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Introduction

e 6:15 AM.: Wake up, get ready for school, and grab a quick breakfast
e 7:00 AM.: Walk to bus stop to catch the 7:10 school bus

e 7:50 AM. to 3:00 PM.: School day that includes AP Calculus, AP U.S. History,
AP English, Honors Spanish, Biology, Art History, and Physical Education.
Also includes student council meeting during lunch.

e 3:00 PM. to 3:45 PM.: Service club meeting after school

e 4:00 PM. to 6:15 PM.: Swim team practice

e 6:45 PM.: Arrive home, shower, dinner, and three to four hours of homework
e 11:30 PM.: Bedtime, depending on homework load

e And then start this routine all over again the next day.

This is a fairly typical schedule for a high-achieving high school student. On top of
seven hours of classes, some of which are honors or advanced levels, most students have
sports practices after school, at least one other extracurricular activity —sometimes
more —and several hours of homework. Other students may have fewer honors courses
but have responsibilities at home or at after-school jobs that keep them just as busy.
It is no wonder that these students are exhausted and stressed out. Our research at
high-achieving schools has found that high school students get, on average, about six
and a halfhours of sleep each night (Galloway, Conner, & Pope, 2013), in spite of the fact
that sleep experts recommend approximately nine hours of sleep for healthy develop-
ment (Eaton et al., 2010). National research also shows that academics are the leading
cause of stress for nine- to thirteen-year-olds and a top concern for high school stu-
dents as well (National Association of Health Education Centers, 2005). In response to



this stress, students are increasingly engaging in harmful behaviors, including overuse
of stimulants such as Adderall and Ritalin, known as “study drugs,” binge-drinking, and
“cutting” or other self-harm practices (Feliz, 2013; Goldberg, 2012). In fact, 73 percent
of high school students say that stress is the main reason they use drugs (Partnership for
Drug-Free Kids, 2008). The effects of this unhealthy stress and overload reach beyond
high school; nationwide, 50 percent of college students have felt overwhelming anxiety,
and 30 percent reported that they felt so depressed it was difficult to function (Amer-
ican College Health Association, 2012). Many students and parents feel they have no
choice but to continue day after day at this frantic pace. They believe the prospect of a
good education and future employment and security are at risk if they don’t.

Admittedly, many students in the United States have schedules that look nothing
like the one at the start of this chapter. For a wide variety of reasons, these students
may be struggling in remedial or basic level classes or on the verge of dropping out
of school; they may spend very little time on homework or extracurricular activities
and may have too much free time on their hands. For many of these kids, the current
education system isn’t working. But is it working well for the typical student who stays
in school, strives to learn the material, earns good grades, and plans to go to college?
In light of the mental and physical health concerns just outlined, along with reports
of rampant cheating in high school and college (for a review, see Challenge Success,
2012a), and research showing that many students—even those at the top —lack suffi-
cient critical thinking, communication, collaboration, creativity, and problem-solving
skills (American Management Association, 2010; Casner-Lott & Barrington, 2006;
Darling-Hammond & Conley, 2015; Lythcott-Haims, 2015), we question whether the
current education system is preparing students well for college and future careers. At
Challenge Success, we offer students, parents, and schools strategies for healthier and
more productive pathways to success.

Challenge Success, a research-based project founded at Stanford University’s Gradu-
ate School of Education, partners with schools and families to provide the information
and tools needed to create a more balanced and academically fulfilling life for kids.
Cofounders Denise Pope, Madeline Levine, and Jim Lobdell started Challenge Success
because, as mental health and education-reform experts, they knew they had to speak
out against an increasingly fast-paced world that was interfering with sound educa-
tional practices and harming kids physically and mentally. The program, which grew
from Denise Pope’s original work on Stressed-Out Students and celebrated a 10-year
anniversary in 2013, has reached almost 800,000 students, faculty, administrators, and
parents throughout the United States and across the globe. During our first decade we
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have learned what works and what doesn’t when trying to make changes in schools and
in homes. At the urging of those who have worked closely with us, we decided to write
a book of best practices that we hope will be shared widely so that more schools and
families can benefit from what we have learned.

While everything we do is based on research, our goal is to provide practical infor-
mation and tools to effect change. We know that teachers, administrators, and parents
can get overwhelmed by the research and jargon associated with school reform, and we
are here to help. We review and synthesize the literature from the field, match those
findings with knowledge from our own research and practice, and then help translate
research into reality. We work with teams of educators, parents, and students at schools
to identify problems and implement changes to school policies concerning curriculum,
assessment, scheduling, and a healthy school climate. We provide support to parents by
giving them the tools they need to help their children regain their balance, strengthen
their sense of self, and learn how to deal effectively with the inevitable challenges of life.
And we share our research findings widely via white papers, conferences, and webinars,
so that the public can make informed decisions about educating children and advocat-
ing for changes in local communities.

OUR PHILOSOPHY

At Challenge Success, we know that every child has his or her own story and path to
success. We believe that kids come with a wide variety of interests, skills, capacities, and
talents. They need love, support, limits, and a safe environment to develop their full
potential. This process of growing up is slow, deliberate, and often unpredictable, and
therefore requires that kids have the time and energy needed to mature into resilient,
caring, and engaged adults. Challenge Success recognizes that our current fast-paced,
high-pressure culture works against much of what we know about healthy child develop-
ment. The overemphasis on grades, test scores, and rote answers has stressed out some
kids and marginalized many more. We all want our kids to do well in school and to
master certain skills and concepts, but our largely singular focus on academic achieve-
ment has resulted in a lack of attention to other components of a successful life— the
ability to be independent, adaptable, ethical, and engaged critical thinkers. These traits,
frequently described as 21st century skills, have and will continue to serve students well
into the next century. Our work helps to foster learners who are healthy, motivated, and
skilled with these traits that will prepare them for the wide variety of tasks they will
face as adults.
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What have we learned over the last 10 years? Some policymakers and those in the
media want us to believe that schools are broken, but our experience doesn’t bear that
out. The teachers we meet care about their students and work hard. Our team-based
approach and in-depth professional development have shown that it is possible to make
changes to further improve schools. By focusing on what works, like hands-on learning
and alternative assessments, as well as educating students and parents about health-
ier ways to handle stress, we have positively impacted tens of thousands of kids. For
instance, as seen in the table below, schools make changes even in their first few years
working with Challenge Success.

How do we know if our work is making a difference? From our own evaluation fol-
lowing a small sample of schools over time, we found that when schools make substan-
tive changes to practices and policies such as those in the table below, student engage-
ment in school increases and student stress decreases. In addition, many students report
they feel more supported in school, are less likely to cheat, and are getting more sleep
(Challenge Success, 2014). Finally, schools report that these changes happen without
negatively affecting students’ academic achievement, college acceptance rates, or stan-
dardized test scores. We hope that compiling our lessons from the field and sharing best
practices will allow more schools and families to make positive changes like these, so
that all kids can succeed on their own terms and live healthier and more fulfilled lives.

Table 1.1 Initiatives in Schools as a Result of Work with Challenge Success

Percentage Percentage Examples of initiatives
of schools of schools accomplished or
accomplished accomplished in progress

or in progress or in progress

by Year 2 by Year 3

Students’ 100% 100% Revised exam or project calendars
schedule and Changed homework policies
use of time

Provided students with organizers
Changed to a later start time
Implemented new bell schedules
Moved to modified block scheduling
Revised athletics schedules

Instituted homework-free vacations
with finals before winter holiday
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Table 1.1 (continued)

Percentage
of schools

accomplished accomplished
or in progress or in progress

by Year 2

Percentage
of schools

by Year 3

Examples of initiatives
accomplished or
in progress

Project-based 40%
learning

Alternative 80%
assessment

Climate of 80%
care

50%

90%

100%

Used scheduling tools to prevent
over- and underscheduling of AP/
honors courses

Added community-building
school-wide projects

Modified units to incorporate
project-based learning

Incorporated project-based learning
into final assessments

Modified grading policy/weights

Gave ungraded assignments in first
quarter (comments only/no letter
grade)

Lowered significance of or eliminated
mid-term and final exams and
included more formative assessment
practices

Implemented “Revision &
Redemption” policies
Added new advisory periods

Initiated student mentorship
programs

Offered extra help periods/tutorials
Established a Student Union
Implemented wellness programs
Conducted senior exit interviews

Modified awards assemblies

(continued)
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Table 1.1 (continued)

Percentage Percentage Examples of initiatives
of schools of schools accomplished or
accomplished accomplished in progress

or in progress or in progress

by Year 2 by Year 3

Educating 100% 100% Organized parent book club
faculty, discussion groups

parents, and Held school-wide health fairs
students )
about Offered faculty professional

development on effective homework
practices and teaching for
engagement

well-being

Created parent education
programming

Started student-run Challenge
Success clubs
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Chapter O N E

From Vision to Action; An Overview
of the School Change Process

A CHEATING STORY

Megan was a high-performing student at an academically challenging parochial
school —and she was frustrated. Everywhere she looked it seemed like her classmates
were cheating. They copied each other’s papers, wrote answers on their shoes, and
forged notes to get extra time on tests; one student even created a custom water bottle
label with test material embedded in it. Megan had never cheated. She wanted to do
the right thing, but it felt like she was getting the short end of the stick. Why should
everyone else get ahead by cheating, but not her? She couldn’t help but think she was
in a situation where you had to “cheat or be cheated.” She considered approaching her
faculty advisor about what she was observing, but that was complicated. She didn’t
want to get her friends in trouble, and besides, it seemed like some of the teachers knew
what was going on and just looked the other way. So she decided not to do anything,
and her frustration continued to build.

Megan wasn’t the only one who noticed the cheating problem. A local newspaper
ran a story on extensive cheating at her school when some high-profile incidents were
leaked to the press. To their credit, the school leaders acknowledged that the school
had a problem, and they came to Challenge Success for help. They formed a team of



administrators, parents, teachers, and students that began to gather data to learn more
about why students were cheating. By interviewing and surveying students and faculty,
they learned that kids cheated for a number of reasons, such as having too much work
to complete in the time available, feeling pressured to take too many high-level courses
or to make a certain grade in a course, perceiving that the teachers didn’t care about
breaking the rules, and sometimes because they felt the whole system was unfair so
cheating didn’t really matter. The team collected and reported information on 38 inci-
dents of general cheating, along with 50 incidences of plagiarism during the course of
one school year, out of a total student body of approximately 1,600 students.

With data in hand, the team began a school-wide discussion on the importance of
integrity. A panel of students spoke candidly to the faculty, sharing what was happening
on campus and how concerned they were about the culture emerging at their school.
As aresult of these conversations, students and teachers together created an honor code
to be used with every paper, quiz, test, project, and assessment. They also engaged in a
massive educational effort to make sure that all parties— students, parents, faculty, and
administrators —understood what this new honor code meant. All stakeholders signed
the agreement, showing a commitment to solving the integrity problem together. The
school made it clear that the honor code was in place to help students and faculty take
responsibility for poor choices, not just to punish cheaters. The academic integrity task
force clearly defined cheating practices and created a transparent process for reviewing
infractions, including a student-run judicial board. The administration educated teach-
ers on how and when to report violations, and because there was a consistent policy in
place, the faculty felt supported in their efforts. In professional development sessions,
teachers also learned to develop more “plagiarism-proof” assignments and alternative
forms of assessment and to rotate exam materials to reduce the chances of cheating.

Integrity became as important as every other part of the curriculum, and teachers
integrated the study of integrity into their subject areas when possible. For example, stu-
dents were regularly asked to write journal entries on current events reflecting integrity
or cheating behavior, and the principal wrote about positive integrity practices each
month in her community newsletter. The faculty understood that adolescents make mis-
takes and that valuable lessons could be learned from a poor choice in order to prevent it
from happening again. In parent education sessions, administrators addressed parents’
fears of a blemish on their children’s permanent record, and parents were coached on a
case-by-case basis on how to respond appropriately at home when a student received a
judicial infraction.

Overloaded and Underprepared



As a result of a community effort to fairly, transparently, and meaningfully address
cheating, the school saw general infractions drop from 38 to 7, and plagiarism inci-
dences drop from 50 to 11 during the next school year. Students and faculty reported
feeling proud of their collective efforts to change the culture to one of community trust
and integrity (Challenge Success, 2012b). As a result of their work with Challenge Suc-
cess, the students on the team developed a catchphrase, “Find it, own it, live it.” As one
student explained, “Finding what integrity means to you and really owning that defini-
tion and living it out in academics, sports, extracurriculars, and even outside of school.
This is something that you could apply to any aspect of your life.”

This is just one example of how Challenge Success works with schools to make pos-
itive changes. Throughout this book, we will look at a number of examples of different
kinds of changes in policy and practice that we think are relevant to schools nationwide.
By sharing success stories and lessons learned, we hope to help educators consider the
challenges their own schools are facing and how best to address the problems by cre-
ating an action plan for change. The next section describes the typical stages of this
change process.

HOW DOES THIS WORK? PRINCIPLES FOR CHANGE

Our concept is straightforward: we believe that effective school change happens when
all stakeholders—administrators, faculty, parents, counselors, and students—come
together to identify problems and work on solutions. This is not a revolutionary
concept, but how often have we seen reform efforts superimposed on schools with little
student or teacher voice or input, and how often have we watched them fail? School
reform experts agree: When schools work with a team of stakeholders in a focused
way, they can make real progress toward improving policies and practice (Barth, 22; for
review, see Desimone, 7).

At Challenge Success, we partner with suburban and urban public, charter, parochial,
and independent schools. Schools involved in our program send full teams to attend an
intensive conference in the fall, where they identify problems to be addressed at their
school sites. In some cases, teams have a pretty good sense of what needs to be worked
on when they arrive; in others, predetermined ideas are turned on their heads based
on discussions and workshops at the conference. Our process allows schools to take the
time to determine the root causes of student stress and disengagement at their particular
site, and then we help the school design an individualized school plan for changes dur-
ing the year to increase student engagement and well-being. We provide each school
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with a coach, who guides the team through this process every step of the way. This
team-based, site-specific approach is key, and the coach helps to make sure schools stay
on track and don’t lose focus throughout the year. The coach serves as a primary facil-
itator and liaison who shares research-based approaches and best practices and helps
schools to select and implement these at their sites. Finally, teams reconvene each spring
to problem-solve challenges with other schools and to celebrate success stories. Many
schools admit that without the helpful prodding from an experienced coach and with-
out the built-in accountability that comes with attending the spring conference, they
might not have made as much progress throughout the year.

We don’t want “flash in the pan” results at Challenge Success schools; we want
changes to stick. Too often schools enact the newest policies or practices du jour
without thinking through how these changes fit with long-term goals and other
initiatives going on at the school or district level. We know that in order to effect lasting
change, several things need to happen: Everyone on the team needs to feel like he or
she is a part of the process, and all voices need to be heard. Youd be surprised by how
wise a sixth grader can be if you give her a chance to speak her mind. Our successful
teams have a common vision for the long term, and they work with us to develop a
roadmap to get to where they want to go. Team leaders take what they learn at our
conferences back to their broader community to educate more students, teachers, and
parents in order to earn their buy-in. When all of this work has been done thoughtfully,
we see a culture of collaboration and trust form alongside a willingness to change that
frequently doesn’t develop with a top-down approach.

THE CHARACTERISTICS OF EFFECTIVE CHALLENGE
SUCCESS TEAMS

Since the inception of our project in 2004, we have learned a lot about what makes an
effective school team and the general progression that teams go through as they create
changes to reduce student stress and increase health and engagement at their school
sites. Figure 1.1 presents a visual depiction of typical stages in the process. While the
change process varies from school to school based on the unique circumstances and
needs of each, we have found some common characteristics of effective teams and the
stages most teams go through as they create change.

An effective Challenge Success team has a clear leader or champion and a stable core
team that may include the principal or other administrator, one or more teachers, one
or more parents, two or more students, and one counselor or psychologist.
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Figure 1.1 Typical Stages in the Challenge Success Change Process

Examine symptoms
Measure results and and root causes of
decide whether to stress, pressure, and
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Gather and
disseminate

information about Develop and revisit

student stress and your action plan
well-being at your
school to get buy-in
and institutional

support for your plan

This team:
o Attends the Challenge Success fall conference and spring follow-up conference, and
meets multiple times with the Challenge Success team coach at the school site.

e Regularly gathers and disseminates information to the school community about stu-
dent health, engagement, and integrity, and encourages cross-stakeholder dialogue
about this information.

e Has an action plan that reflects a vision for change and contains a clear but flexible
schedule for moving forward.

e Holds meetings at least quarterly to review and push forward the action plan.
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e Involves all stakeholders at each stage of the change process.

e Pilots discreet, incremental changes rather than trying to do too much all at once.
Changes are based on the school community’s needs and are known from research
to improve engagement with learning and student well-being.

e Evaluates results of incremental changes before deciding to institutionalize reforms.

e Attends fall and spring Challenge Success conferences in future years as needed.

Identifying the Problem: Causes of Unhealthy Stress, Pressure,
and Disengagement
Frequently school teams confuse symptoms of stress and/or student disinterest in learn-
ing with the root causes and sources of pressure at their school. For example, in the case
study mentioned earlier, the school reported a widespread cheating problem among stu-
dents. In theory, there could be several causes for the cheating: the student body could
hypothetically be morally bankrupt; the pressure to get a higher score could outweigh
the risk of getting caught cheating; students could be so bored that they lack interest
in completing assignments on their own; and so on. You can imagine that solutions to
curbing the cheating issue would vary significantly depending upon which of these root
causes seemed most pervasive. One of the first things we do with our schools is walk
them through an exercise that focuses on identifying what kinds of negative behaviors
are happening on their campuses. Team members call out symptoms and identify the
root causes as well as all of the stakeholder groups affected by these causes. In the cheat-
ing case, students were responding to certain cues at the school to act the way they
did. The school discovered that students felt they had too much homework, unrealis-
tic expectations from parents and teachers, and an overall sense that the climate at the
school was based on a “survival of the fittest” mentality instead of a cohesive and sup-
portive community. The teachers were also clearly affected and upset by the climate.
Given the symptoms and causes the Challenge Success team identified, it seemed that
the faculty would benefit from professional development on how to teach in a more
engaging way, and that administrators needed help to implement policy changes to
address cheating and provide more support to teachers. Parents also needed more edu-
cation on why kids were cheating and what their role in the change process might look
like. Since everyone seemed to be a part of the cheating problem at the school, everyone
needed to be a part of the solution as well.

Figure 1.2 presents a sample of one school’s “stress tree” exercise identifying symp-
toms and root causes. Note that we ask schools to consider symptoms and causes of
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