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Principal Vicki Palmer 
St. Mary Catholic School 
132 W. Butler Street 
Manchester, IA  52057  
 
Dear Principal Palmer 
 
Attached is the report of findings for the Comprehensive School Improvement Site Visit conducted at St. 
Mary School on January 19-20, 2011.  The report is based upon a variety of interviews conducted with 
district staff and stakeholder groups during the indicated dates, and review of documents submitted to the 
Department and on-site.   
 
The site visit was designed to assess the district’s progress with its Comprehensive School Improvement 
Plan (CSIP), provide a general assessment of educational practices within the district, make 
recommendations for improvement, and determine compliance with state accreditation standards and 
applicable federal program requirements.   
 
Based on the findings from the comprehensive site visit, St. Mary Catholic School maintains State of Iowa 
accreditation.  No non-compliance issues were noted and no corrective action plan is required. 
 
The report reflects consensus of the following team members: 
 
Department of Education Representative: 
Holly Barnes, School Improvement Consultant 
 
Archdiocese of Dubuque Representative: 
Deb Fleckenstein,  Special Projects Coordinator 
 
Local Education Agency Representatives: 
John Pesetski, Principal, LaSalle Catholic System, Luxemburg and Holy Cross, IA 
 
It is our hope this report will provide guidance to enhance student achievement in the district and support 
continuing conversations among staff and community members about the local education system, how 
and what students are learning, and how more students can learn at higher levels. 
 
As part of St. Mary Catholic School’s continuous improvement process, the district must review its current 
CSIP and provide revisions as needed.  Revisions should be based on the district’s needs assessments 
(including the attached report), student achievement data, stakeholder input, and established priorities.  
Recertification of the CSIP must be completed by September 15

th
, 2011.  Directions for revision and 

submission of the CSIP can be found at: https://www.edinfo.state.ia.us/securelogin.asp.   
 
The Department would appreciate the district’s feedback regarding its site visit experience.  This 
feedback will inform the Department’s efforts to continuously improve the comprehensive site visit 
process.  A short online survey has been developed and is available at the following site: 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/W58H5LZ.  The survey will take approximately ten minutes to 
complete.  Responses are confidential and shared in aggregate form with members of the Department’s 
School Improvement Team.   
 

https://www.edinfo.state.ia.us/securelogin.asp
https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/W58H5LZ
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The visiting team again extends its gratitude to you and the St. Mary’s Catholic School staff and patrons 
in preparing for and showing courtesy during the visit.  Thank you for your time and cooperation.   
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
 
 
 
School Improvement Consultant 
Bureau of Accreditation and Improvement Services 
Iowa Department of Education 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Del Hoover, Deputy Administrator 
Bureau of Accreditation and Improvement Services 
Iowa Department of Education 
 
cc:  Site Visit Team Members 
  School Board President 
  Iowa Department of Education Official File 
  AEA Office 
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Vision, Mission, and Goals 

 
In an improving district/school, the vision, mission, and goals are clearly communicated 
in the school and community. Stakeholders understand and share a commitment to the 
district/school expectations, goals, priorities, assessment procedures, and 
accountability.  The vision guides allocations of time and resources.  Evidence includes, 
but is not limited to, the following:  
 Clearly articulated mission is established collaboratively with stakeholder groups 

representing the diversity of the community. 
 Vision, mission, and goals are communicated throughout the system and 

community. 
 The vision and mission of the district/school guide teaching and learning. 
 Every five years, the comprehensive needs assessment process, with input from 

stakeholders, is used to review and revise the beliefs, mission, and/or vision; major 
educational needs; and student learning goals. 

 Academic and academic-related data are analyzed and used to determine prioritized 
goals. 

 Goals guide assessment of student achievement, district/school effectiveness, and 
the allocation of time and resources. 

 The vision, mission, and goals support values of respecting and valuing diversity. 
 
Noted Strengths: 

1. Teacher interview groups reported the principal and teachers meet with the 
school board to discuss the school’s vision, mission, and goals twice a year. All 
groups commented positively about this practice. 

 
2. The school has established goals for the next five years.  Examples include: 

 Increasing donations from third party sources 

 Leveling tuition 

 Increasing enrollment 

 Continuing advancement in technology 

 School Tuition Organization (STO) and tuition assistance  
 

3. Teachers and the principal created a binder which details the vision, mission, and 
goals as well as strategies used to achieve those goals.  From this activity, the 
staff determined revision of the vision, mission, and goals is necessary and are 
taking steps to personalize these statements this spring. 

 
Recommendations for Improvement: 

4. The site visit team recommends the school consider placing the school’s vision, 
mission, and goals in more publications (i.e., newsletters, board agenda, 
handbooks, registration forms).  Doing so may cause more stakeholders to feel a 
greater sense of ownership in the school.  It could also serve as a marketing tool 
for the school to increase enrollment.  
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5. In the 2002 site visit report, the recommendation was made to include former 

students on the school’s School Improvement Advisory Committee (SIAC).  The 
site visit team noted currently there are two former students on this committee.  
In order to ease the transition from St. Mary’s school to the West Delaware public 
school. The site visit team recommends the school consider partnering with West 
Delaware and have former students serve as mentors for incoming students. 

 
 
 
 



 

4 

 

 
Leadership 

 
In an improving district/school, leaders communicate a shared sense of purpose and 
understanding of the district/school’s values. Leaders have a visible presence, provide 
resources and ensure two-way communication between the educational system and 
stakeholders. Leaders provide encouragement, recognition, and support for improving 
student learning and staff performance. Leadership is committed, persistent, proactive, 
and distributed throughout the system.  Evidence includes, but is not limited to, the 
following: 

 Policies and procedures are established to effectively support district/school 
operations. 

 The school board and district/school administrators implement an evaluation system 
that provides for the professional growth of all personnel.  

 Policies and practices are implemented to reduce and eliminate discrimination and 
harassment and to reflect, respect, and celebrate diversity.   

 The role and responsibility of administrative leaders is supported, respected, and 
understood.  

 A clearly defined system and expectations are established for the collection, 
analysis, and use of data regarding student achievement and progress with the 
Comprehensive School Improvement Plan (CSIP).  

 The capacity of staff, students, and parents to contribute and lead is built and 
supported.  

 Opportunities for participation are provided for input, feedback, and ownership for 
student and system success among staff, students, parents, and community.  

 Equity in access to learning opportunities and compliance with local, state, and 
federal legislation is ensured.  

 Leaders at all levels understand and manage the change process. 
 
 
Noted Strengths: 

6. Teachers and parents spoke positively about the new principal meeting with each 
student to review their Iowa Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS) scores and report cards.  
Interviewees reported she explained the manner in which the assessment is 
scored and explained in detail how each student performed.  She also made 
suggestions for improvement for future assessments. 

 
7. Teacher interviewees noted the principal is visible in classrooms throughout the 

day, every day.  They reported students took notice of this practice.  Teachers 
felt supported by the principal and students appreciated her presence and 
familiarity with them individually. 

 
8. SIAC members reported knowing the extent of their responsibilities and shared 

examples of how they made recommendations to the school board regarding 
student achievement.  They also had discussions regarding student 
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preparedness for the world beyond St. Mary’s Catholic School and 
recommended the board approve a Career Day for students.  The board 
approved this recommendation. 

 
9. Evaluation of the principal is ongoing.  Board members reported they evaluate 

the principal annually as well as monthly informal evaluations.  
 
 
 
Recommendations for Improvement: 
 

10. Former students (Current SIAC members) shared a smoother transition to middle 
school could be made with the inclusion of a West Delaware middle school 
teacher as a member of the SIAC.  St. Mary’s is a JK-6 school. 
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Collaborative Relationships 

 
 

In an improving district/school, stakeholders understand and support the mission and 
goals of the district/school and have meaningful roles in the decision-making process.  
Collaboration results from a culture of participation, responsibility, and ownership 
among stakeholders from diverse community groups.  Educators in the system develop 
and nurture a professional culture and collaborative relationships marked by mutual 
respect and trust inside and outside of the organization. The system works together with 
balance between district direction and school autonomy.  Evidence includes, but is not 
limited to, the following:   
 Instructional staff is provided opportunities for interaction to focus on professional 

issues. 
 Instructional staff constructively analyzes and critiques practices and procedures 

including content, instruction, and assessment. 
 Instructional staff follows established procedures to resolve professional conflicts, 

solve problems, share information about students, and communicate student 
information to parents. 

 Processes and procedures that invite and respect stakeholder input, support, and 
interaction are implemented by the district/school. 

 Parents are involved as partners in the educational process. 
 Positive alliances among school staff, students, parents, and diverse community 

groups are created and nurtured. 
 
Noted Strengths: 

11. St. Mary’s school shares multiple resources with the West Delaware Community 
School District as well as the Manchester community.  Examples included: 

 Transportation provided by West Delaware CSD 

 Shared Title I teacher with West Delaware CSD 

 Input on the district academic and professional development calendar 

 Band with West Delaware 

 Use of the public library 

 Magic Match program where local businesses adopt a St. Mary’s class 

 Junior Achievement 

 Hospital support and presentations 

 Fire and police department presentations 

 Always Concerning Education (ACE) with all proceeds going to St. Mary’s 
School to help fund projects 

 Mayor of Manchester is on the school’s SIAC and visits with students 
periodically 

 
12. In an effort to honor planning and instructional time, all licensed staff has begun 

blogging their reflection to the content of articles that appear in The Witness, a 
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publication from the Archdiocese of Dubuque.  Teachers are beginning to utilize 
this practice in other venues, as well. 

 
Recommendations for Improvement: 
 

13. Board members shared interest for a Marketing/Development Director that could 
be a shared position with the parish.  Interviewees reported this person could 
coordinate third source income efforts as well as recruit new families to the 
parish. 

 
14. In an effort to continue to reach out to all stakeholders and to partner with all 

families in the education of their children, the school might consider using the 
resources found on the website www.IowaParents.org.  These resources speak 
to creating a welcoming environment and including all families in the work of the 
school.  The documents on this webpage are also available in Spanish.  The 
school might also consider the book Beyond the Bake Sale by Don Davies, Anne 
Henderson, Vivian Johnson, and Karen Mapp, which speaks to the partnership 
necessary for educational success for students. 

 

 
 
 

http://www.iowaparents.org/
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Learning Environment 

 
In an improving district/school, the school environment is conducive to teaching and 
learning. The environment is safe, orderly, purposeful, and free from threat of physical, 
social, and emotional harm. Teachers are familiar with students’ cultures and know how 
to work effectively in a multi-cultural setting. Students are guided to think critically about 
learning and have opportunities to apply learning to real world situations.  Classrooms 
are integrated with diverse learners (i.e., gender, race, special needs, at-risk, gifted).  
Evidence includes, but is not limited to, the following:  

 Rules and procedures for behavior and consequences are clearly communicated 
and consistently administered. 

 School facilities are physically accessible and school routines enhance student 
learning. 

 Materials, resources, technology, programs, and activities reflecting diversity are 
available to all students. 

 The district/school provides a clean, inviting, welcoming environment. 

 A clearly understood crisis management plan is established, communicated, and 
implemented when necessary. 

 Teaching and learning are protected from external disturbances and internal 
distractions. 

 The district/school reflects the contributions and perspectives of diverse groups and 
preserves the cultural dignity of staff, students, and parents. 

 
Noted Strengths: 

15. Supports are in place to meet the needs of all learners at St. Mary’s School.  
Reading Plus is a program designed for struggling readers and is available to 
students in grades Kindergarten to 2nd grade.  Teachers use guided reading 
practices to increase reading comprehension skills of students in need.  The 
Think, Write, Investigate, Share, and Think some more (TWIST) program is 
designed to address the needs of students who score at 95% or above on the 
ITBS and whose teachers have recommended students for this accelerated 
program.  Other examples of a positive learning environment at St. Mary’s 
School included: 

 Low student/teacher ratio (13:1) 

 Creative scheduling (1 ½ teachers per student for reading and math) 

 Use of Instructional Decision Making (IDM) 

 Before and after school care 
 

16. All interviewees noted the school is safe and secure.  Doors are always locked, 
except for the front door where patrons are required to sign in.  The school will 
soon be seeking bids for a front door alarm system.  In addition, the following 
measures are in place to ensure safety for St. Mary’s students and staff: 

 Emergency 911 cards in each classroom 
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 Two –way radios for teachers when students are outside at recess 

 Emergency buckets in each room containing duct tape, flashlights, orange 
vests, batteries, and band-aids 

 Staff members are on duty before and after school at multiple locations inside 
and outside of the building. 

Students reported little to no incidence of bullying and harassment. 
 
Recommendations for Improvement: 

17. Multiple interview groups noted the need for a guidance counselor.  Teachers 
noted greater student needs after the floods and tornadoes last summer.  
Students were dealing with issues teachers didn’t feel adequately trained for to 
respond appropriately.  The site visit team recommends the school explore 
sharing a counselor with a neighboring school or contact Amy Holst at Keystone 
AEA for assistance in this area. 

 
18. Teachers and instructional support staff expressed a concern for the lack of 

student instructional time with the technology teacher.  Currently, students are in 
the technology class ½ hour per week.  Concern was shared the technology 
teacher doesn’t have enough time with students to work through an entire project 
or process.  The site visit team recommends the school explore options for 
alternate scheduling inclusive of an extended technology block. More effort is 
needed to improve integration of technology in to all academic areas.  All 
classroom teachers should be integrating technology.  Integration of technology 
appears to be based on the teacher’s level of competency rather than based on 
student need.  The site visit team encourages the school to explore ways in 
which the technology teacher can team with the classroom teacher to facilitate 
technology as a learning tool. Consider contacting Mark Klinkenfus with 
Keystone AEA for assistance in this area. 
 

19.  Multiple interviewees expressed a desire to be proactive in addressing diversity 
and preparing for increasing enrollment from diverse students.  Consider the 
following in addition to the many actions the school already takes: 

 Identify a school-wide working definition of diversity (considering 
race/ethnicity, culture, diverse opinions, alternative lifestyles, etc.) 

 Participate in opportunities for cultural competency professional development 
such as the annual Iowa Culture and Language Conference. 

Consider contacting Gisella Aitken-Shadle with the Archdiocese of Dubuque at 
563-556-2580 or dbqchm@arch.pvt.k12.ia.us for assistance in this area. 

 
 

mailto:dbqchm@arch.pvt.k12.ia.us
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Curriculum and Instruction 

 
In an improving district/school, curriculum challenges each student to excel, reflects a 
commitment to equity, and demonstrates an appreciation of diversity. There is an 
emphasis on principles of high quality instruction and clear expectations for what is 
taught.  Educators have a common understanding of quality teaching and learning. 
Instruction is designed to accommodate a wide range of learners within the classroom.  
Teachers have knowledge and skills need to effectively implement characteristics of 
effective instruction.  The staff accepts responsibility for the students’ learning of the 
essential curriculum (e.g., Iowa Core Curriculum).  Instructional time is allocated to 
support student learning.  Evidence includes, but is not limited to, the following:   

 Educators implement effective instructional practices for each and every student. 

 School and classroom tasks and activities are inherently engaging, relevant, and 
lead to applying knowledge to authentic tasks. 

 Content, instruction, assessments, and policy are aligned. 

 A shared vision of effective instruction is held by all instructional staff. 

 Curriculum and instruction reflect contributions from diverse racial, ethnic, and 
personal backgrounds. 

 Students are provided opportunity and time to learn. 

 Teachers are provided with an instructional framework for units that employs 
research-based strategies for use with diverse learner characteristics. 

 Instructional decision-making utilizes a process of collecting, analyzing, and 
summarizing data. 

 
Noted Strengths: 
 

20. Research-based reading strategies from the Reading First Program are practiced 
in the school.  Teachers create flexible learning groups to accommodate various 
ranges of development.   
 

21. The development of student skills related to use of technology has been a priority 
of the school.  This is evidenced with the recent purchase of a 24 unit computer 
cart which complements the computer lab.  According to students, parents, board 
members, administrators and teachers availability of hardware to augment 
students’ skills is an asset to the educational program 

 
Recommendations for Improvement: 

22. None noted. 
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Professional Development 

 
In an improving district/school, staff is qualified for assignments and engages in ongoing 
learning opportunities to improve effectiveness.  Student achievement and other 
sources of data are used to set goals for professional development. The district 
provides professional learning opportunities that include theory, demonstration, practice, 
and coaching.  Evidence includes, but is not limited to, the following:   
 Professional development focus is determined through the analysis of student 

achievement and performance data. 
 Professional development is focused and based on research-based strategies. 
 Professional development sessions build on one another, are distributed throughout 

the school year, and are sustained over time. 
 Time is provided for teachers to collaborate and apply new content and pedagogical 

knowledge. 
 An established system provides support to monitor and evaluate implementation of 

professional development and its impact on student learning. 
 Formative student data and teacher implementation data are used to adjust 

professional development and guide instructional decisions. 
 All school staff members, instructional and non-instructional, are provided 

professional development to support job roles and functions.  
 Professional development activities contribute to the capacity of all school staff to 

develop cultural competence and to reflect and respect diversity in classroom and 
work environments. 

 
 
Noted Strengths: 
 

23. School board members, the administrator, teachers, and support staff recognize 
the quality and consistency of professional development. The school board 
communicates their support (time, money, materials) for faculty and board 
professional development through a variety of venues including the Technology 
Curriculum Leaders Program (TCL) program and the Leader’s Gram, a monthly 
publication provided to school boards from the Archdiocese of Dubuque.  
Teachers share their professional development opportunities with each other 
through scheduled professional sharing time. 

 
24. Teachers are involved with the planning and implementation of professional 

development through the schools Building Leadership Team (BLT). Use of data 
collected, analyzed, and used for further professional development planning will 
be expanded and tied to the school’s Iowa Core implementation plan. Teachers 
are given the opportunity to be instructional leaders with their peers. Teachers 
and support staff reported being encouraged and supported financially ($600 per 
year) to participate in learning opportunities to promote individual professional 
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development. The school will expand the implementation of the Iowa 
Professional Development Model (IPDM) and the IDM model in the future. 

 
Recommendations for Improvement: 
 

25. The school has a positive learning environment, which sets the groundwork to 
begin a concentrated effort into analyzing student achievement. Use of research-
based strategies, along with a quality professional development program that 
incorporates the IDM and IPDM will aid the school in reaching even higher 
academic achievement. Future professional development should reflect the 
components of theory, demonstration, practice, feedback, and coaching in a 
collaborative context.  

 
26. The school is encouraged to develop a plan for focused, long-term, sustained 

professional development rather than a variety of professional development 
topics. The focus of professional development should be to impact student 
learning; therefore professional development must be data based, focused on 
one or two research-based strategies, and sustained over time. It is 
recommended that at least 80 percent of professional development time be spent 
focused on instructional strategies and skills. To aid with this the school is 
encouraged to: 

 Analyze student achievement data to inform professional development 
planning/needs of teachers 

 Develop professional development goals for teachers based upon the needs 
indicated by the data 

 Select the research-based strategies to best address the identified area of 
need 

 Provide sustained, in-depth professional development opportunities focused 
on only one or two strategies 

 Collect baseline data to be used in determining the effectiveness of the 
professional development strategies implemented 

 Monitor the implementation of the new strategies 
Consider visiting the Iowa Department of Education website for assistance in this 
area: 
http://www.iowa.gov/educate/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=23
2&Itemid=1286 
 

 
 

http://www.iowa.gov/educate/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=232&Itemid=1286
http://www.iowa.gov/educate/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=232&Itemid=1286
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Monitoring and Accountability 

 
In an improving district/school, the district/school establishes a comprehensive system 
that monitors and documents performance of student progress, curriculum, instruction, 
programs, and initiatives.  Results from assessments drive the goal setting and 
decision-making processes. Leadership supports a system that regularly analyzes 
student performance and program effectiveness.  Instructional decision-making utilizes 
a process of collecting, analyzing, and summarizing data.  Evidence includes, but is not 
limited to, the following:   
 A system for district-wide student assessments, including multiple measures that are 

valid and reliable, is implemented. 
 Decision-making for the continuous improvement of instruction and student learning 

using student achievement and teacher implementation data is employed. 
 The district’s/school’s cycle of program evaluation as noted in its CSIP is 

implemented. 
 Summative evaluation processes are used to determine whether professional 

development has resulted in improved student learning. 
 
 
Noted Strengths: 

27. The following tables show grade levels where St. Mary’s student’s demonstrated 
proficiency above the state and averages in the reading, mathematics, and 
science subtests on the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS).  Data reflect 
achievement from the 2009-2010 school year and include all students tested. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendations for Improvement: 
 

28. The site visit team noted the school is improving its efforts to use data to drive 
decision-making.  However, the data reviewed appears to be primarily 
summative rather than formative.  Formative assessment tools may provide more 
objective/consistent information. The team encourages the school to expand the 

Grade Level/Subject St. Mary’s 
School 

State 
Average 

Keystone 
AEA 

3rd Grade Reading 85.72% 75.53% 77.6% 

3rd Grade Math 90.48% 76.2% 80.67% 

3rd Grade Science 99% 80.29% 83.06% 

4th Grade Math 95.24% 79.17% 81.65% 

4th Grade Science 85.72% 83.8% 84.38% 

5th Grade Reading 82.61% 77.57% 78.4% 

5th Grade Math 91.3% 79.66% 82.43% 

5th Grade Science 91.3% 83% 84.8% 

6th Grade Reading 73.33% 69.4% 70.55% 

6th Grade Science 93.33% 80.77% 81.84% 
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use of data to make decisions, particularly formative data to help teachers drive 
decisions made at the classroom level.  Examples of such data could include 
strategy implementation logs, diagnostic assessment data, and feedback from 
students and parents.  This will allow teachers to make adjustments in classroom 
instruction throughout the school year when necessary instead of operating 
under the assumption that students are making adequate progress. 
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Areas of Non-Compliance:  Chapter 12 

 
None noted
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Areas of Non-Compliance:  Outside of Chapter 12 

 
None noted 


