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» Johnson City Schools Overview
the Johnson City School System (Johnson City) in Northeast 
Tennessee is comprised of 11 schools and 522 certified 
teachers. the district consistently outperformed the state 
and national averages on the aCt, Sat, and state testing 
scores, exceeded average attendance rates, and had lower 
than average drop-out rates. While the the school system was 
performing well, district leadership wanted to inspire staff to 
move the district from good to great and ensure graduating 
students are well prepared for college and career. In 2010, 
educators and administrators chose to pursue a district-wide 
benchmark assessment program for grades 2-8 in english 
language arts and math. this assessment redesign was meant 
to address what students should truly be learning, how their 
content understanding would be measured, and what to do if 
they haven’t mastered the content.   

» Challenge
to support this mission, Johnson City wanted to link 
assessment with instruction to better inform classroom 
environments. “Our main focus for the past two years has 
been to develop meaningful and aligned assessments. as a 
data-driven school district, major decisions focus on results 
and expectations,” said dr. debra Bentley, the Supervisor of 
Instruction and Communications. 

Currently, the tennessee education association advises 
educators to “teach students; don’t teach to the test.” With this 
in mind, students need to show deep understanding of content 
prior to advancing to the next grade level. For a benchmark 
assessment to be truly valuable, it would have to show both 
formative information and a student’s ability to apply the 
learned standards.

Johnson City places a strong emphasis on communication. the 
district agreed that its schools should be providing expectations 
for data-driven instruction and creating professional 
development opportunities through networking, collaboration, 
and instructional leadership. Part of that initiative required 
cutting down on what towne acres elementary principal Steve 
Barnett describes as “excuse-making.” For example, if a class 
performed poorly on a benchmark, the teacher would justify it 
by claiming those students always performed poorly or blaming 
the assessment instead of choosing to learn and adapt from it. 
Barnett believed this mentality was one of the things holding 
Johnson City back.
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» Solution
armed with these challenges, dr. Bentley and a small group of 
other staff members worked together to select an instructional 
management tool to bring together all of Johnson City’s 
assessments, curriculum, instruction, and reporting and 
analysis into a single platform. they chose chose Schoolnet 
to complement their existing student information system, 
PowerSchool. Both educators and administrators appreciated 
the companionship, integration, and enhanced data accuracy  
of the two systems together. 

“By moving to a system like Schoolnet, we were able to 
construct, develop, and design assessments that linked with 
the instruction in the classroom and leveled those assessments 
to feature and stretch the thinking of the students,” said 
dr. Bentley. Johnson City administrators know that having 
every fourth grader take the same test and answer the same 
questions yields reliable comparative data. 

» Results
Since the introduction of the new assessment program, 
responses have been positive. dr. Barnett describes Schoolnet 
as a “very strong vehicle to district-wide assessment of 
learning.” Nine-week interim assessments and 5-10 question 
probes are created in Schoolnet to prepare students for both 
pre- and post-testing. Instead of using letter grades, students 
are given a rating of basic, proficient, or advanced based on 
their level of understanding and achievement. In addition, 
standards are revisited on second and third benchmarks to 
ensure content mastery before the school year ends. 

after each math and reading/language arts interim 
assessment, the results are shared with parents. using the 
updated benchmark ratings, teachers can have more honest 
conversations with parents about their child’s projected 
performance on upcoming standardized tests. “this has really 
taken us to a whole new level of assessment, which in turn  
has taken us to a whole new level of teaching,” said Barnett.  
In 2013, Johnson City ranked 4th out of 135 tennessee districts 
(see Figure 1) based on the tennessee Comprehensive 
assessment Program (tCaP) math and reading/language arts 
scores for grades 3-8. the district consistently scored above 
the state average on all four major disciplines: math, reading/
language art, science, and social studies (see Figure 2).
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“By moving to a system like Schoolnet, 
we were able to construct, develop, and 
design assessments that linked with the 
instruction in the classroom and leveled 
those assessments to feature and stretch 
the thinking of  the students.”

-- Dr. Debra Bentley,
Supervisor of  Instruction and 

Communications

“[Schoolnet] has really taken us to a 
whole new level of  assessment, which in 
turn has taken us to a whole new level  
of  teaching.”

-- Steve Barnett, Principal, 
Towne Acres Elementary School

Figure 1. 2013 Johnson City School System 

Ranking on the tCaP
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For more information about Schoolnet, visit

pearsonschoolsystems.com
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However, the changes in communication go beyond parent 
to teacher to include interdistrict networking for principals 
and teachers. Over time, relationships have developed 
between educators. “Our teachers have a network of teachers 
throughout the system that they feel very comfortable going to 
for help and advice,” said Barnett. “this allows teachers more 
opportunities for professional development, to ask questions 
about their students’ performance, and for assistance in lesson 
planning. “Because our teachers are able to look at, share, and 
compare data, they’re using their time more wisely. It’s better 
for students and we’re getting better outcomes.” 

Similarly, Schoolnet user groups are also valuable for 
networking and sharing ideas. One valuable relationship that 
came from the user groups is that with Williamson County 
School district, who adopted Schoolnet in 2012. “I really 
learned a great deal from Williamson County. We are such 
a small system compared to them but we’re doing just about 
everything they’re doing and we never once talked about it. 
It’s really nice to see that we’re right on their heels with less 
resources and less personnel, but we’re getting the same job 
done,” noted dr. Bentley.

Since the assessment redesign, math coach Sherry Cockerham 
reported, “Classroom instruction has been driven by data. It 
has changed teacher behaviors and professional conversations 
during department and grade-level meetings. I am thrilled with 
the requests I am receiving from teachers and principals to 
attend data meetings.” 

this open communication has fueled a new culture at Johnson 
City. In this new culture, data drives critical conversations 
among staff members and fosters an environment of 
expectations instead of excuses. For now, Johnson City is 
mostly using the assessment portion of Schoolnet. However, 
dr. Barnett hopes the district expands into the curriculum and 
instruction portion for the 2014-2015 school year to further 
improve student learning.

Figure 2. Johnson City School System Comparison  
of  three year average tCaP Scores by discipline 
with the State average

“Classroom instruction has been driven by 
data. It has changed teacher behaviors 
and professional conversations during 
department and grade-level meetings. 
I am thrilled with the requests I am 
receiving from teachers and principals to 
attend data meetings.”

-- Sherry Cockerham,
Math Coach


