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West University Elementary School.
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John T. Threet, Principal, West University
Elementary School

The Chronicle posed questions to principals of several high-performing schools. Here is a
sampling of their answers:

ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS

 

John T. Threet
Principal, West University Elementary,
Houston ISD, No. 2 elementary school

Q: What makes your school special?

A: We have a high expectation for all
children. We are the largest HISD
elementary school at 1,274 students. Of
this number, over 96 percent live within
our school zone. Our school has moved
from a magnet school with 37 percent of
our students transferring from other
schools in 1996 to becoming a
neighborhood school with less than 4
percent who do not live within our zone
this year. Over time that number will
drop as the former magnet students
matriculate through our school and move
on to middle school.
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Q: How do you deal with the pressure of
high-stakes testing?

A: We focus on teaching and learning. I
became principal here at West U in 1996
after three years as the principal at a Title I
(high-poverty) school. At that time I told
the teachers if we focus on high-quality
instruction that is aligned to the state objectives (now called TEKS), our children will perform
well on state assessments. The emphasis must be on teaching the objectives, not on test
review. We also begin interventions for children who struggle in the fall semester. Between
classroom preparation and tutoring or other interventions, our kids are well-prepared by the
time the STAAR rolls around in the spring. This takes pressure off of both the teachers and
the children. Vince Lombardi wisely said, "Practice does not make perfect. Perfect practice
makes perfect." This is as true for learning as it is for sports. What we do in practice is what
we will do when game time arrives on testing day.

Q: How do you keep your staff
motivated?

A: I am a firm believer in hiring the best
people I can, giving them their marching
orders, and then getting out of the way to
let them do their job. There are a few non-
negotiables in our instructional program,
but generally I give teachers a lot of
freedom to use methodologies that work
for them. I also treat my co-workers like
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Area districts juggle
accelerating growth

Pre-K not just about
quantity, but quality

Alley Theatre offers way
to mix STEM lessons,
arts methods

Reinvented Third Ward
school thrives

‘A-F’ ratings can help
spur improvement, but
will they leave

About the 2015 school rankings

professionals. We have mutual respect and
trust for each other. They don't work for
me; they work for HISD. While there is no
doubt who is in charge, I follow a
leadership principle taught to me by my
grandfather: "The No. 1 rule in business is
take care of your people. If you take care
of them, they will take care of you." This
means if I take care of our faculty, they
will accomplish the goals and mission of
this school for me. It's worked for the last
19 years at West U and worked for three
years prior to that at my other school.

Q: How do you balance budget
constraints with your programmatic
priorities?

A: It is a matter of looking at the budget to
see what we have to have versus what we
would like to have. There are certain
elements of the school budget that are
driven by state law. Once these are
covered, it is a matter of determining which elements are "nice to have" and which are "have
to have." Instruction takes precedence over everything. I also believe in keeping
administrative costs to a minimum. Given the size of our school, I have a relatively small
office staff and administrative staff. This frees up funds for instruction.

Q: How much does class size matter?

A: There have been many small research studies on the impact of class size on student
performance conducted across the country going back to the 1980s. Most of this research
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indicates that classes would need to be 15:1 in order for there to be substantial improvement
in student performance. It has been our experience that the key lies in hiring good teachers.
Whether a class has 22 or 24 doesn't make much difference. The greatest impact on student
performance is teacher performance.

Q: What's the one thing you wish people better understood about your school?

A: It hasn't always been one of the top performing schools in the state. What we see today is
the result of years of difficult work to be the best and stay the best.

 

 


