
Rapid growth in newcomer students with Limited English Proficiency (LEP)  
is challenging many schools across the nation to meet Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) 
targets established by No Child Left Behind (NCLB). Nowhere is this truer than 
Valley High School, part of the fast-growing Clark County School District that 
services the Las Vegas area.

newcomers lack fluency in foundation skills 
Valley High School attracts over 2,900 students a year. Over 20% of these students 
are LEP and over 40% qualify for free and reduced lunch. An increasing number  
of these students are newcomers with reading and fluency skills that are at a first  
or second grade level – or lower. Three years ago, Valley High School slipped into 
the “needs improvement” status and failed to meet AYP.

Although the school took aggressive action to address this problem, it continued  
to miss its targets. One reason for the lackluster progress was that many of its English 
Language Learners (ELLs) lacked the minimum language proficiency to take advantage 
of READ 180®, the intervention solution that had been introduced. Deann Burnett, 
Assistant Principal of Valley High School, comments on the situation: “These students 
were long-term learners,” she says. “Unless we found a different intervention strategy 
that would start at a more basic literacy level, these students would end up leaving 
our high school because of age, not because they graduated.”

“ What we found with our students is that when they have hope  
and they believe they are going to be successful then they are.  
And that has really been the key. AutoSkill has given them hope.” 
Jillyn Pendleton, Assistant Principal, Valley High School
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 School: Valley High School

 Location: Las Vegas, Nevada

 Grades: 9 to 12

 Number of Students: 2,900 +

 Challenge:
	 •			Increasing number of newcomers  

with little or no English skills
	 •			Remedial programs above student  

literacy levels
	 •			Failure to meet AYP targets for  

LEP students

 Solution:
	 •			Initial pilot program for Academy  

of READING® 
	 •		Expanded rollout based on trial results

 Results:
	 •		Progressive annual PAC reader gains
	 •			Most improved school in Clark  

County for Math and English in 2007
	 •		Exceeded AYP targets in 2007-08

SucceSS Story

building Foundation Skills 
through individualized  
instruction enables Struggling 
Students to Achieve  
impressive literacy Gains



Poor reading hurts math skills
In addition, the school also started to see a domino effect 
with language problems hurting math results. “Math exams 
are word exams,” comments Jillyn Pendleton, Assistant 
Principal. “If the student can’t read, they can’t take the math 
exam. We needed something that could supplement our 
teachers and allow the students to work more independently 
with individualized instruction that was based on their needs.”

individualized learning is critical
Valley High School turned to AutoSkill’s Academy of READING; 
a software-based literacy intervention solution that has a 
proven track record for achieving permanent and measurable 
gains in students of all ages. “What attracted us to the 
Academy of READING was the highly individualized 
instruction provided to each student,” says Burnett. The 

program starts with an assessment and automatically prescribes a training program 
based on each learner’s reading abilities. In effect, the Academy of READING gives 
each student a one-on-one reading specialist by creating a training curriculum 
geared to their needs and skill level – one that adapts and changes in real-time  
as they progress. 

Pilot program launched
Valley High School implemented a pilot program using the Academy of READING 
in the second semester of 2006 with a mix of students ranging from grades 9 to 12. 
Many teachers were initially cautious about the new intervention solution and 
concerned that students would become discouraged because of their low literacy 
levels. In fact, this is the very strength of the Academy of READING: a program  
that specifically targets each student’s area of weakness. 

Students “loved it”
For students with basic or no English language and reading skills, the intervention 
starts with phonemic awareness and sound symbol association. Repetition coupled with 
constant feedback and exposure to age-appropriate content keeps students engaged 
while developing foundation reading skills that become automatic. This is one reason 
the Academy of READING is so successful at helping students realize permanent 
gains and acquire reading skills for life.

Students were excited and embraced the opportunity to use the new intervention 
from the outset. “They loved it!” says Burnett. “We kept hearing, ‘Can we go back 
on the computers?’ They really liked the Academy of READING because the 
intervention started at their skill level; they received instant feedback, and they were 
able to progress at their own rate.” 
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Figure 1: student view of an oral  
comprehension exercise. 

Students see an age appropriate  
graphical user interface. In contrast,  
lessons are automatically set by the  
Academy of READING to the student’s 
actual proficiency level regardless  
of grade level or age.

In the example above, a student reads 
a passage of text and is then prompted 
to answer a series of questions that test 
comprehension.

“This program [Academy of  
  READING] has proven to be  
an enormous asset. It’s now an 
important part of our long-term 
intervention strategy.”

 Deann Burnett, Assistant Principal,  
 Valley High School



eliminates peer pressure and embarrassment
Students also embraced the AutoSkill solution because they  
are assured anonymity. Each student has their own private 
lesson with an individual workstation and headphone.  
“With the Academy of READING, no student ever has to say  
‘I don’t know’ aloud in the classroom again,” says Pendleton.

From 0 to 100%… in less than a semester!
The school used a mix of qualitative and quantitative methods 
to confirm performance gains. As is often the case, individual 
accomplishments are the most heart-warming. “One student 
went from getting zero to 100% on the READ 180 tests  
once she started using the AutoSkill program: an amazing 
accomplishment,” says Burnett.

new fluency module
The performance gains realized in the Pilot group were so strong 
that the school expanded its use of the Academy of READING 
the following year and added Oral Reading Fluency for 
newcomers. This new module is specifically designed to meet 
the needs of students with language-based reading deficiencies 
and evolves in complexity as the student advances. The model 

includes a read-aloud component that enables students to rehearse and record their 
oral reading, as illustrated in Figure 2. 

Gives students hope
Like many schools, Valley High School found that students with below-basic reading 
proficiency tend to get into trouble more often. Pendleton recalls one such student: 
“He was getting into trouble all the time,” she says. “Along the way, we discovered 
he couldn’t read and we put him into the Academy of READING. He was able to 
advance to the next level and get out of the ELL course and go into our regular 
courses. He admitted that he kept getting into trouble because he couldn’t read,” 
she confirms.

This is not an uncommon story. When students get frustrated they can lose hope 
and get angry. That anger spills over into behavioral problems in the classroom. 
“What we found with our students,” adds Pendleton, “is that when they have hope 
and they believe they are going to be successful then they are. And that has really 
been the key. Autoskill has given them hope.”

Fingertip access to student data
Teachers quickly embraced the AutoSkill solution once they saw how effective  
the Academy of READING was at achieving measurable gains and helping the most 
literacy challenged students. Initial concern over whether the program would be too 
complex quickly turned into requests for additional workstations for more students. 

Figure 2: teacher view of the fluency  
portfolio player.

The Academy of READING gives teachers  
quick access to a variety of powerful 
performance reports and exercises.  
In this example, a teacher is scoring an 
oral recording that was completed by  
a student in an earlier class. Teachers have  
the flexibility and freedom to view or listen 
to completed exercises at a quiet time 
that is most convenient. 
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About AutoSkill® internAtionAl

AutoSkill creates award-winning intervention solutions to help close the achievement gap in K-12 schools. For over 18 years,  
its research-based programs have helped at-risk students to build fluency in the foundation skills of reading and math.  
The company’s core products, Academy of READING and Academy of MATH, deliver rapid, permanent gains so students progress  
in their education and administrators meet AYP targets. For more information, visit www.autoskill.com.

“The same teachers that had voiced 
their concerns about students not being 
able to use the program became more 
concerned that they weren’t going to be 
able to use the program as often as they 
would like,” exclaims Pendleton.

Another reason teachers and 
administrators like the AutoSkill 
solution is that it provides fingertip 
access to student training data and 
performance reports. Figure 2 illustrates 
a typical teacher view of an oral reading 
exercise that has been completed  
by a student. “This program has proven  

to be an enormous asset,” says Burnett. “It’s now an important part of our long-term 
intervention strategy for addressing the needs of our English Language Learners 
and realizing our goals,” she says. 

exceeds targets 
“Two years ago we were the most improved school in Clark County in both Math and 
English,” confirms Pendleton. “We exceeded the target for AYP in both Math and English 
again this year (2007-08). We didn’t just ‘barely’ make it; we outright made and exceeded 
the targets established by NCLB.” Figure 3 summarizes key performance milestones 
and the progressive gains achieved by Valley High School over a three-year period.

rewarding for everyone
Valley High School has been called an “anomaly” by some. That’s because although 
the school has a growing population of LEP students – and over 40% free and 
reduced lunch – students are continuing to make the growth targets established by 
NCLB. “It’s obviously working for us,” comments Pendleton on the impact of the 
Academy of READING. “It does a lot for the students. And it does a lot for the staff 
to know that we are making a difference and helping these underprivileged kids.  
It is definitely intrinsically rewarding for us!”
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Key milestone Valley HS misses 
targets despite 
intervention and 
hard work

Academy of 
READING Pilot 
launched in  
Winter term.

Expands use  
of Academy 
and adds Oral 
Fluency module. 
Valley HS is the 
most improved 
school in Clark  
County for Math 
and Reading.

Exceeds all  
targets and AYP

PAC rates for school 
(all students)

73.4 77.9 87.8 91

PAC rates for LEP 
students

67.4 70.6 83.8 85.3

Figure 3: tracking a comeback success story 

Valley High School made progressive gains 
in its reading Participation and Achievement 
(PAC) rates following the introduction  
of the Academy of READING in 2005-06.

“With the Academy of READING, 
  no student ever has to say  
‘I don’t know’ aloud in the  
classroom again.”

 Jillyn Pendleton, Assistant Principal, 
 Valley High School




