
 
 

 

How a Rural School’s Focus on Student 
Engagement Changed Everything 
 
In just two years, Frakes School Center, an isolated, 
rural Pre-K–8 school in Bell County, Kentucky, 
moved from the second-lowest accountability 
rating (orange) across academic indicators to the 
second-highest-ranked middle school and the 
twelfth-highest ranked elementary school in the 
entire commonwealth. Serving approximately 115 
elementary and middle-school students, with 
more than 75% qualifying for free or reduced 
lunch, Frakes faced challenges common to small 
rural schools: limited staffing, geographic isolation, 
and constrained resources. What changed was not 
the students who came to school every day, but 
how the adults worked together to improve 
teaching and learning for those students. 
 

This case study tells the story of how the Frakes 
faculty, led by Principal Christie Willis, achieved 
this dramatic turnaround. 

 

Identifying the Challenge—and 
the Needs 
 

When Principal Willis joined Frakes in 
February 2022, one of her first initiatives was 
to conduct Learning Walks and data reviews. 
But as a new leader, Principal Willis 
recognized that “this work of learning where 
we were had to be done with teachers, rather 
than to them.” As a staff, the team examined 
patterns across classrooms and reached a 
common conclusion: While classrooms were 
orderly and relationships were generally 
positive, students were not consistently 
engaged in the kind of thinking, discussion, 
and application required for deep learning. 

 

 

 

Looking at the Data 
As engagement strategies became more consistent and refined, student outcomes shifted. Kentucky 
Summative Assessment (KSA) data reflected increased proficiency in reading and mathematics across 
grade spans, along with substantial gains on accountability indicators. 
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Elementary 
School 49.6 

590/701 
schools 71.2 

248/697 
schools +21.6 96.5 

12/697 
schools +25.3 

Middle  
School 57.5 171/310 

schools 68.5 89/319 
schools +11.0 101.6 2/318 

schools +33.1 
 

Color Key for Accountability Indicator and Overall Cut Scores 
KY Elementary Schools  Very Low (0–37.9)  Low (38.0–54.9)  Medium (55.0–69.9)  High (70.0–82.9)  Very High (83.0+) 

KY Middle Schools  Very Low (0–35.9)  Low (36.0–50.9)  Medium (51.0–63.9)  High (71.0–80.9)  Very High (81.0+) 

FROM CODE ORANGE TO #2 IN KENTUCKY: 
 A TOTAL TURNAROUND IN TWO YEARS 
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The issue was not effort or commitment. It 
was coherence. Teachers recognized that 
instructional practices varied widely and that 
conversations about teaching often 
remained general or compliance-focused. 
What the school needed was a shared 
instructional focus and a precise set of tools 
that would allow teachers to talk about and 
improve practice in concrete, actionable 
ways.  
  
Establishing a Common 
Language Through the 
Thoughtful Classroom 
 

Rather than launching multiple initiatives, 
the Frakes team committed to a single, 
high-leverage priority: student engagement. 
To support this focus, Professional Learning 
Communities were redesigned to meet twice 
monthly with an explicit instructional 
purpose. Administrative business was 
removed from PLC agendas, creating 
protected time for the study of teaching and 
learning.  
 

Working closely with Rick Fisher, a former 
Kentucky turnaround principal and current 
Thoughtful Classroom coach, the faculty 
adopted The Thoughtful Classroom not as a 
program to implement, but as a practical 
toolbox of instructional techniques and 
strategies for improving engagement and 
learning. Professional development sessions 
were designed with two key goals in mind: 
First, introducing and modeling a wide 
variety of engagement and deep-learning 
tools for the entire staff through summer 
academies; and second, building in ongoing 
sessions with Rick focused on helping 
teachers select, implement, and refine their 
use of particular strategies tied to their 
instructional goals.  

 

With Rick’s and Principal Willis’s support, the 
teachers worked to implement specific tools 
and strategies from Thoughtful Classroom’s 
Tools for Today’s Educators series, tying their 
learning of new techniques to a variety of 
research-based “levers” proven to increase 
student engagement. For example, to 
increase engagement through . . . 

• Curiosity, the team focused on tools 
and strategies like Hooks and Bridges, 
Window Notes, and A & Q. 

• Collaboration and conversation, the 
team focused on tools and strategies 
like Physical Barometer, Knee-to-Knee 
Conferences, and Community CIRCLE. 

• Personal goal setting, the team 
focused on tools and strategies like I 
Can & I Will, Goal Cards, and GOT It. 

• Active meaning making, the team 
focused on tools and strategies like 
Reading for Meaning, 4-2-1 
Summarize, and Task Rotation. 

 

These tools gave the staff a common 
language for instruction. Teachers were 
able to align tools and strategies to lesson 
objectives, describe how students 
responded, and analyze impact based on 
patterns observed in student work.  
 

As Principal Willis explains, “This shared 
language really brought our team 
together. Defensiveness disappeared 
and was replaced by reflection and 
powerful conversations about teaching, 
learning, and best practices.” Best of all, 
the regular use and refinement of these 
tools and strategies changed the culture 
of classrooms across the school: Student 
engagement increased dramatically, and 
with it, achievement scores began their 
year-over-year climb.  
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Building Shared Leadership 
Through Collaborative Learning 

 

Professional learning at Frakes was 
intentionally designed to be teacher-driven. 
PLC facilitation rotated among team 
members, with teachers leading sessions to 
share how they were adapting Thoughtful 
Classroom strategies in their own 
classrooms. Successes and missteps were 
treated as collective learning opportunities, 
not individual evaluations. 
 

Principal Willis supported this work by 
creating the conditions for shared 
leadership—participating in PLCs, modeling 
strategies, coaching alongside teachers, and 
reinforcing that instructional improvement 
was a team responsibility. As this 
collaborative culture took hold, the staff’s 
sense of collective efficacy grew. Teachers 
began to see improvement not as something 
imposed from outside the school, but as the 
product of their shared effort and expertise. 

Sustaining Improvement 
Through Collective Practice 
 

Today, the use of Thoughtful Classroom 
tools at Frakes is no longer framed as an 
initiative. It is simply how teachers plan 
lessons, observe one another’s classrooms, 
and talk about instruction. Peer 
observations are emerging as the next step 
in professional learning, allowing teachers 
to see engagement strategies in action and 
reflect together using a shared instructional 
lens. 

Frakes School Center’s journey illustrates a 
familiar but often overlooked truth: 
meaningful school improvement does not 
depend on size, location, or programs. 
When educators agree on what matters, 
share a common language for practice, 
and learn together over time, even the 
smallest schools can achieve 
extraordinary results. 

 

Data Highlights 
 Frakes Middle School’s state ranking moved from #171 to #2 in two years. 

 Frakes Elementary School’s state ranking moved from #590 to #12 in two years.  

 In 2025, Frakes Middle School was ranked as the #1 middle school in Kentucky for Combined 
Writing, with 100% of 8th-grade students scoring as Distinguished or Proficient. 

 In 2025, Frakes Middle School was ranked as the #4 middle school in Kentucky for Social Studies, 
with 75% of 8th-grade students scoring as Distinguished or Proficient. 

 At Frakes Elementary School, the number of students scoring as Proficient in mathematics 
tripled over three years—moving from 16.7% in 2022 to 51.0% in 2025.  

 Across all tested grades (Grades 3–8), over half of the students moved up at least one 
performance level in math and reading between 2024 and 2025. 

 In Grade 4, proficiency scores in mathematics jumped 55 percentile points in one year—from 20% 
in 2024 to 75% in 2025.  
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