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Determined principal transforms 
title 1 school with high refugee 
population, preparing students  
for college and careers.

 



» Clarkston High School   
 overview

When Clarkston High School, a diverse and high-needs school 
in DeKalb County, Georgia, was designated as a low-achieving 
school by the Department of education, school administrators 
were determined to improve student performance. With the 
help of a federal School Improvement Grant, the principal, 
teachers, and staff dedicated themselves to implementing a 
research-based school improvement model to completely 
restructure the school. Through significant professional 
development, teachers learned to work together more 
collaboratively, assess student data, change their teaching 
practices, and build a continuous improvement culture. As  
a result, students are achieving higher yearly growth. 

» Challenge
During the 2009–2010 school year, Clarkston High School 
came to a turning point. the principal and teachers had 
struggled for years to consistently reach Adequate yearly 
Progress (AyP) standards. they had made some improvement, 
yet lacked the needed funding to sustain the work. 

Changing demographics also posed challenges for the school. 
Nearly ten years earlier, the town had become a resettlement 
location for large populations of Southeast Asian and African 
refugees. the town had a strong infrastructure, but this 
demographic shift added a new dimension to the town not 
seen before by city and school officials. Nearly 30 percent of 
the students entering Clarkston were from refugee families. 
Not only did these students have to learn english as a second 
language, but they also had to learn how to live in a new 
country and function in a new academic environment. In 
addition, more than 90 percent of the total student population 
was economically disadvantaged. 

the principal and teachers tried to help their students 
reach state-level standards, but the school received a needs 
improvement designation in 2009. to turn around the school, 
the principal at the time, supported by the district, applied for  
a federal School Improvement Grant, which was approved in 
the spring of 2010.  

City/State:
Clarkston, Georgia

School type:
Public 

District enrollment:
99,406 students

School enrollment: 
1,544 students

Grades:
9–12

ethnicity:

School Profile
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65% African American
25% Asian/Pacific Islander
5% Hispanic
5% Caucasian



» Solution
the fall of 2010 marked the beginning of Clarkston’s 
transformation. the new principal, Michelle Jones, instituted 
changes immediately and rapidly. She led the implementation 
of Pearson’s research-based school improvement model in 
the school. “Mrs. Jones understands that the locus of change 
is in the classroom, and she works collaboratively, gathering 
teachers and Pearson colleagues to problem solve and create 
action steps,” explained Judy Commander, instructional 
coach at Pearson. Working in partnership with teachers, 
instructional coaches helped them learn and apply new 
teaching models, analyze data assessing student performance,  
and form continuous improvement communities.

In the fall of 2011, the school district’s boundaries were 
redrawn, bringing nearly 600 new students to Clarkston 
within a two-year time frame. Building projects were 
undertaken in the midst of ongoing school improvement 
efforts. “In the second year, we continued to improve our 
response to Intervention processes, identifying students 
based on their data. So there was a lot of training on data 
analysis and formative assessment. Now teachers better 
understand what it means for a child to be tier I and 
determine how well they respond. If it is working for them, 
great, they don’t need to move to tier II. But if it is not 
working, they know to intervene,” said Jones.  

In 2012, Jones continued to lead the improvement effort. 
“one of the things we were able to do was to implement 
the universal screener process that was a part of the school 
improvement model. The first year, we assessed the students 
once they got here. But the second year we went to the 
middle school. All 8th graders were tested in literacy and 
mathematics. that is how we knew how to schedule them, 
who needed reading, who needed what intervention; we 
got the data before they even came to us. Now, the district 
provides a universal screener, which means we have access 
to all of the student assessment data,” said Jones. using 
this information, teachers have been able to differentiate 
instruction to meet the individual needs of students,  
including english language learners. 

“Michelle Jones is moving Clarkston 
away from the deleterious focus 
on test scores to a study of  real 
student growth, requiring all caring 
professionals to continually study the 
teaching and learning process.”

—Reggie Williams 
ELL Coach

“Mrs. Jones requires teachers and 
students alike to go through the 
learning process. This gives the  
power of  learning and growing  
to each individual.”

—Chris Sears
9th-Grade Math Teacher
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to learn more about Pearson’s School Improvement Services, visit

pearsonschoolimprovement.com

» results 
During the 2010–2011 school year, while the Clarkston staff was beginning the school improvement initiative, 
the state of Georgia was making significant changes in the way it measured student achievement. Jones 
explained, “one of the aspects of No Child Left Behind required that by 2014, every child was supposed to 
be 100 percent proficient in reading. But states had the option to apply for the Elementary and Secondary 
education Act (eSeA) waiver and develop their own accountability measures. Georgia submitted a waiver 
and it was approved. As a part of the waiver, and using Race to the Top funds, state officials were able to 
change the evaluation system, data-management system, and accountability measures. So we went from using 
Adequate yearly Progress to the College and Career readiness Performance Index (CCrPI) to measure 
achievement.” 

CCrPI data collection and reporting began during the 2011–2012 school year. the measurement model 
is based on 100 points—60 for overall achievement, 25 for student progress, and 15 for closing the 
achievement gap. Clarkston demonstrated growth between 2011–2012 and 2012–2013. “We had a 9.8 point 
increase in our overall CCrPI score. For a school that was at the bottom of the group, we had a CCrPI score 
that was higher than the district average in 2013 and we were at the top of the region. Part of that is due to 
the achievement growth of our kids,” said Jones. Clarkston’s student progress scores exceeded those of the 
district from 2012 to 2014 (see Figure 1).

Clarkston’s overall CCRPI score fell below the district average during 2013–2014 due to several factors 
including staff turnover, an increase in second language learners, and changes in curriculum and assessments 
at both the district and state level. However, Clarkston was one of only two high schools that earned 
challenge points for innovative practices that year. “one of our innovative practices in terms of intervention 
was our Saturday school. With our increased learning time, we have hundreds of kids coming for Saturday 
school, which most schools don’t have. they cannot get their kids to come. But we don’t have that  
problem; we have to make our kids go home,” Jones said with pride. 

FIGure 1: CCrPI Progress Points 
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