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Challenged to answer the question “What do we want Westwood alumni to look like?” 

the faculty and staff at Westwood Elementary created our mission statement: Westwood students 

are valued and valuable. Guided by core character principles, they are well-mannered, 

respectful citizens who possess a solid academic foundation that fuels a continual passion for 

learning. Our vision statement – Dynamically Shaping Hearts and Minds for the Future – guides 

and challenges us as we work together as a family to achieve that lofty goal.  

  Initiated by a group of 120 citizens, the Friendswood Independent School District (FISD) 

character education initiative began in 1987.  The School Board revitalized and consolidated 

those efforts by adopting the Character Counts!sm  (CC!) framework in 2001. While Westwood 

Elementary, a Texas Blue Ribbon School and a State School of Character, is recognized for its 

academic excellence as an Exemplary school by the Texas Education Agency, we believe that 

strengthening our students’ character is just as critical as ensuring their academic progress and 

success. Using the CC! framework as the foundation for our character education program, we 

deliberately weave the Six Pillars of Character – trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, fairness, 

caring, and citizenship - into our daily school life. These core values have become common 

language as we teach the curriculum along with classroom expectations, courtesy and manners, 

and character through service. As a school, we revisit our program goals monthly based on staff 

and student needs. Our mission at Westwood Elementary is conveyed on the six concrete pillars, 

inscribed with the values we espouse, that line the entryway of our building.  Once inside, there’s 

a palpable climate of CAREacter dedicated to maintaining a positively dynamic learning 

environment.  Westwood’s character education leadership has now prompted the other five 

schools in our district, including the high school, to follow our lead and spotlight the same pillar 

of the month through the calendar year so that Character Counts! in our entire community. 
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Principle 1:  Character education information is made available in our Student Handbook, in our 

Parent Resource Center, and in our PTO Student Phone Book.  On our school website, which 

welcomes 300 visitors a day, we post six character-building activities monthly. We share our 

character goals in the counselor’s brochure and discuss them at our annual Fall Open House.  

Each family signs a Character Contract at the beginning of the school year and character is a 

regular topic in Firm, Fair & Consistent, our monthly parenting newsletter.  We promote good 

character habits by intentionally teaching, modeling, and reinforcing the Six Pillars, spotlighting 

one pillar per month.  In our Monday Message, student leaders explain the Character Word and 

Manner of the Week.  We post these online and in our Character Court so that parents can 

reinforce them at home.  They also appear on spelling lists in second and third grade.  We recite 

our Westwood pledge, which embodies our character expectations, every day.  We connect the 

Pillars to relationships, behavior, work ethic, and community service as we seize teachable 

moments and help each other apply them to real-life situations.  Principle 2:  Visible through our 

banners, bulletin boards, posters, murals, staff and student shirts, and marquee messages, the Six 

Pillars give students a common vocabulary so that character becomes a way of thinking, feeling, 

and behaving.  Each classroom is a No-Tease Zone and all teachers use KELSO’s Choices as an 

empowering problem-solving system for students.  Class families write Social Contracts that 

they tie into classroom climate, routines, expectations, and discipline.  This working document 

keeps character alive by promoting civility and helps reduce peer cruelty.  Students initiate 

signals for Timeout and Check Yourself as needed.  Student report cards give teacher feedback 

on character behavior areas that require additional growth.  Through our guidance program, 

students practice the Six Pillars with interactive lessons using books, puppets, writing, role-play, 

poems, and song.   Principle 3: Westwood fosters a myriad of opportunities to put character in 
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action. At our weekly school-wide gathering, Wednesday Warbles, we promote camaraderie and 

community by singing character songs, reinforcing the importance of attendance and punctuality 

by crowning a Prompt Prince/ss, and using this forum to honor special people on special 

occasions.  Teachers greeting students at the door and Morning Meetings in the classroom help 

class families bond.  They also offer an opportunity for reflection. Cooperative learning groups 

and educational play centers develop our ability to work together while appreciating strengths 

and differences in one another. Our Inclusion Model assures that students of all ability levels 

learn together; staff training came through a Building Inclusive Schools Initiative (BISI) grant. A 

good-ideas resource bin makes available dilemmas, quotes, and starters for morning meetings as 

well as ideas for character enrichment in the classroom.  Teachers share their expertise and offer 

training to one another.  Character assemblies as well as annual community-wide celebrations 

like CC! week and Red Ribbon week, support our character efforts.  Principle 4:  Stakeholders 

help make Westwood a CAREacter school!  Our L.I.N.K. (Let’s Include New Kids) program 

welcomes new families at an orientation prior to beginning their journey at Westwood. LINK 

students are treated to special gatherings, like Readers’ Theater with the Principal, as they make 

their transition to Westwood.  Our Peer Assistance and Leadership (PAL) students come to us 

weekly from Friendswood High School (FHS) to mentor. This year they will form Integrity 

Teams to prepare and teach a monthly character lesson.  Principal’s Partners, adult mentors 

from all walks of life, volunteer to tutor one-on-one with students who need a little extra boost.  

Mystery Readers from the community share their favorite books to make a literacy connection.  

The Lunch Bunch program treats staff to a lunch out with others who have a birthday that month.  

Auxiliary Adoptions pair employees for a chance to get to know one another better while 

affirming and helping each other out.  Principle 5:  The community looks to Westwood as a 
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service organization. After Hurricane Ike, the question wasn’t “are we going to help?” but “how 

are we going to help?”  Our faculty pulled together to financially support two of our staff 

members whose homes were severely impacted. As such, students routinely bring their ideas 

about how to help to our teachers. Teachers find ways to turn units of study into service 

opportunities like making holiday cards for nursing home residents, supporting families through 

Heifer Project, and estimating pennies donated for a charity on Family Math Night.  In music 

class, songs from other cultures and in different languages are taught along with songs about 

character, and our third-grade Choir Ambassadors share their gift of song with the community; 

this holiday season they’ll host friends from Hope Village, a residential facility, for a special 

concert where our students will present hand-made crafts to them. While studying about 

citizenship, patriotic symbols, and Veterans, first graders write notes of thanks to Veterans, then 

invite them to WW and sing the patriotic songs they’ve learned.  At Family Character Night, our 

families wrote notes of thanks to our troops.  One soldier wrote heartwarming replies to every 

single note he received.  Over the years, we have donated hundreds of baby items, delivered 

thousands of pounds of canned goods to people in need, and collected hundreds of thousands of 

dollars in donations from Jump Rope for Heart. We reflect on service with thank-you notes to 

our partners and by journaling our feelings and discussing them in sharing circles.  Warm Up, 

America!, our third-grade service-learning knitting club, donates hand-knit items to people in 

need.  In partnership with Save the Children, we knit hats to help reduce the infant mortality rate 

and we wrote letters to president-elect Obama to send with our baby caps.  We’ve been featured 

locally on the NBC and ABC Houston news and nationally in Teaching K-8 and Highlights 

magazine.  Principle 6:  Our core curriculum is now aligned across all subjects with the Six 

Pillars so that character and academics go hand in hand. This spring, we will pilot HEAT, a 
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district initiative to encourage teachers to write lessons that promote Higher Order Thinking, 

Engagement, Authenticity, and Technology.  Students celebrate Holidays Around the World and 

classrooms encourage multi-cultural projects. First graders invite a Dragon Corps to Westwood 

and Bales so students could help welcome the Chinese New Year and cultivate an appreciation 

of that culture’s traditions. In physical education classes, students learn sportsmanship, fairness, 

and levels of responsibility to self and others. Our Giddy-up Club provides additional assistance 

before school to our ELL population.  A mock presidential election this year helped heighten our 

awareness about civic duty. Our school-wide cross-age Book Buddies program offers students a 

weekly opportunity to work with their book buddy to enrich reading skills, fine tune social skills, 

and build friendships.  If a student starts to struggle in any area, teachers come to a Round Table 

Talk to discuss their concern with Interventionists.  Our Problem Solving Team (PST) meets with 

the teacher to brainstorm strategies to help meet that student’s learning needs to achieve success.  

Teachers are then assigned a Case Manager to assist them with the student and the RtI (Response 

to Intervention) process is initiated.  We offer Supplemental Reading class and math tutorials at 

all grade levels.  When social or emotional conflicts arise that cannot be solved using KELSO, 

and the teacher needs additional support, our counselor mediates.  Individual counseling and 

small group counseling classes help students with coping skills, problem-solving strategies, and 

managing feelings appropriately. Principle 7:  Teachers at Westwood make it a point to catch 

students making good character choices. Bucket Filling is commonplace. Students can also get 

“BUSted” on the bus for being a respectful passenger.  Classes work as a team for a spot in our 

Compliment Club, which earns them story time with an administrator and gives their teacher a 

quick break.  All students work together to earn character clips in the cafeteria on Feature Film 

Fridays thanks to a technology grant from our FISD Education Foundation stakeholder.  Our 
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behavior management model, the Behave In/Behave Out system, coaches students to take control 

of their behavior. We use office visits to teach our students that every behavior connects to their 

character.  Reviewing our school pledge, role-playing apologies, and writing notes of apology 

allow for additional reflection.  Principle 8:  As a certified trainer for CC!, our counselor offers 

workshops for parents, pre-service teachers, teachers, counselors, and administrators. She has 

presented at the CEP Forum and at the NCYI regional conferences. She recently delivered a 

keynote for an NSOC district finalist in NJ.  Before school starts, all Westwood faculty and staff 

participate in an interactive team-building day to receive a character training update.  The 

twenty-five staff members who have been trained in Capturing Kids’ Hearts (CKH) have trained 

the rest of our staff to use this self-managing classrooms discipline model to meet the needs of 

the individual learner.  Because of Westwood’s success with this initiative, FISD has now trained 

all staff in grades 3 – 12 in the CKH model.  Character is on our agenda at all faculty meetings 

and is a critical part of our hiring process.  Westwood faculty members also participate in weekly 

Professional Learning Community (PLC) meetings to gain knowledge and skill from one 

another.  Principle 9:  Moral leadership is of utmost importance to our administration.  Both 

Principals include character chats in our monthly newsletter, the Colt Corner, which keeps the 

Westwood community connected.  Our Principal’s Pride and Best Effort bulletin boards 

showcase students’ quality work.  Westwood staff went into the community at holiday time to 

give back to our partners by performing purposeful acts of kindness.  Our Site-Based Leadership 

Team, made up of teachers, parents, community members, and administrators, works together to 

achieve overall school effectiveness by collaboratively identifying areas for growth. The 

Character Crew, led by our music teacher and comprised of staff, parents, and administrators 

and opened to all stakeholders, plans together to evaluate and better our character program.  Our 
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NSOC feedback challenged us to look for more opportunities for students to lead, so our Crew is 

exploring creative ways to allow for increased student leadership in our character building. 

Westwood alumni return as intermediate students to serve as role model Recorder and Knitting 

Mentors. Third graders head up our Green Team, collecting an average of 6.16 tons of recycling 

per month and helping to maintain our Nature Center. Third-grade members of the Pillar Patrol 

greet at the doors and help maintain safety and order while assisting younger students before 

school. Principle 10:  Our community partners are invaluable; community volunteers clock an 

average of 1210 hours per month.  Westwood’s PTO, our biggest stakeholder, intentionally 

organizes family gatherings outside of the school day like grade-level Skate Nights, Donuts with 

Dudes and Divas, and the annual Round-Up Carnival.  The Friendswood Police sends a D.A.R.E. 

officer to teach refusal skills, courage, and safety.  FHS Math Club members come weekly to 

practice flash cards with us, FFA students share their animals with us on Go Texas Day, and 

Athletes lead pep rallies as Hometown Heroes.  City Council, the Rotary, and the Chamber are 

also vital stakeholders. Principle 11:  Since 2001, our state test (TAKS) scores have continued 

to rise; our state reading test has maintained a 100% passing rate the past three years.  Our 

discipline referrals have declined by 62% in the past four years and we’ve set a goal to increase 

our attendance by .5% to meet National Gold Performance Standards this year.  Referrals to 

Special Education have dropped significantly to just 2 students in 2007-2008, evidence of the 

success of our RtI initiative. A faculty climate survey suggests that Westwood is a comfortable, 

safe place to work.  According to parent survey data, 93% of our respondents agree that the 

character program at Westwood impacts their child.  Survey data also initiated sharing more 

information and training on KELSO’s Choices with parents and our community.  Whatever it 

takes, we are dynamically shaping hearts and minds for the future – that’s the Westwood Way. 




