
• knowledge about
HIV 

• discussing sensi-
tive topics with
students and their
parents

• handling students’
discomfort with
sensitive topics

• building teachers’
confidence and
comfort with
sensitive topics

• working with par-
ents and communi-
ty to protect young
adolescents

Content

• diverse school
settings

• support from
school district and
local community

• parental involve-
ment and support

• support and
involvement
from other staff,
nurses, coun-
selors, and com-
munity agencies

Context

The Fernwood Project:
HIV Prevention for America’s Youth

PROGRAM DESCRIPTION

The Fernwood Project: HIV Prevention for America’sYouth is a middle school

(grades 6-8) HIV education program developed and conducted by Redefining

Actions and Decisions (RAD) with support from the Pediatric A I D S

Foundation. It was field-tested in four diverse communities. It provides a sound

curriculum (including information on risk elimination — i.e. abstinence — and

risk reduction) and staff development for teachers. The program’s goal is to

educate students about how to protect themselves against HIV infection by

using an age-appropriate, interactive curriculum.

Training increases teachers’knowledge about HIV, and their skills, confidence,

and comfort with classroom discussion of sensitive topics. Program developers

contend, and evaluation data support, that teachers’comfort  is contagious and

an outcome of the program’s success would be students’ increased comfort

level in talking to peers, teachers, or parents about HIV-related issues.

The program fosters community involvement and strong commitment from the

school administration. Parents and community members may prev i ew the

lessons and curriculum prior to students’ engagement with it. The program

d evelops middle school students’ k n owledge about HIV and impacts their

ability to make responsible and healthy life choices.

PROGRAM CONTEXT

The four sites where The Fernwood Project was implemented were

demographically diverse. Three school districts were urban, one rural; three

had substantial or predominant Hispanic student populations; and three

describe themselves as serving socially conservative communities. Two were

pedagogically conservative. Other distinct features of the schools included the

invol-vement and concerns of the leadership and existing health instruction at

the middle grades. Whether teachers were recruited to participate in training

and pilot activities or volunteered also was significant. 
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in the subjects they teach and are teaching out of their content areas, or have not had
opportunities to keep abreast of the rapid changes in the content areas, especially in
science, mathematics, and social studies (National Commission on Teaching, 1996;
Condition of Education 1997).

The third criterion allowed panel members to take a unique look at staff develop-
ment. Since most evaluations of staff development efforts have focused on general
instructional processes, this criterion underscored the importance of tailoring staff
development to help teachers address the new content standards. In addition, many of
today’s teachers were students 10 to 20 years ago, and they find that expectations for
students today are much higher than those that they experienced as students.

Criterion Four: Occurs at Multiple Schools or Within District,State, or
Regional Areas

The fourth criterion established by the National Advisory Panel is that the selected
programs are current and ongoing at multiple schools, districts, regions, or states.
A gain, this criterion eliminated a number of individual school efforts to improve
student performance. The National Advisory Pa n e l ’s goal was to identify model
programs that other schools or districts might replicate, adapt, or use as models.
Recognizing that unique conditions or factors at individual sites, such as an
exceptional school leader or particularly dedicated staff, may often be the source of a
program’s success, the panel looked for programs that had been implemented at a
number of schools to reduce the “site-effect.”

Many locally developed programs have been enormously successful in improving
student achievement. How eve r, successful replication across sites suggests that a
program’s accomplishments are less dependent on the characteristics of an individual
school and more related to the design of the staff development effort. Most programs
included in this guide have a national- or state-level scope, although several district
efforts are also included.

Identifying Programs

After the criteria were established, the process of identifying programs began. By
October 1997, almost seven months into this effort, no programs that met all four
criteria had been identified. Some panel members were certain they would have the
slimmest volume e ver published. The project director had a nightmarish vision of a
beautiful co ver with nothing inside! Two or three programs identified early in the
process were quickly eliminated by the National Advisory Panel because they did not
meet the established criteria. Through the process of reviewing the early programs, the
criteria were refined and solidified.
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STAFF DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM

The staff development program involved a two-day teacher training which

occurred during the school day on release time. It included teachers in grades 

6-8 and others such as primary teachers, nurses, counselors, community health

educators, and parents. Community members also attended the training. Training

was conducted by Redefining Actions and Decisions (RAD) trainers.

A staff member from each school helped with logistical arrangements, data col-

lection, and parent communication. The training focused on helping teachers feel

comfortable with a more interacti ve and experiential approach to teaching about

HIV/AIDS. While teachers initially expressed apprehension about teaching sen-

sitive topics to young adolescents, they found that the training and their experi-

ence in teaching the program made them more confident.

During the training, teachers had opportunities to consider and examine the cur-

riculum, explore their own feelings about teaching sensitive topics, and partici-

pate in decisions about which units they would teach as part of the program.

Following training, teachers were given support both by their local school and

district personnel, and also by the Redefining Actions and Decisions staff.

“By all measures the Fernwood Project arguably qualifies as a success.

Although not perfect, when considered across all data types, the data reveal

a program that met its demanding goals: teachers were able to learn a new,

dynamic [way] to approaching HIV education; communities could accept it

as a viable approach; and, most importantly, students could learn and retain

critical information regarding their risks of HIV infection and ways through

which they can avoid infections” (Brett, et al, 1998). 

• training 

• modeling

• demonstration

• curriculum design

• follow-up support

Process

• entire school

• entire department

• individual
teachers with
school, district, 
and community
support

Intended
Audience

SUMMARY OF RESULTS
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The National Advisory Panel found critical differences among programs pro-
viding curriculum, instructional materials, and resources. Criterion Two requires
that a solid staff development component accompany such programs. For example,
Foundational Approaches in Science and Technology (FAST) is designed to pro-
vide curriculum, instructional materials, and resources, but it is also coupled with
mandatory and extensive staff development. FAST, a total package, demonstrates
that when both staff development and challenging and developmentally appropri-
ate curriculum are implemented, student achievement increases. On the other
hand, Connected Mathematics , a well-received mathematics curriculum, is avail-
able in textbook form and can be purchased from the publisher without imple-
menting or purchasing a staff development component. Although most mathemat-
ics specialists agree that training in using Connected Mathematics is essential to
its success, such training is not required or monitored for quality or consistency by
any agency.

Criterion Three: Designed to Increase Teachers’Content Knowledge
and/or Content-Specific Pedagogical Skills

This criterion eliminated the second largest group of programs considered. The
focus of Results-Based Staff Development for the Middle Grades was content-spe -
cific staff development in language arts, mathematics, science, and social studies.
Content-specific staff development is essential because previous efforts in staff
development that ha ve focused on instructional processes or management strate-
gies devoid of content have been less effective in improving student learning.
Therefore, a shift in thinking in staff development has occurred in recent years.
Shulman (1987) suggested that teachers need three kinds of knowledge: knowl-
edge about their content area; knowledge about pedagogical strategies; and knowl-
edge about content-specific pedagogical processes. Although there are a number of
staff development programs that are more general in nature, these programs were
not considered unless the content of the staff development extended teachers’con -
tent knowledge and repertoire of content-specific instructional strategies.

Staff de velopment for the past 20 years has focused almost exclusively on
developing more general pedagogical processes. Teachers often find it dif ficult to
apply general processes to specific disciplines without specific support for adapt-
ing the strategies to various curricular areas. While many programs in cooperative
learning, learning styles, and instructional processes have enriched teachers’ped-
agogical processes, they have not specifically deepened teachers’personal knowl-
edge of their disciplines.

As a result, teachers are often process rich and content poor. This is particular-
ly true in the middle grades where many teachers might not have academic majors 
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The comprehensive evaluation of The Fernwood Project involved assess -

ment of teachers, community, and student outcomes. Student outcomes were

measured on questionnaires developed by the Center for Disease Control,

addressing knowledge, attitudes, behavior/behavioral intentions, perceptions

about peers’behaviors, interactions with teachers and peers, and sources of

information about HIV/AIDS. Other general data about students were col-

lected via surveys and focus groups. 

Students showed significant gains from pre-test to post-test on many meas-

ures and maintained the gains through a three-month delayed post-test.

Students in both grades demonstrated increased, broadened, and more com-

plex understanding of the HIV-related issues. There were often highly sig-

nificant, desirable, and sustained changes in knowledge at both grade levels.

Students at both grade levels reported high levels of satisfaction with The

Fernwood Project. More than 80 percent of students in both grades  indicat-

ed that their teachers “seemed comfortable during the sessions.”

It is notable that both student and teacher gains occurred in a climate not

marked by the usual hostility, fear, and frustration associated with imple-

menting HIV education. Students, as well as their teachers, administrators,

and parents expressed considerable enthusiasm for the Fernwood Project

process and activities.

EVIDENCE OF INCREASED STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT

The Fernwood Project: HIV Prevention for America’s Youth is unique in a

number of ways. It acknowledges the important influence teachers’comfort

with content has on students’ comfort in the learning environment. It also

employs a comprehensive evaluation process to explore various ways teacher

and curriculum enhancement affect students, their teachers, and the communi-

ty. This program has confirmed that where community concerns are addressed

and administrative support is earned, middle school teachers can be trained to

use a brief, pedagogically challenging, highly explicit curriculum with middle

school students and win the support of their communities while achieving sig-

nificant results with both students and teachers.

✪ ✪ ✪

Success
Indicators

• Center for Disease
Control tests
- knowledge test
- attitude survey
- behavioral and

perception battery

• teacher surveys

• teacher and
community
focus groups

▲
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ings for participating teachers. A large number of the programs provided training dur-
ing summer intensive workshops of two to five weeks with follow-up provided during
the school year.

Using the National Staff Development Council’s Standards for Staff Development:
Middle Level Edition, the National Advisory Panel identified the following character-
istics of well-defined staff development programs to evaluate the programs:

Content

• Intends to change pedagogy, current knowledge of the content area,
and teacher belief systems

• Aligns with the content-area standards
• Provides for parent learning

Process

• Is a defined, discrete program
• Provides evidence of changes in pedagogy, content-area knowledge,

and belief systems
• Is grounded in research, theory, or best practice
• Provides clear goals/purposes
• Is based on an assessment of needs
• Engages teachers and students
• Is a continuous model implemented o ver time
• Accommodates adults’learning styles
• Includes coaching/reflection/feedback
• Includes follow-up
• Identifies student activities
• Establishes procedures for teachers

Context

• Involves supervisory and support staff
• Describes the school/department/unit culture
• Extends to multiple classrooms, entire school, or multiple schools

These characteristics parallel the content, process, and context standards included
in NSDC’s standards. No staff development program included all these characteristics.
Few, in fact, included most. A matrix on page 184 identifies which of the NSDC stan-
dards each program meets.

The second criterion eliminated a number of curriculum development or imple-
mentation projects. Because the focus of the study was staff development, curriculum
programs without extensive staff development were not considered.
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Deborah Schoeberlien
Redefining Actions and Decisions
P.O. Box 1433
Carbondale, Colorado 81623

KEY CONTACT PERSON . . . 
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Denver, CO: Author.

Deutsch, C., Brett, J. & Redefining Actions and Decisions. (1998). The Fernwood Project:
Evaluation Report. Carbondale, CO: Author.

SAMPLE SITES

DOCUMENTATION

Phone:970-963-1727

Fax: 970-963-2037 

E-mail:dsrad@csn.net

Web site:unavailable

La Junta Middle School
Ron Davis
Principal
9th &Smithland
La Junta, CO 81050
phone:719-384-4371
fax:unavailable
e-mail:unavailable
web site:unavailable

Lennox Middle School
Mara Simmons
Assistant Principal
Kim Woods
Math/Science Resource Teacher
11033 Buford Avenue
Lennox, CA 90304
phone:310-330-4910
fax:310-677-4635
e-mail:
mara_simmons@lennox.k12.ca.us
web site:unavailable
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In determining the type of evidence that would demonstrate increased student
achievement, the National Advisory Panel members agreed that positive changes
in the following would serve as evidence:

• Standardized achievement tests
• Portfolios
• Exhibitions
• Performance tasks
• Performance events
• State assessments
• Local criterion-referenced tests
• Participation in non-school academic events
• Participation in higher-level courses
• Other products for which there is a defined standard of quality 
and training for those who will conduct the assessment.

Teacher enhancement programs whose goal was to change teachers’content
knowledge, instructional practices, and/or attitudes were not reviewed unless their
intended result was to change student achievement. Programs initially developed
to provide curriculum and instructional materials and resources rather than to pro -
vide staff development to extend teachers’content knowledge and/or content-spe-
cific pedagogical processes were eliminated from consideration.

Evidence of student achievement was the first screen for programs and also the
one that caused the most programs to be eliminated. Of the approximately 500 pro-
grams that were identified as content-specific staff development initiatives for
middle-grade teachers, fewer than one-fifth merited a closer ex a m i n a t i o n .
Approximately 80 programs met this and some other criteria and provided some
documentation for further study. Half of the approximately 80 projects that had
evidence of student achievement qualified for a more extensive review process, and
only the 26 that are included in this volume ultimately met all criteria.

Criterion Two: Well-Defined Staff Development Program

Criterion two is a well-developed staff development program. This criterion
was not as challenging for programs to meet. As a matter of fact, many of the 80
programs reviewed had strong staff development programs. 

To review the staff development associated with each program, the National
Advisory Panel members examined each program’s goals, syllabi, sample materi-
als, time allocation, content, processes, and follow-up.

Most of the programs use the training model of staff development, with follow-
up that includes classroom-based coaching, feedback, and ongoing support meet-
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