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The welcome sign to Little Falls, New Jersey 
announces its claim to fame: home to the 
Yogi Berra Museum. However, the town is 

fast-becoming known for something else – its high 
performing school system. In the past four years, 
data-informed instruction has helped standardized 
tests scores in the Little Falls Township School District 
(PK-8) soar. The district, 15 miles from Manhattan and 
adjacent to Clifton, now holds its own in a side-by-
side comparison with the elite school districts in the 
state.

Encompassing less than 3 square miles, the three-
building school district is very much “The Little 
District That Could.” Optimism and hard work, as 
well as thoughtful leadership and talented teachers, 
combined to elevate Little Falls to ground-breaking 
levels of success. In the past four years, the overall 
percentage of students meeting or exceeding 
expectations on PARCC exams has increased by 24% 
in English Language Arts and a whopping 42% in 
Math.

Little Falls is guided by data. Data is used in 
every area and has led to the development of a 
before-school/afterschool remediation program, 
departmentalization in grades 3-5, changes in the 
curriculum, and new instructional materials. Data also 
set the stage for the transition to standards-based 
report cards in grades K-4.

When Tracey Marinelli came to Little Falls in 2015, 
she found “incomplete data on all different levels” 
and a frustrated staff that felt it was spinning its 
wheels for nothing.

“The effort these teachers were putting in was the 
greatest that I had ever seen in my career,” she said. 
“I’ve never seen people so professional, so dedicated, 
working to the bone, but feeling that they weren’t 
accomplishing anything because the test scores were 
not there. That’s why we needed to find something 
that could translate that effort and dedication to 
student achievement.”

The need for a data solution to get the district back 
on track was apparent to many teachers.

Data helps Little Falls become 
the district it knew it could be
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Data Insights

Nicole Dilkes and Tracey Marinelli

1. 

2. COMMIT TO PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT

3.

4.TRAIN YOUR ADMINISTRATORS 
TO BE LINKIT! EXPERTS

5. UNDERSTAND

6. PROVIDE TIME 

“We needed some kind of assessment tool 
that was easy to read and that correlated with 
the standards and our curriculum,” said Lynn 
Donovan, a fifth-grade language arts teacher. 
“We needed concrete information. We needed 
information that was at the tips of our fingers.”

Marinelli is a smart and charismatic leader 
who knows the importance of bottom-up 
decision-making that involves all stakeholders. 
She entrusts her school improvement teams 
and her district evaluation committee with 
considerable authority. Being an effective 
administrator, however, also means knowing 
when conditions dictate fast action. She 
researched various data solutions and decided 
to bring LinkIt! aboard.

A MODEL IMPLEMENTATION
The implementation of LinkIt! in Little Falls 

can be considered a model for other districts, 
large and small. We asked the Little Falls team 
what advice they would give to new LinkIt! 
districts.

“WE’RE 
NOT 

REVIEWING 
DATA, 
WE’RE 

LIVING IT” 
Tracey Marinelli, Superintendent of Schools

LITTLE FALLS’ SIX STEPS 
TO A SUCCESSFUL LINKIT! 
IMPLEMENTATION
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Lynn Donovan, Teacher

“Instead of 
spending 

my time 
trying to 

figure out 
what I need 

to teach, 
I’m able to 
focus on 

how I’m 
going to 
teach it” 

“We are given one period every week 
to work as a team to dissect the data 
and plan together so that we can move 
forward,” said Mary Healy, a fourth-grade 
math teacher and data leader. “It’s really 
helped. We are a tight-knit group on 
the fourth-grade team, and we’re really 
open about sharing. We think it helps our 
students to see each other’s data. If my 
students are struggling in this area and 
my colleagues’ kids are doing great, I can 
ask ‘Hey, what are you doing?’ and we 
can go back and forth.”

BEYOND DIFFERENTIATING 
INSTRUCTION

For districts without an assessment 
strategy linked to state learning 
standards, the introduction of LinkIt! 
benchmarks and assessments always 
changes classroom practices. The 
instruction becomes standards-based 

and requires new teaching methods and 
materials. Instruction also becomes more 
personalized and unique.

“Instead of spending my time trying 
to figure out what I need to teach, I’m 
able to focus on how I’m going to teach 
it,” said Donovan, a data leader that 
trained many of her colleagues. “I was 
able to spend a lot more time with the 
kids and reaching each student. When I 
come in every morning, the first thing I 
do, honestly every day, I open it [LinkIt!] 
up and click on a few things to see 
which students I need to work with, and 
what skill and strategy. It’s right there. 
Everything is different. There are no two 
classes alike because the kids that come 
in are all very different. There’s one class 
where I am teaching one thing and 
another class something else.”
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Data Insights

Nicole Dilkes, Principal and Curriculum Coordinator

“Curriculum changes, 
staffing changes, program 

changes can be huge 
decisions... Now we have 

the clues laid out and the 
pictures painted for us.... we 

have the data.”

Instructional data doesn’t just inform 
classroom decisions it can also reveal 
strengths and weaknesses at the grade, 
school, and district level. For example, 
data four years ago showed that 82% of 
second-graders at Little Falls were reading 
below grade level when they hit third-
grade – a huge concern since third-grade 
is considered a “turning point” year when 
reading transitions from a subject that 
is taught to the most important way to 
learn curricular content (one national study 
showed that students not reading at grade 
level by the third-grade were four times 
more likely to drop out of high school).

Little Falls took immediate action. Two 
schools were trained in Orton-Gillingham, 
an intensive phonics-based literacy 
approach. Typically used for special 
education students, Orton-Gillingham 
proved to be so effective that more than 
80% of second-graders now end the 
school year reading at grade level.

When Marinelli saw that seventh-graders 
consistently scored well in vocabulary, she 
went to the seventh-grade PLC to find out 
why. Teachers credited Wordly Wise, an 
online vocabulary program. After extensive 
research, the program was also purchased 
for grades 5, 6, and 8.

“Curriculum changes, staffing changes, 
program changes can be huge decisions,” 
said Nicole Dilkes, Principal and Curriculum 
Coordinator. “You have to make sure that 
you’re making the right decision. In the 
past, it was like detective work where 
you’d have to find the clues and really dig 
through those numbers. Now we have the 
clues laid out and the pictures painted for 
us. So if we do need to make a program 
change or if we do need to invest a lot of 
money or implement staffing changes, we 
have the data.”
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KINDERGARTEN SCREENINGS ON LINKIT!
Over time, the district’s use of LinkIt! has 

grown more sophisticated as teachers and 
administrators take advantage of LinkIt’s 
various features. Teachers are utilizing Data 
Locker to create their own performance-
based assessments. In some grades, students 
are taking the Social Studies and Science 
benchmarks in addition to English Language 
Arts and Math. Larger grade-level assessments 
such as unit tests and quarterlies are 
administered right on the LinkIt! platform. 

One unique application of LinkIt! – and 
an indication of the personalized support 
that the company provides partner districts 
comes during what is usually the first official 
assessment of a student’s educational career.

Kindergarten screening in Little Falls had 
always been an ordeal. Substitutes had to 
be hired to free up the entire kindergarten 
team and the school nurses who direct 
the four days of screenings. The teachers 
dreaded being away from their classes for 
so long, especially at a time when they were 
beginning to wrap up the school year.

Marinelli had an idea; do the screenings 
digitally and eliminate the paperwork, possibly 
saving days of time in the process.

“The disruptiveness of the whole thing just 
seems so antiquated to me,” Marinelli said 
about the old process. “So I said if we do this 
online, we cut this thing down in half, if not to 
one day. And everyone said ‘You’re nuts. We’re 
not going to get this done in one day.’ I said, 
‘No, we’re going to get it done in one day.”

Working with Julia Diminich, a LinkIt! 
account manager and former kindergarten 
teacher, Little Falls developed a two-part 
screener to be completed on an iPad. The 
first part, administered through the LinkIt! 
testing interface, assesses a child’s academic 
preparedness with questions and activities 

that gauge skills such as color recognition, 
shape recognition, and number recognition 
(e.g., “Touch the blue square,” “Move five 
apples into the bucket”). It also indirectly 
assesses the child’s overall proficiency with 
technology.

The second part is an observational 
assessment of social, emotional, and 
behavioral readiness. Staff members 
complete the rubric within Data Locker while 
interviewing and interacting with the child.

The screening process decreased from 
four days to one, and a thousand sheets of 
paper became none. More importantly, the 
screening results can be analyzed through 
LinkIt! just like any other assessment.

A DISTRICT REVITALIZED
Data has altered Little Falls in so many 

ways. You’ll find students with data folders 
containing past benchmarks, assessments, 
and their own performance goals. LinkIt! 
Fingertip files with diverse multiple measures 
customized for each grade level serve to 
highlight longitudinal performance, areas of 
specific achievement, and potential growth.

People have changed, too. The skyrocketing 
scores have compelled educators to work in 
even closer collaboration to achieve further 
student growth; success can be addicting, and 
very good isn’t good enough when you see 
the potential for greatness. 

“I raised my kids here in town,” said 
Donovan. “They went through this school 
system. I think it’s a great community, but just 
in the last several years I feel we’ve grown 
together so much as a staff. We love being 
here together and working together to help 
our students be the best they can be. We take 
pride in being part of this district because 
now we can.”
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