
School Characteristics and Replicable 
Practices  

Academic Excellence 
• School Performing Arts Focus - We provide a rich arts-

infused middle school experience designed to create and 

feed a lifelong passion for learning.  We strive to 

examine everything in our curriculum through an artistic 

(creative) lens, understanding that this framework 

elevates the quality of our learning. 

• Lesson Plans with Exemplars- Professional development 

by the Executive Director helped all teachers regarding intentional, standards- based lessons 
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including high-quality exemplars. These teacher-written exemplars define rigor for students and 

consistently aid in improving the student learning cycle. Regular feedback is provided to aid 

students in achieving mastery. 

Learning Targets and Objectives- Learning targets in all classrooms provide students with a clear 

vision of the daily expected-learning outcome and provide the framework to formatively 

measure student learning. 

• Colorado Academic Standards-All teachers have unpacked, analyzed, and prioritized the Colorado 

Academic Standards. Standards drive how we develop curriculum, create lesson plans and 

determine daily learning targets. With the support of professional development through our district 

content facilitators, Achieve 3000, Read180, System44, Compass Math, Trans-Math, and Big Ideas 

Math, our students are readied for this increase in rigor. Through professional development, 

teachers are developing rigorous lesson plans that include high depth of knowledge questions to 

inform their instruction, common assessments, and high engagement strategies. 

• Multi-Tiered System of Support (MTSS)-Each grade-level team conducts weekly MTSS meetings 

with an administrator and counselor to identify student needs and determine interventions. Data and 

progress monitoring help evaluate effectiveness to ensure student success.  

• Common Assessments- Professional development provided on writing common assessments 

provided teachers with the tools needed. Teachers use regular formative and summative 

assessments to drive instruction and measure learning. Additionally, co-content partners meet 

regularly with administrators to share their analysis of assessments to refine teacher effectiveness 

and increase student achievement.  

• Vertical and Horizontal Content and Grade-Level Teaming- Vertical content teams meet monthly 

and horizontal content teams meet weekly as an integral part of the articulation to maintain growth 

for all students.  They collaborate to ensure that the work expected at each grade-level moves 

forward as students progress through middle school and tasks become increasingly demanding at 

each grade-level. Teachers dialog to ensure that the material covered is aligned to the Colorado 

Academic Standards and embedded with high depth of knowledge questioning. 

• Professional Learning Communities (PLC) - One planning period every day the teachers with time 

for curriculum collaboration with content partners at each grade-level. Teams use this time to 

collaborate, plan, conduct data digs and engage in PLC protocols to support their students. This 

time is in addition to the teachers’ personal planning period.



Developmental Responsiveness
Raider Time- Raider Time fosters an exciting and positive school culture in which all students, staff, 

and community are connected. Students have a staff advisor for their entire time at Russell. This 

advisor serves as a mentor whom the student can trust. During Raider Time, students engage in 

character building, class-to-class competitions, monitor their grades, and create academic and 

behavior goals. The staff and student body is divided into five color teams that compete in a variety 

of academic and extracurricular activities to win the coveted Raider Cup. 

Service Learning- Students are involved in service projects that relate to improving the world 

around them and foster an appreciation of the things they have in their lives. Our 8th grade 

WEB (Where Everybody Belongs) kids are mentors to every 6th grade student, welcoming 

them into the Russell family.  WEB kids greet all building guests when we host activities for 

the community and parents. Our WEB leaders organize a Harvest of Love food drive that 

collects over 5,000 pounds of food for the community.  The REACH Out service learning 

club makes burritos and collects clothing for the homeless every other Saturday. Our 

students, staff, and community raise at least $2000 each year to send World War II Veterans 

to Washington DC to visit memorials though the Southern Colorado Honor Flight 

Organization.  Our NJHS students each perform 50 hours of community service including a 

campaign to recycle.  Our performing arts students and staff perform at Greatest Generation 

Ever luncheons several times a year.  We collaborate with HOPE International to provide 

backpacks to foster children throughout the city and supplies for winter to the homeless. 

Students are encouraged to help the community around them. 

• Performing Arts Program- Our rich performing arts electives motivate students to develop their own 

interests, discover their identity, and excel in the arts.  When students pursue their love of dance, 

drama, choir, instrumental music or speech/debate, they naturally challenge themselves and clearly 

set high goals for their individual and collective performance.  Many students have participated in 

the PTA Reflections competition with several receiving state and national awards. Students and staff 

plan and participate together in school-wide projects like the Veterans Day Assembly where each 

year over 150 veterans and active duty military accept the invitation to enjoy a celebration and 

remembrance in their honor. Students also plan the end of the year student-focused celebration 

assembly. Over 85% of our student population is involved in these opportunities.   

• Raider Time Student Committee- We have created a student advisory committee for Raider Time. 

 This further enhances the Raider Time vision of fostering an exciting and positive school culture in 



which all students, staff, and community are connected.  Additionally, this supports the program’s 

four overarching goals: to develop relationships and increase investment in education, foster 

academic success and support post-secondary workforce readiness, enhance our school culture 

and spirit, and build character and citizenship.  The committee consists of 15 students representing 

all grade levels and color teams. They meet a minimum of one time per month during Raider Time 

to provide feedback on every facet of the program and to maintain and increase student buy-in and 

engagement.  

• PBIS- A well developed, ever evolving group, the PBIS committee works with our ROCKS system 

to develop a positive climate and citizenship skills. The PBIS committee has expanded to include 

WEB and Raider Time staff leaders. We collaborate with the Institute for Excellence and Ethics to 

expand implementation of our embedded character education program.  The PBIS team meets 

regularly to discuss the culture of the school and new ideas that encourage the positive climate. 

There is a focus on school-wide, grade-wide, and individual celebrations for those students who are 

positive influences on the school, such as positive referrals, Raider of the Month and Staff Member 

of the month, ROCKS tickets, ROCKS Shop, and color team points for Raider Time. Grade-level 

teachers have developed their own system to encourage positive classroom culture, including end 

of quarter celebrations to recognize students based on their academic performance, attendance, 

citizenship, and behavior. 

 

Social Equity 

Three-Tiered MTSS Problem-Solving Process- We are proactive to address student academic and 

behavioral needs. Our MTSS is a systemic approach to ensure that students have academic and 

behavioral supports as soon as they need them. Each team, with the support of administrators and 

counselors, facilitate problem-solving processes when students show signs of underperformance or 

demonstrate a need for enrichment. Problem-solving teams develop interventions, collect data, and 

refine student plans for success in a data-driven approach. Instruction is organized into a three-tier 

model to meet student learning needs 

• Performing Arts Groups - The daily schedule is designed so that students in 6th, 7th, & 8th grade 

may be grouped by performance level into their performing arts and electives classes 

• Schools to Watch and National School of Character Recipient – Feedback given by state and 

national awarding organizations helps to drive school improvement processes.  One such example 

of this is the embedding of our character education program into Raider Time and the surveying of 

students. 



• Raider Time- Small groups of students build trusting communities with a staff advisor where each 

student is valued and part of a team. Students are in a safe place where “everyone knows their 

name.” Students have the opportunity to share about themselves, build character, and participate in 

team building.  

• Raider Cup- Each year, the five color teams compete for points in academics, attendance, school 

participation, class-to-class competitions, intramurals, and community events. These points 

accumulate and at the end of the year REACH assembly, the winning color team with the most 

points wins the Raider Cup for the year. 

• Discipline Model-Teachers, counselors, and administrators use a progressive discipline model 

featuring ongoing contact with parents to leverage the discipline process toward positive behavioral 

choices. There is emphasis on the “teachable moment” in the discipline interaction. RMS uses a 

discipline matrix for consistency among all administrators when dealing with student behaviors. 

Administrators analyze data and share findings with staff on a quarterly basis. These data directs 

the focus of our PBIS emphasis. Through this model, discipline referrals dropped dramatically by 

75% over the last 8 years. 

Organizational Support 

Principal- It is the principal’s responsibility to hold the school-improvement enterprise together. Day-

to-day interactions throughout the building and weekly team meetings drive school improvement 

efforts to support and maintain momentum. When assessing professional growth plans, 

observations, evaluations, and the USIP, the principal focuses on solutions rather than problems. 

The principal involves all parties in the timely implementation of solutions.  

• Team Leadership- By working in effective teams where every voice is heard, collective leadership 

exists in the building that focuses on continued school improvement. Quality input is provided by 

administration, counseling, content area, and grade-level teams. Together we work through 

problems to create and facilitate student success. Weekly meeting agendas include MTSS, 

standards, high engagement strategies, lesson planning, DOK level questioning, and 

interdisciplinary connections. Administrators and counselors attend these meetings to maximize 

communication. 

• Content PLC Teams- In content teams, teachers explore standards-based strategies and 

professional responsibilities. They regularly examine data, adapt new teaching techniques, and 

share ideas to inspire learning in their respective content areas. Teams begin the school year by 

critically analyzing student data and developing best practices to support academic achievement. 



Co-teaching strategies and common assessments enrich the work and synergy of these content 

PLC teams. 

Professional Learning Community- The staff functions as a professional learning community.  Staff 

members are comfortable exploring new ideas together. Teachers participate in quality 

improvement processes in tandem; new ideas and decisions are met with continuous 

dialogue, analysis, reflection, and improvement.  

•Second Planning Period- Teachers receive a team planning time each day, in addition to their 

individual planning time, as an opportunity for PLC work, MTSS conversations, and learning from 

each other. Vertical Articulation - 6th grade teachers regularly articulate with feeder elementary 

schools and 8th grade teachers collaborate with destination high schools. 6th, 7th, and 8th grade 

teachers communicate about curriculum in their regular content meetings. 


