ a ‘needs-based’ funding approach (Noble, 2016). Recognizing poverty as a barrier to learning 
acknowledges the effects of living in homes and neighbourhoods where, at best, opportunities are limited, and 
where at worst, children experience trauma as a result of financial instability and insecurity. 

Encouragingly, there is an increased awareness among our legislators and educational leaders of the 
effects of poverty.  The co-chairs responsible for putting forth recommendations for NB’s 10-year 
Education Plan created a support document, Expecting the Best from Everyone (Power, 2016) which 
included a section on understanding the influences of poverty and recommended:  

Based on leading and current research, the provincial government should lead the 
development of strategies to foster understanding of the causes and effects of poverty 
and the actions staff, learners and communities can undertake to halt the cycle of 
poverty and its roadblocks to learning… 

including… 

using appropriate data to identify vulnerable communities, schools and classrooms 
and strategically plan and provide the resources for equitable, collaborative and 
effective support to meet the needs of learners. (P. 33) 

 

It is gratifying that the concluding statement in the province’s Education Plan, Everyone at their Best (2016), 
acknowledges the hard work of Living Saint John, BCAPI and the district by expressing an interest in the 
potentials of differential funding: 
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Learning is supported by the physical condition, design and management of facilities, 
effective human resource practices, sound budgeting and accounting processes, and 
all within the appropriate provincial parameters. Reviewing national and global data 
on differential funding models could help determine if this approach could benefit 
New Brunswick students [my emphasis].  To this end, we will ensure that there is a 
strategic focus on the use of resources at all levels of the system to provide equitable 
opportunities for all. (pp. 19-20). 

 

Most recently, NB’s Auditor-General’s report, Improving Student Performance:  A New Brunswick Challenge (2018), 
highlighted poverty as one of four complex realities affecting student performance.  It is apparent that poverty is 
correlated with two of the remaining three, i.e., teachers needing to attend to students’ basic needs of food and 
clothing and chronic student absenteeism, which is higher in our elementary priority schools than the district 
average.  

Poverty, adult illiteracy and other socioeconomic issues exist in our Province. Such challenges add to the complexity 
of the education process and ultimately affect student performance. For example, educators indicated they often 
need to deal with students who arrive at school hungry, without proper clothing, and late. Interviewees revealed 
often teachers must focus on these basic needs before they can focus on teaching. Teachers need help. More 
collaboration with other departments and local communities is required to address basic needs to ensure teachers’ 
efforts are devoted to student learning.  (p. 46) 

 

THE SAINT JOHN CONTEXT 

Efforts to reduce the child-poverty rate in New Brunswick are having success, as reported in the NB Child Poverty 
Report Card (Human Development Council, 2018).  Rates increased from 2010 to 2014, but dropped in 2016 (most 
recent statistics) to 22.8 percent from a high of 25.4 percent.  However, of NB cities, Saint John, with a rate of 32.7 
percent, is second only to Campbellton’s rate of 37.2 percent.  Furthermore, the two Saint John wards where five 
of the priority schools are located have rates of 44.4% (north) and 48.7% (south), compared to 22.1% and 17.2% 
for wards encompassing the east and west regions of the city.  

Another concern is the high rate of poverty among our most recent newcomer group.  Arab children experience a 
poverty rate of 80.7% in NB, compared to a national rate of 43.3 percent.  This presents a significant challenge for 
one of our priority schools which has welcomed 97 newcomers, predominantly from Syria, who now constitute 
45% of the total school population.  

Poverty negatively affects educational outcomes.  Measures of school readiness, attendance and graduation rates 
all show challenges specific to the priority neighbourhoods.  The premise of this project is that schools serving low-
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income communities require additional resources to address children’s needs and to work with families.  The early 
years, from K-2, require special emphasis to strengthen the foundations necessary for a successful school career: 

•  early literacy and numeracy skills 
•  a positive attitude to school with consistent attendance, and  
• the development of learning habits conducive to academic, social and emotional growth. 

The funding of 21 additional teachers represents a considerable financial commitment; because of this, any policy 
decisions around teacher allocations deserve a careful evaluation and a weighing of costs and benefits.  Indeed, 
the literature regarding class-size reductions is somewhat inconclusive with criticisms raised as to the lack of 
randomness for students assigned to smaller classes, the degree of longitudinal study and the inability to control 
for such factors as teacher qualifications, instructional strategies and curriculum requirements, as well as the 
various definitions of what even constitutes a small class.  That being said, literature reviews tend to point to three 
significant studies: 

1)  Project STAR (Student/Teacher Achievement Ratio)  from Tennessee,  1985 
2) SAGE (Student Achievement Guarantee in Education) from Wisconsin, 1996 
3) CSR (Class-Size Reduction) from California, 1996 

 
Despite varying interpretations of the overall success, there is considerable agreement that the benefits of 
reduced class sizes are most evident for children from low-income or minority neighbourhoods during the early 
years of schooling.  Of particular significance for Saint John is the SAGE study as it targeted high-poverty 
neighbourhoods and included team-teaching situations as well as single small classes.  The initiative aimed to 
reduce the pupil/teacher ratio to 15:1 or less. 
 
Single small classes are only present where physical space allows. Our project has resulted in  

• 33 single classes (small class with one teacher) 
• 16 classes which employ a team-teaching model (1 larger class taught by two teachers or two classes 

shared among three teachers) 
• 5 classes which share an intervention teacher 

For the 2018-19 school year, with the additional teachers, pupil-teacher ratios range from a low of 1:8.3 to a high 
of 1:16 (two classes only).  If the traditional funding model had been applied to these schools, the pupil-teacher 
ratios would have ranged from 1:15 to 1:21. Eight classes would have had the maximum class-size of 21. [Note:  
Numbers are based on enrollment figures from September 2018, and most recent class configurations from 
January 2019]  

On the surface, what does this mean? Interviews are just underway in January but preliminary comments begin to 
paint a picture of daily life in these classrooms: 

• On a daily basis I read with every single student. [Grade 2 teacher] 
• I see everyone’s writing, everyone’s math every day.  [Grade 1 teacher] 
• Because I connect with them it is building their confidence. [Grade 2 teacher] 
• All of the [K-2] classrooms last year experienced multiple classroom shutdowns where we were evacuating 

classrooms.  Each classroom had at least one student who had a hard time coping in the classroom. This 
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year I don’t know that anybody has had to do a classroom evacuation once in the K-2.  We’ve seen a huge 
transformation.  [Grade 1 teacher] 

 

EVALUATION FRAMEWORK 

Four key questions have been identified to guide the research for the project.  (See Appendix A) 

1)  To what extent do students in classes affected by differential funding demonstrate improved academic 
performance? 

2) To what extent do schools affected by differential funding demonstrate improvements leading to a more 
positive learning environment? 

3) How does differential funding affect classroom instruction? 
4) What are the benefits and limitations of differential funding that should be considered when devising 

New Brunswick funding formulas for education? 

The data collected to inform these questions can be divided into three key components. 

1) Academic Achievement – Early Literacy, Reading and Math 
2) Learning Environment – Student Behaviour, Teacher Confidence 
3) Home-School Relationships – Student Attendance, Parent Engagement 

A more detailed description of data collection can be found in Appendix B. 

Data collected for this project will describe these classroom environments through both a quantitative and 
qualitative lens. An effort will be made to triangulate data by offering one or more sources of quantitative data, 
comments from interviews/observations and findings from professional literature.  This first report will describe 
initial findings in the areas of early literacy, reading and math and student attendance using baseline data, 
December benchmark data, and preliminary interviews and classroom observations. 

 

ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT 

EARLY LITERACY - ALPHABET RECOGNITION 

Knowledge of letters and sounds has long been accepted as a predictor of early reading success (Hanover 
Research, 2016).  There is no district or provincial standard for how many letters and sounds kindergarten children 
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should know at various points in the year but it is accepted that mastery should be attained by the end of the year.  
For this project, I defined mastery as 24-26 letters/sounds, recognizing that it is common for young children to 
confuse one or two letters (e.g., b/d, p/q) and to be uncertain of a few less commonly-used letters and sounds 
(e.g., x,q).  Children may well make 1 or 2 errors and still be within the range of expected achievement.  

Children were assessed in September on their ability to name lower-case and upper-case letters (baseline) and 
again in November.  Data on sound knowledge was collected in November as a baseline. Naming 0-16 
letters/sounds was coded as red; 17-23 coded as yellow and 24-26 coded as green, or mastery.  Some kindergarten 
classes follow a program in which the alphabet is divided up into three sections and introduced in a series of 
focused lessons, corresponding roughly to the three school semesters.  Because of this, I treated recognition of 2/3 
of the alphabet as approaching expectations (i.e., coded as yellow).  

The following table and graph illustrate the growth from September – November made by the kindergarten 
students in the priority schools. 

ALPHABET AND SOUND RECOGNITION IN PRIORITY  
SCHOOL KINDERGARTENS 

 

Red 

(0-16) 
 

Yellow 

(17-23) 
 

Green 

(24-26) 
  

 
# of 

students 
% of 

students 
# of 

students 
% of 

students 
# of 

students 
% of 

students 

Total # 
of 

students 

Baseline 
Lowercase 181 70% 48 18% 31 12% 260 

November 
Lowercase 94 36% 70 27% 93 36% 257 

Baseline 
Uppercase 151 58% 51 20% 58 22% 260 

November 
Uppercase 81 32% 55 21% 121 47% 257 

November 
Sounds 106 41% 85 33% 65 25% 256 
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It can be seen that from September to November, the proportion of children knowing at least 17 of the lowercase 
letters grew from 30% to 63%, and the proportion knowing at least 17 of the uppercase letters grew from 44% to 
68%, with 47% of the children already achieving mastery.  Visually, one can see how the group showing the 
greatest deficit in letter knowledge has decreased from about 2/3 of the population, to 1/3. 

 

 

EARLY LITERACY - ORAL LANGUAGE 

Oral language plays a critical role in the development of early literacy skills.  Children from lower socio-economic 
homes often have decreased opportunities to build a strong foundation in oral language due to: 

• limited experiences outside the home or neighbourhood 
• lower level of parental education 
• limited exposure to children’s books and stories 
• limited exposure to strong models of oral language 

Strong oral language skills encompass knowledge of vocabulary and syntax (grammar), as well as an ability to use 
language in a variety of settings and for a variety of purposes. It is important to note that all are important in the 
development of word-decoding skills and comprehension.   

We administered and summarized results on the Renfrew Action Picture Test, an oral language test which 
measures information (vocabulary) and grammatical knowledge.  This assessment includes age-specific norms and 
so we are able to identify students whose oral language development is not equivalent to their peers.   
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The test is administered individually and takes about 15 minutes per child.  Because it is fairly time-intensive, we 
tested only a random sample for Seaside Park Elementary due to the large student population.   With the 
exception of Seaside, we were able to assess 77% of the kindergarten students and 84% of Grade 1 students.  
Students not tested were omitted for a variety of reasons:  absent, non-verbal, or newcomer students whose 
English language skills were too limited for the assessment.  Except for reasons of absence, students omitted 
would actually have high language needs, driving the numbers of students scoring in the below average to be even 
greater. 

The table below summarizes results for the priority schools, first excluding and then including the random sample 
from Seaside. Overall, for the seven priority schools, 75 of the 168 kindergarten students presented with below 
average language skills, or 45% of the students tested. 119 Grade 1 students were identified, or 68% of the 
students tested. 

 RENFREW ACTION PICTURE TEST RESULTS FOR PRIORITY SCHOOLS 

 Grade Level Number 
of 

students 
tested 

 

(Total 
number 

of 
students) 

No delays Below Average Range 
on Both Measures -  

Vocabulary and 
Grammar 

Below Average Range 
on 1 Measure - 
Vocabulary OR 

Grammar 

    # of 
students 

% of 
students 

tested 

# of 
students 

% of 
students 

tested 

# of 
students 

% of 
students 

tested 

Six 
Priority 
Schools 

Kindergarten 136 (176) 69 51% 45 33% 22 16% 

Six 
Priority 
Schools 

Grade 1 153 (182) 44 29% 70 46% 39 25% 

          

Seaside Kindergarten 32 (91) 24 75% 3 9% 5 16% 

Seaside Grade 1 21 (53) 11 52% 6 28% 4 19% 

 Overall Results for Priority Schools 
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All 
Priority 
Schools 

Kindergarten 168 (267) 93 55% 48 29% 27 16% 

All 
Priority 
schools 

Grade 1 174 (235) 55 32% 76 43% 43 25% 

 

We believe a higher number of students were identified in Grade 1 because the gap between those entering 
kindergarten with normal language abilities and those experiencing deficits widens throughout the years.  The 
language demands placed on them as they age supersedes their ability to catch up.   

Students who tested below the average range will be reassessed in June to see if they are within the average range 
of scores expected for their age group. 

Oral language is certainly an area which concerns teachers.  During a recent staff interview, teachers identified 
more support for speech when asked the question, “What supports or services do you think are needed to best 
address the unique challenges faced by your students?”  They identified students who are either on a waiting list 
for the speech pathologist and won’t be seen for months, or students who will be seen for one round (6 weeks) 
and then discontinued due to the length of the waiting list.   

On a positive note, the Speech and Language Pathologist who has been hired to work with teachers to enhance 
classroom oral language experiences has been working in this school.  The teachers have set up oral language 
centres and are assessing targeted language skills.  In a conversation with one individual, the teacher reported to 
me that, as teachers, they are now much more aware of the language expectations and how to observe and assess. 

A benefit of the small classes is the increased opportunity for classroom conversation.  Teachers have reported 
that with the smaller classes, there is time for every child to contribute during a classroom discussion.   

Each day I have meaningful conversations with each one of my students. Everyone has 
a chance to talk and share their thoughts and ideas with the class. They are all able to 
contribute to the conversation and everyone gets a chance to be heard! (Grade 2 
teacher) 

 

One of the things I love is that every child gets to speak when they have something to 
say.  Sharing orally is a continuous opportunity throughout our entire day and I think 
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the students feel a sense of importance when they know they will be heard. (Grade 1 
teacher) 

 

One teacher described a child who had been diagnosed as selectively mute throughout kindergarten.  Now in 
grade 1, in a small class, he chose to tell the class about his Christmas present, a set of popular toy figurines, and 
talked for 2-3 minutes.  Last year he wouldn’t say his name. 

 
SCHOOL SNAPSHOT:  
One school reviewed their renfrew action picture test data and identified kindergarten 
students who would benefit from small-group support with a focus on oral language. 
Because of the additional teachers, a teacher is available to work with the students for a 
period at the end of the day, 3 times a week. This occurs at a dramatic play center and 
the teacher is able to model and support language skills such as vocabulary and sentence 
structure. This was undertaken with the support of the speech and language pathologist 
hired for the priority schools through the social innovation fund. 
 

 

READING BENCHMARKS  

Reading benchmarks are collected in December and June by the school district.  Benchmarks are identified for each 
grade level (K-3) as the level of text a student should be able to read at various points in the year.  Text level is 
defined on a gradient (A-Z) according to a levelling system developed by Irene Fountas and Gay Su Pinnell in the 
1990s.  Text complexity is defined by factors such as sentence length and complexity, number of high-frequency 
words, difficulty of vocabulary, degree of picture support and types of punctuation.  The Fountas and Pinnell 
levelling system is accepted by educational jurisdictions and the education publishing industry throughout Canada 
and the US. 

In order to meet the benchmark, students must be able to read the designated text level with a high-degree of 
accuracy (95%) and an appropriate level of comprehension.  Teachers administer the assessment by listening to 
each student read individually from an authorized collection of levelled texts.  Reading behaviours are coded and 
errors are calculated according to an assessment known as a running record, a technique developed in Australia in 
the 1990s by Marie Clay, and now accepted as a standard approach to reading assessment.  A comprehension 
check is completed by asking the student to retell the text and by following up with prompting questions. 

The following tables contain the results of the 2017 and 2018 reading benchmark assessment.  This is our first 
opportunity to measure reading achievement and compare it to the same point in time last year, when schools did 
not have the additional teachers. Overall, the gains are quite apparent, particularly in Kindergarten and Grade 1, 
with the exception of three instances.  It is proving more difficult to make that progress in Grade 2, perhaps 
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because the gaps have increased and students who are struggling have more complex concepts to conquer.  This is 
a topic that will be pursued more fully with the schools. 

PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS MEETING READING BENCHMARKS  
DECEMBER 2017 AND DECEMBER 2018 

School Kindergarten Grade 1 Grade 2 

2018 2017 +/ (-) 2018 2017 +/ (-) 2018 2017 +/ (-) 

1 51% 9% + 42 36% 33% + 3 39% 51% (-12) 

2 0% 6% (-6) 52% 40% + 8 39% 68% (-29) 

3 15% 0% + 15 17% 3% + 14 10% 16% (-6) 

4 35% 0% + 35 21% 14% + 7 13% 11% + 2 

5 31% 67% (-36) 63% 47% + 16 69% 38% + 31 

6 51% 11% + 40 50% 63% (-13) 54% 60% (-6) 

7 17% 8% + 9 53% 51% + 2 48% 36% + 12 

          

Priority 
Schools’ 
Average 

28% 14% + 14 42% 36% + 6 39% 40% (-1) 

ASD-
South 

31% 26% + 5 39% 34% + 5 47% 49% (-2) 

 

Another way to look at the reading benchmarks is to track the cohort of students as they move from grade to 
grade. This is not a perfect comparison, as the group changes somewhat due to students transferring in and out of 
the school. However, it does offer a picture of the progress made by a representative sample. Growth is again less 
apparent in Grade 2, but overall, students are making gains this year compared to last year.  
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COHORT OF STUDENTS MEETING READING BENCHMARKS  
IN DECEMBER 2017 AND DECEMBER 2018 

School Kindergarten (2017) →Grade 1 (2018) +/ (-) Grade 1 (2017) → Grade 2 (2018) +/ (-) 

1 9%  →  36% + 27 33%  →  39% + 6 

2 6%  →  52% + 46 40%  →  39% (-1) 

3 0%  →  17% + 17 3%  →  10% + 7 

4 0%  →  21% + 21 14%  →  13% (-1) 

5 67%  →  63% (-4) 47%  →  69% + 22 

6 11%  →  50% + 39 63%  →  54% (-9) 

7 8%  →   53% + 45 51%  →  48% (-3) 

 

A primary goal of this demonstration project is to improve literacy in our priority schools.  The assumption is that 
smaller class-sizes (or reduced pupil-teacher ratios) allow teachers more time to interact with each student in 
small-group or individual settings. However, the class-size reduction literature makes the point that smaller pupil-
teacher ratios don’t always translate into adaptive teaching practices and in some studies, researchers found no 
differences between teaching practices in small classes compared to larger classes.  The difficulty of controlling 
studies for teacher behaviour is one of the reasons class-size literature is so problematic when trying to reach 
definitive conclusions about the effects of smaller classes.  Most agree, though, that primary classes benefit and a 
reason may be because smaller class-sizes support the preferred practices of many primary teachers, allowing 
them to be more effective. 

The most likely explanation is that teachers whose instructional methods benefit from 
smaller classes – e.g., those who work with small groups, those who depend on 
personal relationships with students, those who emphasize hands-on projects – are 
more productive with smaller than with larger classes (Ehrenberg, Brewer, Gamoran 
and Willms, 2001, p. 24). 

 

Although staff interviews are in preliminary stages, teacher comments describe classrooms where these methods 
are certainly predominant. 
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ON A DAILY BASIS, I READ WITH EVERY SINGLE STUDENT…  
I REALLY KNOW THEIR READING STRATEGIES AND WHAT THEY NEED TO WORK ON.  

(GRADE 2 TEACHER) 

 

WITH A MAXIMUM OF TWO STUDENTS PER [READING] GROUP, AS OPPOSED TO FOUR,  
I CAN REALLY DIFFERENTIATE…I FEEL LIKE I’M DOING A LOT BETTER. 

(GRADE 2 TEACHER) 

 

HAVING A SMALL CLASS ALLOWS ME TO HAVE A MORE PERSONAL RELATIONSHIP  
WITH MY STUDENTS.  I HAVE ALSO BEEN ABLE TO IDENTIFY THEIR NEEDS AND  

STRENGTHS MUCH FASTER. I AM ABLE TO MEET WITH EACH STUDENT INDIVIDUALLY 
MULTIPLE TIMES THROUGHOUT EACH SCHOOL DAY. 

(GRADE 1 TEACHER) 

  

SOMETHING THAT I LOVE ABOUT HAVING A SMALLER CLASS SIZE IS THAT IT  
GIVES ME DOUBLE THE AMOUNT OF TIME TO GET TO KNOW EACH CHILD…  
THEY ALL HAVE A CHANCE TO SHARE, WHICH LETS ME KNOW WHAT THEY  

LIKE/DON'T LIKE, HOW THEY LEARN, AND IT GIVES ME PERSONAL DETAILS THAT CAN  
HELP ME MAKE THINGS MORE RELATABLE FOR THEIR GROWING MINDS.  

(KINDERGARTEN TEACHER) 

 

 
SCHOOL SNAPSHOT: 
One school is using student data to reconfigure part of their literacy period in order to 
address students’ needs. Students will be placed in small multi-age groups three times a 
week for 30 minutes and receive targeted instruction in word work (e.g., letter 
recognition, beginning sounds, vowels).  
 

From classroom observations, small group-work is certainly apparent, as are hands-on learning centres which 
provide children opportunities to apply literacy skills.  These consist of materials for such activities as writing, 
dramatic play, and science observations. 
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This important factor does speak to the need, however, for ongoing professional development for teachers and 
administrators so that they can continue to pursue approaches which garner the most benefit from reduced pupil-
teacher ratios. 

 

NUMERACY BENCHMARKS 

Numeracy benchmarks, like reading, are collected by the district twice a year, in December and June.   Numeracy 
benchmarks differ from reading, though, in that they are based on a set of outcomes students must achieve by the 
end of the year.  Thus, there are some items on the assessment to which students may have had no, or only 
introductory, exposure.  The assessment was developed provincially and is a set of tasks corresponding to grade-
level curriculum outcomes on a variety of strands (e.g., number sense, patterns, number facts and operations).  
The assessment is administered in a conference-style format individually with each student.  

In 2017 the data was required from schools by the end of September; in 2018 it was not collected from schools 
until early December and so results cannot be compared from one year to the next.  It is possible, however, to 
compare the relative size of the gains made by the priority schools with the size of the gains made in the district as 
a whole.  With the exception of grade 1, the priority schools gains have ‘out-paced’ those in the rest of the 
district. 

PERCENTAGE OF CORRECT ITEMS ON NUMERACY BENCHMARKS  
DECEMBER 2017 AND DECEMBER 2018 

School 
Kindergarten Grade 1 Grade 2 

2018 2017 +/ (-) 2018 2017 +/ (-) 2018 2017 +/ (-) 

1 36% 35% + 1 45% 36% + 9 26% 20% + 6 

2 69% 36% + 33 36% 28% + 8 38% 29% + 9 

3 58% 27% + 31 27% 14% + 13 32% 14% + 18 

4 73% 29% + 44 60% 28% + 32 43% 15% + 28 

5 56% 35% + 21 45% 36% + 9 51% 21% + 30 

6 53% 44% + 9 49% 26% + 23 41% 31% + 10 

7 68% 35% + 33 33% 28% + 5 37% 22% + 15 

          

Priority 
Schools’ 
Average 

59% 34% + 25 42% 28% + 14 38% 22% + 16 
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ASD-
South 64% 45% +19 47% 32% + 15 42% 30% + 12 

 

These gains are particularly interesting for a few reasons.  First, most primary teachers describe themselves as 
more confident teaching literacy than math.  Second, when I have had conversations with teachers about their 
classrooms this year, most readily describe what the project has meant for their literacy instruction but few 
describe a math focus.  Math classes I have observed have, though, involved small-group work, partner games and 
hands-on materials.  It may be, that like reading, teachers are able to implement these approaches more 
successfully in small classes and so students are reaping the benefits.  This will be another interesting topic to 
pursue over time. 

 
SCHOOL SNAPSHOT: 
One school has reported they have begun regrouping their classes for math and 
reading.  After administering assessments, two teachers decided to team-teach math 
and reading groups.  They noticed that students struggling in reading were also 
experiencing difficulty in math.  One teacher works with half of the grade 1 students in 
her classroom on reading, the other works with the remaining students on math.  
Students then switch so that each group receives targeted instruction in math and 
reading.  For example, the first group of the day was working on number recognition 
and counting to 20.  The second group worked on an addition strategy (doubles  
plus 1 – 2+3, 3+4, etc.). 
 

HOME-SCHOOL RELATIONSHIPS 

ATTENDANCE 

Another key objective of the project is to engage parents in their children’s education.   One way of measuring this 
is by attendance.  Chronic absenteeism, defined as missing more than 10% of the school year, is more prevalent in 
the priority schools than in the rest of the district.  District K-5 schools had an average of 13% of their population 
identified as chronically absent for the 2017-1018 school year.  Averages in the priority schools ranged from 19% - 
32%.  For young children, who rely on parents to help them get up and ready for school, this is often an indication 
of parental attitudes. 

This year, there has been some improvement overall, although four schools show either no change or increasing 
absentee rates at one or more grade levels. 
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PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS WITH CHRONIC ABSENTEEISM 
DECEMBER 2017 AND DECEMBER 2018 

School Kindergarten Grade 1 Grade 2 

2018 2017 +/ (-) 2018 2017 +/ (-) 2018 2017 +/ (-) 

1 30% 36% (-6) 19% 21% (-2) 23% 33% (-10) 

2 8% 26% (-18) 17% 26% (-9) 18% 12% +6 

3 36% 31% (-5) 36% 38% (-2) 44% 35% +9 

4 24% 24% 0 29% 28% +1 28% 36% (-8) 

5 18% 14% +4 33% 10% +23 18% 7% +11 

6 16% 25% (-9) 12% 20% (-8) 19% 20% (-1) 

7 19% 24% (-5) 9% 19% (-10) 4% 13% (-9) 

 

Again, it is somewhat helpful to look at the cohort of students, as attendance habits become ingrained over time.  
Other than one school, increases are fairly small and it appears that behaviour is changing for the better in four 
schools. 

CHRONIC ABSENTEE RATES IN DECEMBER 2017 AND DECEMBER 2018  
BY COHORT OF STUDENTS 

School Kindergarten (2017) →Grade 1 (2018) +/ (-) Grade 1 (2017) → Grade 2 (2018) +/ (-) 

1 36%  →  19% (-17) 21%  →  23% + 2 

2 26%  →  17% (-9) 26%  →  18% (-8) 

3 31%  →  36% + 5 38%  →  44% + 6 
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4 24%  →  29% +5 28%  →  28% 0 

5 14%  →  33% +17 10%  →  18% + 8 

6 25%  →  12% (-13) 20%  →  19% (-1) 

7 24%  →   9% (-15) 19%  →  4% (-13) 

 
Research shows that the effects of poor attendance are particularly problematic for children from low-income 
households who not only require additional instruction to overcome skill deficits but do not have resources at 
home to compensate for lost instructional time.  Research from the US calculated that one in 10 kindergarten and 
grade 1 students were defined as chronically absent (missing 10% of the school year or more).  Furthermore, for 
students living in poverty, a high absentee rate in kindergarten predicted academic difficulties in 5th grade, even if 
attendance improved by 3rd grade (Attendance Works, 2014).    

The recent NB Auditor General’s report on education highlighted absenteeism rates in one district and criticized 
EEDC for not measuring and reporting attendance consistently across the province.  The importance of dealing 
with absenteeism and its effect on achievement was noted. 

We recommend the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development work 
with school districts, other departments and community-based organizations where 
applicable to:  

…..  

•  develop standards for student absence tracking and measurement to better monitor 
student attendance; and  

•  take corrective action to improve student attendance (p. 48).  

 

It should be noted that ASD-South does have a system in place to monitor student attendance and a 
communication strategy informing parents of the importance of school attendance.  

Staffs have not indicated any new initiatives for addressing parental engagement as a result of the additional 
teachers.  (This is not to suggest that initiatives are not in place; simply that they are ones continuing from the 
previous year.)  Attendance was brought up at a recent interview in response to the question, What supports or 
services do you think are needed to best address the unique challenges faced by your students?   

 For most of the inner-city schools, attendance is a huge issue we all face, so if there was a way…to 
increase awareness for parents of the importance of having their kids at school.  I believe parents want the best for 
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their children.  They’re doing the best they can, but how can we help them when their child isn’t getting to 
school?...We would notice the increase in academics if we had the increase in attendance. [Grade 1 teacher] 

Despite not having any new structured initiatives to support the home-family connection, these teachers did 
remark on the increased comfort level they were feeling toward, and sensing from, the parents.  They remarked 
on the time they had to chat with parents in the morning because of the smaller numbers.  All of them spoke of 
building a rapport with their parents and feeling they could easily talk with them about any issues that arose.   

I THINK [NAME OF SCHOOL] DOES A GREAT JOB OF MAKING PARENTS FEEL 
COMFORTABLE…. WHAT WE’RE TRYING TO WORK ON IS ENCOURAGING THEM TO  

COME IN AND BUY INTO THEIR CHILD’S LEARNING. THAT’S WHAT WE’RE  
STRUGGLING WITH RIGHT NOW.  

[GRADE 1 TEACHER] 

The above comment speaks to the notion of moving toward more formal parental support.  The school, in the past, 
has adjusted school events to ensure parents feel safe when they come to school.  Math nights and literacy events 
can be threatening if parents are afraid they won’t have the skills to participate in activities.  It is probably safe to 
say that all priority schools want their schools to be welcoming places for parents but perhaps need increased 
opportunities to share ideas with each other as well as community partners on how to best foster those 
relationships.  

NEXT STEPS  

DATA COLLECTION 

The following is a list of data sets that will continue, or begin, in the next few months: 

1) Report card data (language arts, numeracy, learning and work habits) – needs to be entered on student data 
base and collected again in March and June 

2) Writing sample for Kindergarten and Grade 1 – samples collected in December need to have scoring 
completed; will be collected again in June 

3) Alphabet data for Kindergarten will be collected again in June 
4) Reading and numeracy benchmarks will be collected again in June 
5) Attendance data will be summarized at the end of the year 
6) Oral language assessments will be conducted again in June for students scoring below the average range on 

the pretest 
7) Teacher Perception Survey – conducted by EECD 
8) Staff interviews held January and February 
9) Administrator interviews held May and June 

 

To be decided – How to gather feedback from parents 
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There are a few interesting topics emerging as a result of classroom observations and interviews with teachers.  I 
believe they will add to the overall findings of the project and provide insight as to how and why reduced pupil-
teacher ratios in K-2 classrooms in high-poverty neighbourhoods improve academic outcomes.  I will simply 
highlight them here with a short description.  

1)  Collective Efficacy 
When teams of educators believe they have the ability to make a difference, exciting things can happen in a 
school (Donohoo, Hattie and Eels, 2018).  
Collective teacher efficacy is the collective belief of teachers in their ability, as a group, to positively affect 
students.  Hattie’s research identified it as the single most important factor influencing student achievement, 
ahead of socioeconomic status, prior achievement, home environment and parental involvement.  

I have had the opportunity to have extended discussions with staff at two schools.  There is a sense of energy 
when they describe their classrooms and the progress students are making.  The infusion of additional 
teachers is an acknowledgement of the challenges they face, and a validation that the teacher’s role is crucial.  
They are responding by working closely as a team, learning from each other, examining student data and 
adapting organizational and instructional strategies to meet the needs of students. 

2)  Adaptive Instructional Strategies 
 
This report has already noted that smaller classes do not always result in changed teaching practices.  
However, I am seeing several examples of teachers responding to student needs by team-teaching, and using 
data to set up needs-based small groups.  It will be important to document schools’ progress as they continue 
on this journey. 
 

3)  Improved Student Behaviour  
 
Teachers of smaller classes are reporting improved student behaviour and principals repeatedly tell me they 
are not dealing with the number of behaviour issues in the K-2 classrooms they would have in the past.  It is 
difficult to track this quantitatively as systems for reporting behaviour incidents are not always consistent 
from school to school, let alone classroom to classroom.  We will attempt to capture it with report card data 
and the number of students requiring Personal Behaviour Plans but qualitative data will also be important.    
Teachers describe being able to establish routines early on, address behaviour issues immediately before they 
‘snowball’ into a major issue, and establish closer connections with and among their students.  The interplay 
between classroom management, students’ sense of belonging and academic success will be interesting to 
pursue. 
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APPENDIX A 

EVALUATION PLAN 

1.  To what extent do students in classes affected by differential funding demonstrate improved academic 
performance?  

OUTCOMES INDICATORS DATA SOURCE(S) 

There is an increase in the 
number of students 
demonstrating mastery of early 
oral language skills.  A baseline 
will be established in September 
2018 and targets set 
accordingly. 

Students demonstrate 
accelerated achievement in 
early language development. 

EYE-DA 

 

Kindergarten Early Literacy  
Checklist 

 

Fluharty Speech and Language 
Assessment (or alternate, to be 
determined) 

 

Student Report Cards 

There is an increase in the 
number of students achieving 
and exceeding grade-level 
literacy skills.   

 

Scores on literacy measures will 
increase by 4.5% annually for 
three years.  

  

90% of Grade 2 students will 
achieve the standard as 
measured by the Grade 2 
Provincial Literacy Assessment. 

More students achieve or 
exceed grade-level expectations 
when compared to 2018 
baseline data. 

 

There is an improvement in 
school rankings on measures 
which can be compared district 
and provincially. 

Reading Record Text Levels 

 

Student Report Cards  

 

Grade 2 Provincial Literacy 
Assessment 

 

Grade 4 Provincial Assessments 
(for Year 3 of project) 

There is an increase in the 
number of students achieving 
and exceeding grade-level 
numeracy skills.    

 

80% of students  

More students achieve or 
exceed grade-level expectations 
when compared to 2018 
baseline data. 

 

There is an improvement in 
school rankings on measures 
which can be compared district 
and/or provincially. 

Student Report Cards 

Numeracy Benchmarks (if 
collected provincially) 

 

Grade 4 Provincial Assessments 
(for Year 3 of project) 
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2.  To what extent do schools affected by differential funding demonstrate improvements leading to a more 
positive learning environment? 

OUTCOME INDICATOR DATA SOURCE(S) 

School staff fosters a positive 
relationship with students and 
parents.  Absenteeism and 
measures of disruptive 
behaviour will decrease by  

Students and parents are 
supportive of school goals and 
demonstrate an increased 
desire to be a part of school 
activities. 

Student attendance 

 

School Behaviourial Incident 
Reports 

 

Student/Parent Perception 
Surveys 

 

Teacher Perception Surveys 

 

Parent attendance at school 
activities. 

 

3.  How does differential funding affect classroom instruction? 

OUTCOME INDICATOR DATA SOURCE(S) 

Teachers can effectively work 
with whole-class, small groups 
and individuals during 
instructional time.   

Students are engaged during 
whole-class instruction. 

 

Students have increased 
opportunities for individual and 
small-group instruction. 

Classroom observation checklist. 

 

Teacher focus groups and 
interviews. 

 

Teacher Perception Surveys 

 

4. What are the benefits and limitations of differential funding that should be considered when devising 
New Brunswick funding formulas for education? 

OUTCOME INDICATOR DATA SOURCE(S) 

Recommendations are 
presented to EECD to inform 
decisions regarding education 
funding in New Brunswick.  

Decisions are made regarding 
how to allocate additional staff 
based on differential funding 
criteria. 

 

Literature review 

 

School profiles (i.e., factors 
describing student population, 
community demographics, staff) 
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Endorsement of 
recommendations by school and 
district personnel and 
community partners. 

Teacher focus groups and 
follow-up interviews. 

 

Administrator (school and 
district office-based) focus 
groups and follow-up 
interviews. 
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APPENDIX B 

DATA COLLECTION FRAMEWORK (REVISED JANUARY/19) 

ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT 

EARLY LITERACY DEVELOPMENT 

Children’s understanding of early literacy skills is a pre-cursor, as well as a complement,  
to reading and writing development. 

WHAT 

Oral Language Alphabet Recognition Writing Development 

WHY 

Assessments measuring 
vocabulary, grammatical 
knowledge and sentence repetition 
provide an overall picture of 
children’s oral language ability.  
Oral language is a foundation of 
reading development affecting 
both reading accuracy and 
comprehension.   

Alphabet recognition has long been 
accepted as a predictor of 
children’s reading success.   

 

Children exhibit their 
understanding of how sounds and 
letters work when they use this 
knowledge to represent words.  
Stages include scribbles, letter-like 
shapes, random letters, and use of 
phonics to ‘spell’ words.     

WHEN 

Baseline and end-of-year Baseline and at two school 
reporting periods (November, 
June) 

At two school reporting periods 
(November, June) 

 

HOW 

Renfrew Action Picture Test 

Fluharty Repeating Sentences 

CELF Recalling Sentences 

Teachers report # of upper-case/ 
lower-case letters and sounds 
recognized by students 

Teachers submit writing samples 
for scoring on developmental 
continuum by 2-3 evaluators 

 

READING AND MATHEMATICS ACHIEVEMENT 

WHAT 

Reading Level Numeracy Benchmarks 

WHY 
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Success in the primary years is seen as a predictor of future academic achievement.  Gaps in achievement that 
are present at the end of these years tend to widen, resulting in students falling further and further behind.   

The province of New Brunswick has identified K-2 as the primary years and established benchmarks and targets 
for the end of these years.  A data collection schedule has been determined by the district and/or province. 

WHEN 

December and June 

HOW 

Reading Records administered by teachers measure 
word accuracy and comprehension 

Numeracy benchmarks administered by teachers 
measure children’s understanding of several key 
mathematical concepts 

Student report cards will also be used to identify overall academic achievement. 

 

LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 

STUDENT BEHAVIOUR 

WHY 

A safe and orderly environment is a measure of successful schools.  A reduction in disruptive behaviour results 
in more time-on-task for student learning, as well as being an indication of student engagement in learning. 

WHEN 

At school reporting periods 

HOW 

School Behavioural Incident Reports Student Report Cards (Learning Habits) 

 

TEACHER CONFIDENCE 

WHY 

A teacher’s belief in his/her ability to affect student achievement, in spite of challenges, is correlated with 
academic achievement.  Beliefs affect instructional choices and implementation of strategies. 

WHEN 

Mid-year 

HOW 



 

 

WHEN CHILDREN SUCCEED  JANUARY 2019 |  

 

26 

Survey and interviews Teacher Perception Survey 

Balanced Literacy Needs Assessment 

(summary data for these measures is dependent on 
release of information from Education and Early 

Childhood Development) 

 


