
   

MARSTON MIDDLE SCHOOL GETTING A  

MAKEOVER 

Introduction 
 
In Part 1 of this two part series, we dove into school ratings and understood that millions of Americans use the  

GreatSchools.org numeric ranking as an important parameter in choosing a school for their children and some-

times the only parameter. As I researched the topic, it became evident that schools can’t be compared with each 

other unless they have extremely similar demographics. Subgroups such as English language fluency, economic 

status and parent education hugely impact outcomes.  The true question is, how well is a school catering to stu-

dents with various needs and aptitudes? 

As part of my research, I met with with Principal Gollias at Marston Middle School in Clairemont, as well as Eliza-

beth Rush, Academy Coordinator at Clairemont High School, in an attempt to better grasp how schools are  

handling the various challenges presented to them, and gather their perspective on outcomes and academic pro-

grams. There is much happening at Marston Middle School and this article is dedicating to covering just that. 
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Principal Gollias’ thoughts on school rankings and test scores: 

Since there are many parents out there looking at rankings, it was worth gathering Mr. Gollias’ thoughts on the topic. 
First, he pointed out was that it will take a couple of years of data based on the new common core testing before 
one can truly make a judgment on test scores. Common core testing is still being rolled out, those evaluating the 
tests are still being trained, and this of course applies to all schools. The contents of the new tests are very different 
than the previous multiple choice standardized tests (CST). Each test is unique and dynamically generated based 
on how well a student is answering the questions. It will therefore be more challenging to make a true comparison 
based on test score ratings alone, hence making it even more important to turn to more substantial criteria when 
evaluating a school. Please refer to Part 1 of my article for details on those criteria. 

My pressing question to Mr. Gollias was why students had higher scores in some schools while others were  
average? “It is important to compare schools with similar demographics. Also, a given subgroup for one school can 
be completely different for another. In other words, economically disadvantaged for one school may be very different 
than economically disadvantaged for another in the sense that there are varying degrees of economically disadvan-
taged. Likewise, schools with a high percentage of English learners will inevitably present lower scores. What test 
results alone don’t show is how well students are progressing. Marston Middle, for example, has one of the highest 
reclassification rates for English learners: 29% vs. the average 10%.”  

Furthermore, the criteria for reclassification may differ from district to district, increasing the challenge of comparing 
schools from different districts. 

Home support and tutoring plays a great role in student outcomes, too. There is a direct correlation between socio-
economic status and performance. One needs to look at a school’s offering holistically and determine the fit be-
tween their own child and the school. Marston Middle offers intervention programs for those who need it. 

Who is Marston Middle School’s new Principal?  

This is Principal Jon Gollias’ second year as a principal at Marston Middle School. He is driving much positive change 

at the school while drawing on his past experience which can be highlighted as follows: 

 Assistant principal at Vista Academy of Visual and Performing Arts, a K-8 magnet school in Vista Unified. 

 Improved the culture of the school by creating more heterogeneous experiences for the students, and  

elevated the arts program. 

 Assistant principal at Rancho Buena Vista High School, a comprehensive high school with 3,000+ students. 

 Increased API score by 37 points and decreased discipline infractions by 49%  

 Assistant principal at San Marcos Middle School in San Marcos Unified. 

 Raised the API and maintained schools ranking of 10 (which is the highest possible ranking).   

 Decreased the number of students with at least one F by 45% and decreased discipline infractions by 50%.  

 During his first year at Marston Middle:   

 Supported the Intervention and Exploratory Advisory Program (see next page for details on this program). 

 Built relationships, evaluate the vision, improve communication and increase opportunities for positive  

reinforcement.   

 Began the implementation of a learning environment where every child experiences significant academic, social 

and emotional growth. 
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According to Principal Gollias, all of the  

following aspects should be taken into ac-

count when evaluating a school: 

 Whole Child experience vs test scores. 

Test scores are important and Mr.  

Gollias’ background speaks for itself, but 

they should not be the sole focus. 

 Positive culture, social experiences,  

supervision, enrichment programs,  

empowering staff, training, high  

expectations, cultural diversity. 

 Special programs unique to the school, such as the 

exploratory advisory periods at Marston. 

 Keep in mind that student struggles are very real and 

unique to each situation. A student who needs to work 

to support their family will have much less time for 

homework than one who does not face that situation 

and has parents available for support. This inevitably is 

reflected in test scores but does not necessarily affect 

the performance of students in a different sub  

category.  

 While other schools have curricular "specialties" Mars-

ton prides itself on offering students more choice than 

any other school.  Our students will be successful in 

the future because they are learning what they're inter-

ested in and building on their strengths.  As our stu-

dents grow and change, our school is one of the few 

that can accommodate students' changes and new 

interests.  Other schools are limited in this regard  

 Level of enrichment and real life experiences that  

students build. It is not unheard of that students with a 

4.0 GPA see their college applications rejected be-

cause they lack other important critical thinking skills. 

 Interim assessments and programs to support those 

who are not meeting the target goals. At Marston, inter-

vention programs are in place along with a volunteer 

based tutoring program. 

 Staff tenure. Marston has an extremely high retention 

rate and is made of experienced, local teachers com-

mitted to the success of their students. 

Exploration Courses 

One of the elements that makes Marston Middle 
unique is student choice, which is highly valued. 
The philosophy is that when students engage in 
something they are passionate about, they can 
realize their full potential.  

This is implemented through daily advisory  
periods where students can choose amongst 
dozens of exploration courses. Each day begins 
with the advisory period, meaning students kick 
off their morning doing and learning about  
something they love. 

More details about the Exploratory program and 
the requirements for students to  
participate can be found at:  

https://www.sandiegounified.org/schools/
node/36020346 

https://www.sandiegounified.org/schools/node/36020346
https://www.sandiegounified.org/schools/node/36020346


Conclusion 
 

With the School Choice Applications period currently open, touring the school should definitely be high on the priority 
list, as well as chatting with the staff and principal, and find out for yourself if there could be a great fit between your 
child and Marston Middle. 

Marston Middle has been injected with a breath of fresh air this year with the arrival of Principal Jon Gollias, who is 
committed to excellence and believes in every student’s potential regardless of background or category. He is excited 
to bring about some very positive changes and is supported by a team of seasoned, passionate educators. Marston 
Middle is working in collaboration with Clairemont High School to ensure preparedness for high school and later,  
college. 

Clairemont High School was recently mentioned as being a high performing school according to the annual U.S. 
News and World Reports ranking (http://www.nbcsandiego.com/news/local/9-San-Diego-Schools-Among-Best-in-
Nation-Report-376461831.html).   

These are exciting times for our schools. Keep your eyes out as both Marston and Clairemont High School get a 
makeover and check out the schools’ calendars for tour dates and times. At Marston, they are currently offered the 
first Friday of every month. And if you do tour, ask where almuni end up - you may be quite surprised!  

https://www.sandiegounified.org/schools/calendar/Marston 
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Subscribe to my blog today! 
I am always listening for your thoughts and feedback. 

 
Disclaimer 
 

The opinions expressed in this article are the views of the author. Nothing in this article should be taken to  
constitute professional advice or a formal recommendation. In no event will the author be liable for any  
incidental, indirect, consequential or special damages of any kind, or any damages whatsoever, including,  
without limitation, those resulting from loss of profit, loss of contracts, goodwill, data, information, income,  
anticipated savings or business relationships, whether or not advised of the possibility of such damage, arising 
out of or in connection with the use of this article. 

This article or any parts herein may not be reproduced, republished or used for commercial purposes. 
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