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TTHE	 LONG	 COONVERSATIONN – RSU 2	 

The Long Conveersatioon 

or, 


“It’ss hard, but wo rth it. DDid I mmention that it’ss hard??” 


RSU 2 Studentt-Centereed Learninng
 
Immplementtation Casse Study
 

Kennebeec Intra-Diistrict Schoools (KIDS RRSU, or RSU 2) was coonsolidatedd on July 1,, 
2009, annd broughtt together tthe schools oof four schoool districtsts and five ttowns – 
Dresdenn, Farmingddale, Halloowell, Monmmouth and Richmond. Travelingg between tthe 
district’ss two most distant poiints, Dresden Elementtary School and the HHenry L. 
Cottrell Elementarry School inn Monmouth, takest you a distancce of nearlyy 25 miles aand 
shows yyou the eastt bank of thhe Kennebecc River andd the windinng roads off central 
Maine’s Five Lakess region. ThThe district hhas an enroollment of aaround 2,2200. It conttains 
three higgh schools – Hall-Dalle High School, Monmmouth Acadeemy and Riichmond HHigh 
School –– three midddle schoolss, and four eelementaryy schools. SSchool sizess vary 
considerrably. 

Though the consoliidation of RRSU 2 occurrred as it ddid for a number of commplex reassons, 
one reasson this set of towns aand districtss chose to ttie their lot together wwas that eacch 
felt theyy would be aable to maiintain the inndividual ccharacters oof their schhools and 
reflect thhe individuual characteers of their towns.  Simmultaneoussly, thoughh, in matterrs of 
vision and policy, tthe district has strivenn to act fairrly and equuitably as one. Most 
significaantly, the RRSU 2 Schoool Board addopted on JJanuary 5, 2011, a vis ion statemeent 
that focuused on stuudent-centeered learninng1. This viision, accorrding to Cuurriculum 
Coordinnator Chris Chamberlaain, has woorked to creeate commoon cause ammong the 
towns a nd unify thhe district inn its educattional visioon. 

This casse study, funnded by thee Nellie Maae Educatioon Foundation, is an examinationn of 
how RSU 2 reachedd the point of articulaating that vision and hhow it has wworked to 
implemeent it since..  For this ccase study, 330 teacherss, administtrators andd parents wwere 
interviewwed in Marrch and Appril of 2012.. The intendded audience of this sttudy is madde 

1 A numbeer of phrases are used to deesignate the iinstructional ppractices disccussed in this website and in 
these casee studies, incl uding "standaards-based," "performancee-based" and "competencyy-based,” as wwell as 
“customizzed learning” and “student -centered.” F or the most ppart in these ccase studies annd web pagess, we 
use our prreferred termm "proficiency--based educattion.” But we include the oother designattions in direc t 
quotes or within a primmary source ddocument andd do not inten d any specificc distinction bby our use of tthese 
terms. 
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TTHE	 LONG	 COONVERSATIONN – RSU 2	 

up of edducators whho are explooring a shifft to a studeent-centereed educatioonal systemm and 
who aree seeking exxamples of how implemmentation of such a syystem has uunfolded foor 
one district. 

Disclosuure: The auuthor of thiss study wass employedd from 20000 to 2009 bby MSAD 166, 
one of thhe predecesssor distric ts incorporrated into RRSU 2, as a  teacher at Hall-Dale 
High School. Durinng his firstt year, he wwas placed oon the Stanndards-Bassed Report CCard 
committtee at the h igh school. Later, he sserved in leeadership ppositions onn the Distriict 
Curricullum Leaderrship Teamm and on thee Standardds Based Reeporting Immplementattion 
Team. 

The Vission 

Approving the distrrict vision sstatement inn January 22011 was, bby all measuures, a vitall 
landmarrk in the disstrict’s jourrney towardds student-ccentered le arning. Thhe vision 
statemennt itself is bbrief: 

The vvision of RSSU 2 is to bee a system oof student-ccentered leearning. 

Adoptedd with the vvision statemment was a list of eighht indicatorss. Accordinng to the lisst, 
“studentt-centered llearning”: 

 EEmbraces sttudent voicee and choicce through vvaried learnning opporttunities thaat 
occur year-rround and ttake place innside, as weell as outsidde of schoools; project-
based learniing, internsships, experriential learrning, careeer technicall education,, 
ppeer learninng, technoloogy and appprenticeshipps. 

	 Shows studeents learn inn a variety oof environmments, fromm a variety oof sources, and 
att different ppaces basedd on individdual learninng needs. 

	 PPresents oppportunities for studentts to analyzze and thinkk critically, write and 
sppeak effectiively, and ccollaborativvely solve coomplex probblems todaay and in the 
fuuture. 

	 Inncludes thee communitty and its reesources as an importaant part of tthe learninng 
pprocess. 

	 Inntegrates a rigorous, fofocused currriculum witth instructiion and stanndards-linkked 
assessmentss. 

	 EEnables studdents to cleearly undersstand what they should know andd be able too do 
as a result off their learnning. 

	 Inncorporatess demonstrrations as wwell as tradiitional testss to measurre when a 

sttudent has mastered thhe skills annd content, thus providding an accu
urate gaugee of 
hhow well stuudents are learning andd when advvancement to the next stage is 
appropriate.. 
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TTHE	 LONG	 COONVERSATIONN – RSU 2	 

	 DDevelops in the learnerr a sense of self-worth,, cultural awwareness, aand ethical and 
soocial responnsibility. 

	 EEnsures thatt students aare able to sset goals, mmanage timee and demoonstrate an 
efffective worrk ethic. 

The visioon and the descriptionn were the ddirect produuct of almoost a year’s wwork by thee 
district’ss Ad Hoc Coommittee ffor Shared VVision, creaated in Febrruary 2010..  In April 22010 
this commmittee hossted 100 staakeholders iin a sharedd visioning mmeeting. TThe meetingg was 
held in AAugusta – aa “neutral loocation,” acccording to Chamberlaain. The 20009-2010 yyear 
was set aas the district’s “visionning year,” sshe recalledd. 20 to 255 people from each of tthe 
towns gaathered to hhave discusssions arounnd the quesstions of whhat school iis like, whaat 
school shhould be likke, and whaat learners should knoow and be aable to do. Five other 
meetinggs in the towwns followeed, ultimateely involvingg approximmately 250 ppeople. 

The locaation of the first meetinng had to bbe “neutral”” because, aas importannt as it was tto 
move toward the sttudent-centtered modeel of educatiion, it was jjust as impoortant to brring 
the distrrict togetheer under a siingle goal –– to create tthe educational visionn of RSU 2. The 
consoliddation of RSSU 2 was coontentious, partly for rreasons thaat plagued aall of the 
consoliddations carrried out durring Gov. Baldacci’s 20007-2008 ppush to reorrganize andd 
consoliddate the statte’s school ddistricts. PPartly, thouggh, it was aa product off the specifiic 
politics oof the townns involved. In particuular, some ppeople in MMonmouth aand Richmoond 
worried that their sschools wouuld be “absoorbed” by HHall-Dale, aa fear that ggained creddence 
when Haall-Dale Su perintendeent Don Siviiski was hirred as superrintendent for the neww 
Regionaal School Unnit. Siviski brought to the RSU 2 school boaard a visionn for studennt-
centeredd learning tthat was neww for two-thhirds of thaat group, buut it reflecteed a 
conversaation that hhad been gooing on in HHall-Dale foor nine yearrs, at least. 

The Long Converrsation 

At Hall-Dale Elemeentary Schoool, in 1999 , the districct had put iin place a “sstandards-
based reeport card” for grades one througgh five. “It wwas actuallyy more stanndards-
referencced rather thhan standaards-based,”” said Chriss Chamberllain, who wwas impresseed to 
see the rreport card when she sstarted as pprincipal of the elemenntary schooll in 2003, ““but 
it did haave all of thee standardss listed. Parents kneww students ddidn’t get a “math gradde” 
but kneww specificallly what theey were doinng in math and how thhey were dooing on eachh 
standardd.” The standards werre the Mainne Learningg Results, and the effort was partiially 
spurred on by the bbelief that –– as stipulatted in the 1 997 legislattion that esstablished tthe 
Learninng Results –– schools woould be reqquired to ceertify that sttudents werre 
demonsttrating profficiency in tthose standdards. 

A short ttime later, SStephen MaacDougall, then Hall-DDale High SSchool’s priincipal, formmed 
an ad hooc, action-reesearch teaam tasked wwith lookingg into the viiability of bbringing 
standardds-based reeporting to Hall-Dale HHigh Schoool. This teamm was one of a numbeer of 
teams loooking into progressivee ideas – e.g., student--led confereences and aadvisor/advvisee 
systems – that were being disccussed arouund the statte at the timme. The meeetings of thhe 
standardds-based reeport card ccommittee wwere deeplyy conflictedd, ranging frrom 
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TTHE	 LONG	 COONVERSATIONN – RSU 2	 

discussioons of logisstics to deepp philosophhical converrsations to outright shhouting 
matchess. The teamm produced a standardds-based repport card thhat, in the wwords of teaam 
chair, teeacher Russs Schneider , “went nowwhere.”  That wasn’t enntirely truee; for the higgh 
school, iit was the bbeginning off the converrsation. 

In 2002, the conversation conntinued as DDon Siviski was broughht in as supperintendennt of 
MSAD 116. Siviski, who had immplementedd standardss-based repporting in hiis previous 
positionn in Dover-FFoxcroft, waas a firm beeliever in prroficiency-bbased, studdent-centereed 
educatioon. A numbber of particcipants in tthis study ciite conversations withh Siviski as 
being thhe first timee they’d thouught seriouusly about wwhat a true standards--based systeem 
might loook like. Steeve Lavoie,, current prrincipal of HHall-Dale HHigh Schooll, said, “Thee 
first timme I heard abbout this wwas when I mmet Don, wwhen I was ccoming here nine yearrs 
ago. Hee talked aboout a report card that wwasn’t just ssomething you put on a fridge. Itt 
would coover the friddge and thee walls of thhe kitchen bbecause it ggave so mucch detail abbout 
what a sstudent knoows when thhey’re throuugh with th heir programm…[a reporrt card] thatt 
documented progreess throughh specific sttandards ovver a whole career of KK-12 educatiion.” 
Chambeerlain rememmbers a simmilar early cconversatioon in whichh Siviski askked her to 
imaginee a school inn which studdents advannced accordding to profficiency, rather than aage. 

In his firrst year, Sivviski created the Distriict Curricullum Leaderrship Team (DCLT) annd 
the eight related coontent area teams. Eveery teacherr in the distrrict was reqquired to seerve 
on one oof the conteent area teams, and eacch team choose a chair to serve onn the DCLT.. 
This boddy – with its own budgget – becamme the venuue and mechhanism for all district 
curriculuum work annd became the locus of conversattion aroundd standardss-based pracctice 
in the diistrict. Thee DCLT, led by Chambeerlain, led tthe district through thhe state’s Loocal 
Assessmment Systemm mandate, and, after tthe moratorium on thaat initiativee, led the 
district iin the writinng of K-12 ccurricula inn all eight coontent areaas. The DCLT also 
providedd professionnal developpment in prractices thatt support a  standards--based systeem, 
includinng rubric wrriting, assesssment develov pment aand double scoring. Thhey also ledd 
conversaations in thhe district arround “burrning questiions.” Whaat does it mmean to meeet a 
standardd? What is the meaninng of “masttery/proficiiency?” Whhat type of eevidence woould 
be sufficcient and neecessary to demonstraate mastery or proficieency? Whatt quantity? 
What dooes it mean to exceed aa standard??  These werre some of the very fouundational 
questionns being muulled over. 

A series of workshoop days devvoted to stanndards-bassed practicee followed. Jeff Valancce – 
who hadd been deann of studentts at Foxcrooft Academyy when thatt school immplemented 
standardds-based reeporting – mmade the etthical case ffor standarrds-based reeporting annd 
against tthe averaging of gradees. This, 20005, was thee first time the entire sstaff heard an 
argumennt for the “mmoral impeerative” of sstandards-bbased work..  Many facuulty membeers 
found thhemselves bbeing persuuaded. Somme memberss of the school board wwere at thatt 
workshoop. In 20066, a numberr of teacherrs from throoughout thee district atttended 
professioonal develoopment in sstandards-bbased reporrting with KKen O’Connnor, author of A 
Repair KKit for Gradding: 15 Fixxes for Broken Gradess. Throughhout this peeriod, the DCLT 
and conttent-area teeams workeed regularlyy toward ann understannding of staandards-bassed 
reportinng. In the suummer of 22006, a smaall group off high schoool teachers formed an ad 
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TTHE	 LONG	 COONVERSATIONN – RSU 2	 

hoc commmittee withh administrrative suppoort to deterrmine whatt next steps might be 
necessarry in bringing standardds-based reeporting to the high scchool. 

Meanwhhile, Siviski was bringiing the schoool board allong. Boardd memberss were 
comfortable with sttandards-based reportting in the eelementaryy school andd even in thhe 
middle sschool. Thee high school, as high sschools eveerywhere, wwas an especially sensi tive 
issue. Siviski regullarly assigned readingss at board mmeetings. AA presentattion based oon 
Valance’s ideas wass given at a public infoormation seession. 

At one ppoint, Siviskki realized tthat the teachers had ggotten too ffar ahead. AAt a workshhop 
in whichh 60 teache rs answeredd the questtions of six bboard memmbers, suppporters of 
standardds-based prractice arguued passionnately for thhe new systeem. Dan Crocker, a siixth 
grade teeacher, stoood up and assked the booard membeers, “Pleasee, let us do tthis.”  Sivisski 
remembbered his arrgument, “Itt is unethiccal [said Croocker,] for mme to give aa parent a 
single leetter grade wwhen I can give them eeight to ninne pieces off data aboutt how their 
student is doing in each of fouur areas of tthe standards of matheematics andd give themm 
seven orr eight thinggs about whhat's happeening in thee classroomm….Ethicallyy, I cannot ggo 
back to tthe old systtem.”  Still, the board wwould not llet Siviski pproceed. “TThey knew wwe 
hadn’t engaged thee parents annd that we hhad to do thhat. So I heeld back thee teachers.”” 

The factt that the coommunity hhadn’t beenn engaged wwas demonsstrated at a meeting inn 
May 20008 held in tthe Hall-Daale High Schhool auditoorium aboutt the new syystem of 
reportinng being prooposed for tthe high schhool. Admiinistrators had invitedd the 
admissioons directors from Collby College and the Unniversity of Maine systtem to addrress 
parent cconcerns abbout collegee acceptancee. Also inviited was Grregg Palmerr, then 
principaal of Searsport High Scchool, who hhad implemmented stanndards-based reportinng 
and an aaggressive iinterventionns programm with muchh success. TThe meetinng was 
contentiious from thhe beginninng and becaame angry eenough thaat it is still rememberedd by 
some paarticipants iin this study as “that mmeeting.” PParents in aattendance aargued fier cely 
and emootionally aggainst the chhange, objeecting that –– despite thhe presencee of two 
admissioons directors on the sttage telling them otherrwise – the new systemm would 
disadvanntage their children inn obtaining scholarshipps and commpetitive colllege entrannce. 
They alsso argued thhat removinng competittion from s chool – i.e.., measurinng students 
against sstandards rrather than each otherr – would leeave them uunpreparedd for “the reeal 
world.” 

This meeting was seen as the bbeginning oof distrust bbetween thee administrration and 
parents..  Some parents suggesst that this mmeeting maarks the timme when th e 
adminisstration wennt “undergrround” withh its implemmentation. One parent, who was not 
at the mmeeting but participated heavily inn implemenntation soonn after, saidd, “If I had to 
diagnosee the wholee thing, I woould say thaat was the bbeginning oof the end inn terms of 
collaborration. I thiink people llost faith annd trust. I tthink the addministratoors and maany 
teacherss felt like thhis was the rright thing, and they wwere going ddo it.” 
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TTHE	 LONG	 COONVERSATIONN – RSU 2	 

The Staandards-BBased Repporting Immplementaation Teamm 

Becausee of the tummult, accordiing to Siviski, the boarrd and admministrationn took a morre 
systemaatic approacch to commmunity invollvement durring the folllowing yeaar. Central tto 
this was  a new ad hhoc committtee, the Staandards-Baased Reportting Implemmentation TTeam 
(SBRIT)). The teamm was madee up of adm inistrators,, teachers aand parentss. This teamm 
had threee tasks. Fiirst, they weere to draft recommennded policiees around ggrading andd 
graduatiion requirements. Seccond, they wwere to disccuss, researrch and maake 
recommmendations aabout unresolved issues such as hhonor role, eligibility aand transcrripts 
for colleege. Third, they were tto help the ddistrict navvigate throuugh the proccess of 
informinng and invoolving the laarger commmunity. 

Coming in the wakee of “that mmeeting,” seerving on thhe team hadd an emotioonal impactt that 
surpriseed its particcipants. Thee work tookk its toll. AlAll parties enngaged, butt the tensioon 
was constant.  The parents repported feeliing dismiss ed and disrrespected. TThe work oof the 
team waas foundatioonal – whatt is educatioon for our kkids? – andd very emottional. 
Reflectinng the feelinngs of severral particippants, one pparent memmber said, “II think it 
changedd my life, beeing on thatt team. Forr me, it wass very drainning. I workked hard. TThere 
was a lott of conflictt and a lot oof hard stufff to work thhrough all tthe time….II was very 
engagedd in this. I ffeel like it ddid affect my personal, , professionnal life, andd my family..” 
Some mmeetings wennt very welll, others verry badly. OOne parent rememberss “one horriible 
meetingg where I waas emotionaally in tearss, which reaally struck mme.  It was intense. It was 
an intennse experiennce.” 

Despite the level off unease feltt among paarents on thhe team, teaachers and administraators 
– one teeacher said, “I felt like the parentss could not understandd where teaachers weree 
coming from, and mmaybe the tteachers couuldn't undeerstand wheere the pareents were 
coming from” – thee group managed to fuunction at aa high level..  Policies wwere writtenn 
early and forwarded to the schhool board ffor consideeration. To address the question of 
college aadmissions, the parentts on the coommittee suurveyed colllege admissions direcctors 
from a vvariety of coolleges and universities, who unifformly affirrmed that thhe new 
reportinng system wwould not diisadvantagee students, as long as tthe system was clearlyy 
explaineed. A publicc informatiion meetingg was organnized, whichh, in contraast to “that 
meetingg,” went very well. Finally, SBRITT participatted in two wworking sessions with tthe 
school bboard and thhe DCLT, ppresenting rrecommenddations thatt were the rresult of 
lengthy, difficult coonversationns. 

From SStandardss-Based too Student-Centered 

When RRuss Schneidder commeented that standards-bbased reporrting “went nowhere” iin 
those eaarly days, hee immediattely qualifieed it by sayiing, “and it’’s probably a good thinng, 
considerring what wwe know noww.” The eaarly work att Hall-Dale was centered on 
standardds-based reeporting, wiith the ideaa that if the reporting ssystem was transparenntly 
reportinng student pproficiency on specific standards,, then teachhers would hhave to chaange 
their praactice to address thesee transparennt needs, annd parents would be aable to suppport 
their kidds in meetinng these neeeds. Steve LLavoie desccribed it as a shallow aapproach too a 
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TTHE	 LONG	 COONVERSATIONN – RSU 2	 

deep prooblem. “I aalways thouught the big change waas going fromm a 0-100 sscale to a 1--4 
scale, annd not averaaging,” he ssaid. “I thought that wwas a huge jjump, but tthat's just a 
reportinng system. IIt's nothing compared to student--centeredneess. As diffficult as it wwas 
to make that changge in reportiing, the chaange to studdent-centerred learningg was a muuch 
deeper, second-ordder philosopphical shift..” 

The awaareness of thhe necessityy and virtuees of this “ddeeper, secoond-order”” change 
emergedd in May of 2009, in a barn conveerted into aa bed and brreakfast in Hermon, 
Maine. The Maine Departmennt of Educaation had seent out invi itations to sschool distrricts, 
inviting them to a ffour-day woorkshop. AAt this meetiing, then-edducation coommissioneer 
Susan GGendron andd educationnal researchher Robert MMarzano inntroduced aa group of 
consultaants from AAlaska who hhad developped a modeel of educattion that promised to bbe 
transforrming for thhe schools oof Maine. 

The MSAAD 16 teamm was unfammiliar with tthe Reinvennting Schoools Coalitioon (RISC) buut 
was hoppeful that thhe state wouuld supportt its move tooward stanndards-baseed practice. 
Rather tthan reformming one strructural eleement – thee reporting system – RRISC offeredd a 
model thhat transforrmed the cuulture of th e school, frrom the classsroom to tthe school 
board too the commmunity. Speaakers talkedd about clear standardds and stanndards-baseed 
practice. They alsoo talked aboout studentss learning aat their ownn pace, unattached to aage-
based grrade levels.  They talkeed about coomprehensiive vision-seetting processes, 
distributted leaders hip and conntinuous immprovemennt. They talked about mmultiple 
pathwayys and anytiime/anywhhere learninng. Not onee of these cooncepts was a new ideea to 
RISC, buut the modeel brought tthese ideas together inn a way thatt hadn’t beeen seen beffore. 

One parrent who atttended withh the MSADD 16 team wwrote that she felt the cconference was 
“generallly excellentt. I learnedd a great deeal and the ppresentatioons were verry good. It was 
especiallly helpful too hear fromm students aabout how tthey managge their learrning. It waas 
also helppful to see hhow the nottebooks andd software played a crritical role inn how studdents 
managedd their acaddemic subjeects and sett goals regaarding theirr achievemeent.” Furthher, 
she had private dis cussions wiith some faacilitators annd “felt theey were earnnest about tthe 
approacch but honest about thee challengees of makingg the transiition.” Other participaants 
remembber vividly hhearing teacchers and sstudents disscuss day-too-day practtice and 
realizingg that this wwas not onlyy a good ideea, but alsoo one that coould be exeecuted. 

Chris Chhamberlainn was not coonvinced at that meetinng that RISSC providedd the best path, 
though sshe said, “I was curiouus. When soomething ccame up in tthe fall for administraators, 
I went. Simultaneoously, theree was a sess ion for teacchers. So, ssome teach ers went too 
that, andd that was eexciting. Thhat’s when you began to get the mmoral impeerative, ‘Whhy 
should wwe change?’ That was very good.””  It began aa “grass rooots” period for the disttrict. 
“As soonn as someonne went to aa training, II had their friends callling me, ‘WWhen can I ggo to 
a traininng?’  I consttantly had wwaiting listss for peoplee wanting too go to whaat we calledd ‘the 
RISC traaining.’ So that was 20009 and 20010.” The cost of this ttraining waas a heavy 
concern, but Chammberlain andd Siviski decided to divvert all Titlee IIA professsional 
developmment fundss for that yeear – the firrst year of thhe federal AARRA stimulus – to thhe 
RISC traainings. 
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Year Onne 

In June 2009, the MMSAD 16 scchool boardd voted, unaanimously,, to change the gradingg to 
a standaards-based reporting system, impplementing it in the higgh school oone year at aa 
time. On June 30, MSAD 16 cceased to exxist. On Jully 1, Kenneebec IntraDistrict Schoools 
(RSU 2)  came into being. Neaarly a decadde after theyy had first bbegun discuussing the iideas 
around sstandards-bbased practtice, year onne began. 

Don Siviiski rememmbered, “Wee started thee summer wwith a retreeat, and we had the 
adminisstrators andd the 12 memmbers of thhe board in attendancee. They werre asked to read 
Tony Waagner's Gloobal Achieveement Gapp, and we haad a facilitaator lead ouur discussion.” 
Siviski ppresented thhe ideas behhind studennt-centeredd learning inn their esseentials – timme is 
the variaable, learning the consstant; anytime, anywhhere learninng; 21st centtury skills –– 
and madde an argumment for mooving the enntire districct in that diirection. “AAt the end oof 
our seveen-hour retrreat dinnerr, the boardd unanimouusly said, ‘Thhis is the onnly way we 
should bbe going, wee will embrrace standarrds-based eeducation, aand we neeed our 
curriculuums docummented and we'd like all our townns to be movving in this direction. SSo 
adminisstrators, we'd like to haave goals annd activitiess that help RSU 2 get tto that poinnt.’ 
We weree gassed thaat we couldd have 12 meembers willlling to leadd after only having knoown 
each othher for one rretreat!” 

Board mmember Jimm Grandahl remembered that retrreat: “We loooked at thee data. Andd we 
saw thatt our schoolls were doinng pretty wwell in the sttate, but…thhat was likee being the best 
of the worst. Even our best weere only reaaching 55 ppercent [prooficiency]. So, Don 
presenteed this as, ‘HHere’s the pproblem, annd here’s a possible waay to move ahead.’” TThe 
board vooted to movve ahead, acccording too Grandahl, but he offeered this dissclaimer: “II’m 
very carefully sayinng that we wwere not votting that wee would beccome a RISSC school, oor 
that RISSC was the rright blueprrint for us.  We voted uunanimoussly that we hhad to channge. 
RISC presented a ppromising ppath for that. If what wwe’ve been doing for thhe last 30 yyears 
has onlyy taken us thhis far, thenn we’re goinng to do sommething elsse.” Grandaahl appliedd a 
sports annalogy: giveen the past records of the schoolss, in joiningg a new RSUU, the schools 
would be “under a new coach, learning a new offensse.” 

Chris Chhamberlainn agreed thaat it was an important distinctionn to make. ““RISC is onne 
model among a bunnch. We weere developping our insstructional model, andd we used RRISC 
to help uus do that.””  Where RISC added t he most vallue, accordding to Chammberlain, wwas 
in providding traininngs that esttablished thhe moral immperative – communiccating why iit 
was esseential to chaange practice – and prroviding toools that alloowed teacheers to alter the 
culture oof their classsrooms, mmoving fromm a professoorial model of teachingg to a facilittator 
or coachh model. Thhe two trainnings that pprovided th his were the Understannding the 
Model wworkshop annd the Classsroom Design and Deelivery workkshop (akaa, CDD or 
Beacon ttraining). BBetween Noovember 20009 and Ju une 2010, wwhile the boaard and thee 
superinttendent conncentrated oon consoliddating the RRSU, all admministratorrs and arounnd 
50 teachhers took thhe Understaanding the Model trainning, with ssomewhat ffewer taking 
the CDDD training. Even thouggh the teachhers had beeen warned that returnning to the 
district aand enthusing about thhe trainingg might be ooff-putting, word got aaround. Onne 
middle sschool teachher remembbers being told not to talk about it by the traainer, that iit 
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TTHE	 LONG	 COONVERSATIONN – RSU 2	 

would juust be betteer to start chhanging thiings in the cclassroom aand waitingg for other 
teacherss to notice, “but peoplee asked.  Soo I shared.” One teachher was so eenergized byy
what shee said that hhe started iimplementiing the ideaas in his claassroom immmediately.  “He 
dived in pretty quicckly. Quickker than mee, and I wass pretty quicck.” 

Year onee, then, wass a year of sslowly buildding capacitty by providding “RISC  training” tto 
teacherss who were interested,  increasingg the knowleedge of the board, andd through 
conversaations at thhe building llevel startinng to plant seeds in alll the towns of the RSUU. 
Rick Ammero, princiipal at Monmouth Acaademy, remembered thhe previouss principal, 
Scott Beell, leading ddiscussionss in faculty meetings oon the probllems with aaveraging 
grades, tthe practicee of giving zzeroes for laate work annd the separration of woork ethic annd 
behaviorr from acaddemic achieevement in reporting. In each towwn, a formaal curriculuum 
review sstructure waas put in place – teams to meet reegularly and discuss cuurriculum 
issues – and an RSU-wide currriculum leaadership strructure cooordinated thhe work. DDeb 
Emery, pprincipal off the Henryy Cottrell Scchool in Moonmouth, bbegan leadinng discussioons 
at facultty meetings about thesse same issuues and enccouraged boook and stuudy groups. 
Her stafff was energgized. 

As chaottic as it mayy have felt, having the consolidattion of the RRSU and thhe movemennt 
toward sstudent-cenntered learnning occurrring simultaaneously mmay have woorked to thee 
advantage of the diistrict. The new beginning that wwas markedd by the arriival of RISCC 
meant thhat all of thhe towns of the districtt – all the scchools, theiir administrators and 
teacherss – were enggaging in thhis new learrning togetther. Similaarly, the adoption of 
student--centered leearning gavve the new ddistrict a cooncrete eduucational vission that woould 
guide alll of its actioons. 

Year Twwo 

In August of 2010, the adminiistration sought to preess the issuee with facullty. The disstrict 
placed aall of its worrkshop dayss at the begginning of thhe year andd held a district-wide, 
three-daay Understaanding the Model trainning for all personnel..  The goal wwas to havee a 
commitmment vote oon the thirdd day of traiining. The 50 faculty mmembers wwho had alreeady 
had the training weent ahead too CDD trainning. On thhe third dayy, at lunch, the vote waas 
held. Shhould the diistrict contiinue forwarrd in the dirrection of sstandards-bbased, studeent-
centeredd learning? Chris Chammberlain arrranged forr one teacheer from eacch building to 
count vootes. Rich DDelorenzo, the director of RISC, hhad told thee administrration that nno 
school ddistrict had ever receivved more thhan 70 perceent to vote affirmativeely for the 
change. The vote ccounters retturned fromm the libraryry to the caffeteria to reeport 83.3 
percent.. 

Chris Chhamberlainn rememberred, “It was a big deal. The crew ffrom the Reeinventing 
Schools Coalition hhad told us, ‘You have tto take thiss vote.  You have to kn ow that thee 
teacherss are behindd it, becaus e the work is so difficuult.’ And wwe agreed. RRight after 
lunch onn the third dday, we hadd ballots. TThey were ggiven a rubrric of six collumns, goinng 
from ‘Coompletely inn Favor’ to ‘I have my doubts, I ddon’t think tthis is goodd for kids.’ SSo 
we thought, if we get the top fofour, we’d be OK. The fourth wass ‘I think I ccan buy intoo 
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TTHE	 LONG	 COONVERSATIONN – RSU 2	 

this, butt I need a loot more infoormation.’ So, big druum roll…andd it came baack at 83.3 
percent voting to do this change. And the place wennt wild. It wwas probabbly the mostt 
emotionnal momentt of an educcational carreer.” 

For Donn Siviski, it wwas a landmmark momeent balancinng out the llandmark mmoment of 
“that meeeting.” It wwas an “exppression of the unity oof the professsionals in tthe district.” 
Other paarticipants agreed, onee saying, unnderstatedlly, “It was ccool,” anothher actually 
tearing uup as she deescribed thhe vote. Eveery particippant, when aasked, had a vivid 
memoryy of “the votte,” and reccognized it aas pivotal. 

This set the tone foor the 2010--2011 schoool year.  On ce again, alll professionnal 
developmment moneey went towward traininng faculty inn proficienccy-based, sttudent-centtered 
learningg. This incluuded universal traininng in Classrroom Desiggn and Deveelopment aand 
widespread traininng in the higgher levels oof RISC traiining, Instrructional DDesign and 
Developpment (aka, IDD, or Addvanced Beeacon) and GGuide trainning. The ddistrict also 
invited BBea McGarvvey, coauthhor with Chuuck Schwahhn, of the bbook Inevitaable, whichh 
presenteed its own mmodel of stuudent-centeered learninng. McGarrvey focusedd on 
instructiional strateegies, assesssment and lleadership..  McGarveyy’s traininggs 
complemmented the RISC workk in providinng teacherss ways to brring these iddeas into thhe 
classrooom, and expplored moree deeply ideeas around formative aassessmentt. 

A number of teacheers felt thatt this work wwas most mmeaningful to them. OOne veterann 
elementtary teacherr, felt like shhe was “findding old friiends. It fitts how I bellieve educattion 
should bbe.” A midddle school tteacher saidd, “I never wwanted to bbe a stand-aand-deliver 
teacher. That's nevver the way I wanted too teach, butt I didn't reeally have thhe skills to 
facilitatee learning tthe way I doo now. And I have to ggive credit too the RISC training. IIt 
gives youu processess to do what you want to do. Theyy've got a loot of good pprocesses.” 

As the caapacity of the faculty wwas developped, and the vision waas crafted, ssome mandates 
did comme from the administraation. At onne point, facculty membbers were a sked simplyy to 
start usiing at least one of the RRISC tools in their classsroom. Addministratoors would ddo 
walkthrooughs lookiing for stanndard operaating proceddures, codees of conducct, parking lots 
or otherr evidence. Much of thhis centeredd on the ideea of increassing “voice and choicee” in 
their claassrooms, i.e., creatingg avenues orr mechanissms for studdent feedbaack (voice) aand 
allowingg students tto decide hoow they migght demonsstrate proficciency in anny given 
standardd (choice). 

One teaccher at Monnmouth Acaademy recaalled facultyy meetings discussing voice and 
choice. Teachers wwould ask quuestions abbout certainn practices, and other tteachers woould 
raise theeir hands too say, “Welll, I already ddo this in mmy room. CC’mon and ccheck it outt.” 
This teacher said, ““The overridding messaage [from addministratiion] was, ‘YYou're doingg this 
in your cclassroom aalready, butt what we’re going to ddo is give yoou more toools and more 
thoughtss and inspirration as too how you ccan continue to developp these ideaas where thhe 
student shows you the learninng rather than you showwing how tthey [shouldd] learn.’  YYou 
know, thhe sort of ‘show me thaat you knoww it, and noot just with the three o f four narroow 
things I say because that mighht not be yoour jam,’ so to speak.” 
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TTHE	 LONG	 COONVERSATIONN – RSU 2	 

Even aftter the vote in August aand the conncomitant gglow it cast over the diistrict’s worrk, 
there waas some wariness among teacherss and adminnistration.  Looking ahhead to thee 
amount of work invvolved coulld provoke ttrepidationn. Some teaachers – seeeing 
themselvves, correcttly, as beingg good teacchers – wonndered whatt they woulld be givingg up 
by takinng on the neew model. TTeachers inn Monmoutth and Richhmond feareed a 
communnity backlassh like the oone that had happenedd in Hallowwell; this neever 
materiallized, at leaast not at thhat level, acccording to tteachers in those distrricts. Otherrs 
wondereed, if 83.3 ppercent voteed for it, whhat about thhe 16.7 perccent who diid not? No 
special eeffort was mmade to couurt them – tthe ballot wwas secret –– but the conversationss 
continueed, and all wwere invited. 

They mooved forwarrd and did tthe trainingg. Though tthe bulk of the professsional 
developmment was pprovided in the 2010-22011 school year, the ggreat professional 
developmment push culminatedd in Decembber 2011, att which timme 100 percent of facullty 
(except nnewly hiredd teachers) were traineed at the CDDD level. BBy April 20112, 40 perceent 
of districct teachers were traineed at the IDDD level, annd approximmately 30 sttaff had beeen 
trained eeven beyonnd to the Guuide level. 

In addition to this iinternal woork, RSU 2 jjoined five other schoool districts in what camme 
to be callled the Maaine Cohort for Custommized Learnning (MCCLL). The RSUU had decliined 
to join thhe previouss year (when it was iniitially referrred to as “thhe RISC cohhort”) becaause 
of the finnance modeel the cohorrt was propposing and bbecause theey weren’t ssure if the wwork 
they werre doing waas truly aliggned to the CCohort’s gooals or pacee. “We workked with thhe 
cohort, wwe just didnn’t join,” saaid Chris Chhamberlain. A year latter, the six ddistricts – RRSU 
2, RSU 118 (Messaloonskee), RSSU 57 (Masssabesic), MMilford, RSUU 84 (Jackmman), and RRSU 
15 (Grayy/New Glouucester) – hhad aligned their intereests and aggreed to worrk 
cooperattively in ordder to 1) shhare resourcces, 2) share expertise and 3) incrrease the 
capacityy in the state for custommized learnning. One oof their firstt tasks was to work witth 
Bea McGGarvey and Marzano RResearch Laaboratories to create aa set of “meaasurement 
topics” aand “learninng targets” (building from the Leearning Ressults and Coommon Core 
standardds) that wouuld represeent a viable curriculumm for studennt-centeredd learning. 
Teacherrs from all ssix districts,, in the fourr core conteent areas, ggathered forr days in the 
2010-20011 school yyear to writee these “meeasurementt topics.” 

Year Thhree 

Don Siviiski left RSUU 2 at the eend of the 22010-2011 sschool year in order too work at the 
Maine SState Departtment of Edducation. TTo succeed him, the scchool boardd selected VVirgel 
Hammoonds, who hhad been principal of LLindsay Higgh School, i n Lindsay, CA.  In his five 
years there, Hammmonds had ssuccessfullyy brought thhe high schoool throughh a transitioon to 
a standaards-based, student-ceentered moddel – a trannsition that has since eextended too the 
entire Liindsay Uniffied School District. AAt Lindsay, Hammondds had workked closely wwith 
Robert MMarzano, RRISC and Beea McGarveey. Seeing ““tremendouus results” iin Lindsay, a 
student populationn that was 1000 percent economicaally disadvaantaged andd where 70 
percent of the popuulation was English lannguage learrners, Hammmonds waas invited inn 
2009 to come to MMaine to speak at RSU 115 (Gray/NNew Gloucesster). He wwas later invvited 
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TTHE	 LONG	 COONVERSATIONN – RSU 2	 

to come to RSU 2 too work for ttwo days wwith the admministrativee team on leeadership 
(“How ddo you inspiire and emppower folkss to make thhis change??”). When DDon Siviskii 
announcced he was leaving, Haammonds ssubmitted hhis applicatiion for the position. 

By choosing Hammmonds, the RRSU 2 boarrd brought in the leadeer with the experiencee that 
could, mmost logicallly, take the district on its next steeps. They aalso, just byy the fact of the 
hiring, ddeclared theeir continueed commitmment to stuudent-centeered learninng. In the 
intervieww, Hammonnds made it clear to thhe board that, if they wwere not commmitted too 
pursuingg student-ccentered leaarning, he wwas not inteerested in wworking for them. 

Hammoonds made tthree decisiions early oon that wouuld shape thhe year.  The first was tthat 
the distrrict would aadopt the mmeasuremennt topics thaat had beenn developedd by the Maaine 
Cohort ffor Customiized Learniing. Hammmonds felt itt absolute nnecessary foor the distriict to 
have a cllear curricuulum. Otheerwise, howw could teacchers possibbly know whhat they shhould 
be doingg, or how wwell they werre doing it??  How coulld administtrators and the board 
guide thhe educationnal missionn of the district? RSU 22 did not h ave such a curriculumm, 
though ssome of its constituentt districts ddid. The troouble was thhat the Cohhort had takken 
longer too produce tthe measureement topiccs than hadd been anticcipated.  Thhus, the 
measureement topiccs themselvves were lesss well deveeloped than they mightt have hopeed. 
Neverthheless, Hammmonds feltt it was neceessary to immplement immmediatelyy. “It was 
interestiing,” said HHammonds,, “that manny of the teaachers I talkked to couldd not identiify 
the standards they taught to. That’s not aa new conccept. That’ss 30 years oold. Identiffy 
standardds. Teach tto the standdards. The LLearning RResults havee been arouund since 19997. 
I said, ‘WWe just can’t have thatt.’ It’s not tthat teacherrs weren’t wworking harrd. They were. 
But the mmajority off the work thhey were dooing was noot tied to sttandards. AAnd I 
understaand that the measuremment topicss had holes. . Well, we wweren’t teacching to anyy 
standardds before. BBut our tea m will be wworking on tthem to filll those holees.” 

The meaasurement ttopics weree supposed to have desscriptors wrritten for sttudent 
performmance that mmatched woork describeed as partiaally meetingg the standaard (otherwwise 
known aas level 2 onn a four-poiint scale), mmeeting thee standard ((or level 3), and exceedding 
the standard (level 4). Only thhe (3) levelss – “proficiiency” – hadd been writtten. In 
additionn, the measuurement topics had onnly been draafted in fouur core conttent areas: EELA, 
math, soocial studies and sciennce. The othher four – vvisual and pperforming arts, worldd and 
modern languages,, health andd physical eeducation, aand career aand educatiion 
developmment – werre a year awway. RSU 22 teachers inn those areaas would haave to writee 
their owwn standardds for the yeear. 

Also, thee measuremment topics had re-connceptualizedd the scorinng levels, brringing themm 
into linee with a coggnitive taxonnomy – simmilar to Blooom’s taxonnomy – creaated by 
Marzanoo Research Laboratoriies. Rather  than (3) beeing “meetss the standaards,” and ((2) 
and (4) bbeing “parttially meets” and “exceeeds,” respeectively; (3) now meannt 
demonsttrating profficiency at aa high levell, while (2) meant demmonstratingg proficienccy at 
a more bbasic level.  In other wwords, insteaad of descriibing levelss toward (orr beyond) 
success ttoward meeeting the sttandard, thee new scalee described levels of soophistication in 
workingg with the mmeasuremennt topic. Onne high schhool teacherr explainedd it to parennts at 
conferennces: 
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Don'tt let the (1), (2), (3), (4)4) confuse yyou. Let me explain it tthis way. AA (1) level 
questtion would be 'You knoow the capiitol of Mainne is Augussta, right?' A level (2) 
wouldd be 'What is the capittol of Maine? Augustaa.' Level (3)) is 'Why iss Augusta thhe 
capitool of Mainee?' And leveel (4) wouldd be 'What iif the capitool of Mainee was moveed to 
Banggor? How wwould that cchange the state?' Thaat really heelped peoplle understand 
it’s thhe complexiity, it's not tthe knowledge. The knnowledge iss pretty muuch the samme, 
but itt's how you use that knnowledge. 

It was a subtle shiftt redefiningg terms thatt parents annd teacherss thought thhey 
understoood. It addded to the sttress of teacchers doingg many neww things, annd it 
contribuuted to pareents’ sense tthat they wwere disconnnected fromm the process. Thoughh 
many teachers camme to feel that the new scale madee much morre sense – in fact, was 
clearer tthan the oldd scale – th e fact of thee change caaused frustrration. 

More diffficult thann either of thhese issues,, though, wwas the fact tthat the teaachers woulld be 
getting tthe measureement topiccs only dayys before theey were to bbe teachingg them. 

The secoond decision made was that, alonng with the nnew measuurement toppics, the disstrict 
would immplement aa new onlinne reportingg system – ccalled Educcate – that aallowed 
reportinng and trackking of profficiency achhievement tthat, accordding to manny in the 
district, no other grrading softwware could..  The MCCL had contrracted withh developer 
Scott Baacon to creaate a versionn of the softftware that ssuited Mainne’s needs, and he hadd. 
But – ass with the mmeasuremennt topics – RSU 2 was the only diistrict goingg live with iit in 
the 20111-2012 schoool year. 

A systemm based in sstandards aand operatinng with a sttudent-cen tered modeel needs succh 
softwaree if it is not to “fall undder the weigght of its owwn paper.” Also, as M ary Helen 
Williams, Principall of Dresdenn Elementaary School aand the Maarcia Buker Elementaryy 
School in Richmonnd, put it, “oone of the mmost importtant things about the sstandards-
based appproach is hhow visible  it is, in theeory. Parennts can get oon Educatee and see whhat’s 
going onn. Kids cann get on. I ccan get on. If you didnn’t have thatt system, annd you’ve ggot 
these paaper copies of report caards and suuch…it’s tooo cumbersoome.” With new standards 
it made sense, accoording to Haammonds, to begin to use the neww software, rather thaan 
enteringg them into the old stuudent informmation systtem or runnning a paper system foor a 
year. Thhis decisionn has meantt that as thee RISC proffessional deevelopmentt push camee to 
an end, tthe district had to focuus on Educaate trainingg. Few feel that the traaining has bbeen 
adequatte. Each buuilding has tteachers deesignated ass trainers, bbut there simmply hasn’tt, 
accordinng to some, been the tiime provideed for teachhers to movve beyond uusing the 
softwaree at its mostt basic leve l. 

The thirrd decision wwas to impllement stanndards-based reportinng – along wwith the 
measureement topiccs – in Monnmouth Acaademy and Richmond High Schoool in all fouur 
grades ssimultaneouusly, ratherr than phasiing it in onee grade at aa time, as haad been done at 
Hall-Dale High Schhool. Accorrding to Principal Rickk Amero, att Monmouthh Academyy, it 
was studdents – in ffacilitated conversationns – who saaid that it mmade no sennse for the 
school too try and ruun a dual syystem (traditional metthods for uppperclassmmen and 
student--centered foor underclaassman). Iff the school is going too make the cchange, theen it 
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TTHE	 LONG	 COONVERSATIONN – RSU 2	 

should mmake the chhange. Onee teacher at Hall-Dale wwas enviouus of the deccision.  Halll-
Dale hass been runnning a dual system for three yearss, said this tteacher, and “I don’t thhink 
anyone uunderstoodd the cost too teachers, iin terms of time and eeffort, of runnning both 
systems simultaneoously. A treemendous aamount of wwork.” 

In the faace of the deemands of tthe year, teeachers perssisted. By MMarch, the “whirlwindd” 
had beguun to settlee down, but morale ammongst the tteachers remmained fairrly low. Yess, 
they werre doing thiis because tthey believeed in it, butt also, said aa number oof 
adminisstrators andd teachers, bbecause it wwas requireed. This waas a theme rraised by a 
number of participants, includding those wwho supporrted the deccisions madde by the 
adminisstration. Onne teacher ssaid she waas looking foorward to nnext year beecause she 
wasn’t feeeling “espeecially competent” thaat year. Anoother said, with sometthing of a 
laugh, thhat he was llooking forwward to nexxt year becaause, “I’ll knnow what tthe hell I’m 
doing.” Teachers inn all schoolls – and admministratorrs – made itt clear that they felt ass if 
they werre right at the edge of ttheir capaccities.  A nummber of teaachers indiccated that tthey 
were woorking as haard as they ccould ever rremember working buut also feeling they werre 
doing beetter work tthan they evver thoughtt they couldd. “It’s hardd, but it’s wworth it,” onne 
high schhool teacherr said earneestly, “Did II mention thhat it’s hardd?” 

Check aand Adjusst 

In June of 2012, RSSU 2 graduated its firsst group of sseniors withh standardss-based scoores 
on their report cardd and transcript. Thesse students will be at MMonmouth Academy aand 
Richmonnd High Scchool. In Juune of 20133, the first ggroup of senniors at Halll-Dale will 
graduatee from a staandards-baased systemm. The entirre district wwill, on papeer, be operaating 
a standaards-based, student-ceentered moddel. This iss a landmarrk achievemment to somme, 
but no oone has beenn under thee illusion thhat the distrrict is finishhed. Askedd to gauge thhe 
movemeent of the diistrict, Halll-Dale Princcipal Steve Lavoie alloowed, “We’vve made 
considerrable progress.” Monmmouth Acaddemy Princcipal Rick AAmero dreww an imaginnary 
line marrking a specctrum betwween a totallly traditionnal system aand a complletely studeent-
centeredd system. HHe placed RRSU 2 aboutt a quarter of the way toward stu dent-centerred. 
“Last year was entirely the oldd system—zero to 100. The staff hhas been woonderful. TThey 
are beinng challengeed every sinngle day. I ffeel like we’re in the mmiddle of a ttornado, buut 
when wee reflect andd see how ffar we’ve coome, we reaally have takken huge stteps and aree 
having ssome level oof success. That’s the ppart that I’mm proud off. People haave come 
togetherr as a team, embracingg standards-based eduucation.” 

One thinng that has made proggress possibble, accordinng to teacheers and admministratorrs, 
has beenn the districct enthusiasstically embbracing a “ccheck and aadjust” phillosophy as aa 
stance tooward channge. The phhrase came out of the ccommon orrganizationnal model 
referredd to as Plan--Do-Check--Adjust (sommetimes Acct), and is aamplified byy the RISC 
pillar of continuouss improvemment. Throuugh the yeaar, the distrrict aggressively evaluaated 
progresss, and as sooon as someething seemmed to be gooing badly, adjusted coourse. The 
most proominent exxample of thhis was in thhe responsee to the “stuudent-paceed” mantra of 
much student-centtered theoryy. The ideaa was that alll learn at aa different ppace, and n o 
student should be ppenalized foor that. Unnfortunatelyy, to paraphhrase one pparent, no 
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TTHE	 LONG	 COONVERSATIONN – RSU 2	 

educatioonal model will changee what it meeans to be 114 years oldd. Immediaately upon 
enactingg “student-ppaced” at HHall-Dale, sttudents beggan falling bbehind, puttting work ooff 
until thee end of thee trimester oor year, andd feeling jusstified in dooing so. It was alarmiing 
enough that in Novvember, thee administraation and teeachers chaanged the rrule to “teaccher-
paced orr faster.” Sttudents couuld work at the pace thhe teacher sset, or movee ahead as tthey 
saw fit, bbut falling bbehind wouuld mean thhe student wwas directed toward innterventionns. It 
would allso have immplications ffor eligibilitty and honoor role. Thhis shift in ppolicy 
addresseed one of thhe most freqquently voiiced concernns of parennts, that theere were no 
deadlinees, and alsoo gave teachhers more leeverage in ttheir roomss to direct innstruction. 

“Check aand adjust”” has becomme part of thhe culture inn RSU 2. AA number o f participannts 
indicate d directly thhat they “loove” check aand adjust. “It gives yyou permisssion to try 
things, aand it gives you permisssion to faill,” said onee high schoool math teaccher. “We ttell 
kids thatt mistakes aare a part oof learning. That’s truee for us, tooo.” One of tthe earliestt 
RISC toools, the Parrking Lot – which facillitates direcct feedback from studeents – feedss 
into “cheeck and adjjust.” One hhigh schooll teacher haas set up a ppolicy of claass meetinggs in 
his roomm. “Every oonce in a whhile – or if ssomething sseems to bee going wroong – we’ll cclose 
the doorr, sit on the desks, andd have a safee conversattion. ‘Whatt’s going wrrong, folks?? 
What neeeds to channge?’” As thhe year hass progressedd, students have comee to expect aa 
voice in the conversation. 

In one eexample at MMonmouthh Academy, students appproached the adminiistration. TThey 
felt the ppace was tooo quick. Thhey were faalling behinnd and panicking. Accoording to RRick 
Amero, “One kid caame to us and said, ‘Loook, can thee teachers just stop mooving aheadd? 
Can theyy just stop ffor a couplee of days?’ Another kidd came to uus and said,, ‘I really waant 
to move deeper intoo some thinngs. Can we stop for aa few days sso I can do tthat?’ It waas 
beautifuul. One kid said, ‘You know I’m aa procrastinnator, and II’ve gotten mmyself in a 
mess.’” Teachers hhad a mixedd reaction. “Some thouught we we re enablingg them and they 
should bbe taking caare of businness, so touggh luck.  OOthers thougght, ‘Y’knoww, we’ve 
changedd all the rulees on these kids.’ So wwe gave themm the two ddays. In th ose classes,, for 
the two days, the teeachers didn’t teach annything neww. The poinnt of it was that the kidds 
would trry to meet aa measuremment topic, oor a couplee of measureement topiccs, during tthose 
two dayss. And if yoou’re OK in English, wwe work thinngs out so yyou can go wwork on maath. 
We brouught in a couple of retiired math teeachers andd sat them iin the libraary. Kids gooing 
for the ffours workeed with the retired matth teachers. Sometimees just hearring the 
informaation in a different wayy makes thee differencee. It was greeat. We gott good 
feedbackk. This whoole idea camme from thee kids.” 

Continuuing the LLong Convversation 

The factt that check and adjustt was embraaced by thee district diddn’t eliminaate the general 
unease ffelt by somee teachers, students annd parents. One teachher indicateed that, likee the 
studentss at Monmoouth Academmy, he wouuld like to sttop learninng new stufff for just a llittle 
while, soo he can maaster what hhe’s alreadyy taken on aand “feel likke a good teeacher.”  
Anotherr teacher inddicated thaat, while shee “loves” chheck and adjdjust, the sppecific 
adjustmments aren’t always whaat she woulld choose. WWith the addoption of tthe 
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TTHE	 LONG	 COONVERSATIONN – RSU 2	 

measureement topiccs, for exammple, and thhe mandatee that speciffic teacherss will be 
requiredd to cover assigned toppics, she feltt the districct had oncee again becoome 
curriculuum-driven,, rather tha n student-ccentered.  TThe district revisited thhese 
assignmments – at thhe request oof teachers – and easeed stress, buut didn’t change the 
general feeling thiss teacher haad that beinng required to follow an unfamiliaar and 
demandding plan meant she waas less respponsive to inndividual sttudents. Shhe was hopeful 
that in thhe 2012-20013 school yyear, she woould have aa better grassp of the mmeasuremennt 
topics annd Educatee, and once again act wwith more faacility in heer room. 

Parents have also eexpressed varying levells of concerrn about the introducttion of new 
elementts this year.  One parennt, a supporrter of the rreforms, waas nevertheless frustraated 
at the diifferent leveels of underrstanding thhat differennt teachers had of the mmeasuremeent 
topics. SShe asked tthree differeent teacherrs what it mmeant to gett a (4) and rreceived thrree 
differentt answers. Principal RRick Amero mirrored tthis sentimeent, acknowwledging, 
“Consisttency is stilll an issue. We need mmore professsional deveelopment too make suree a 
(3) is a ((3) is a (3) tthroughout the districtt.” Also, thhe roll out of Educate left many 
parents frustrated aand confused. Traininng for parennts was inaddequate, thhis parent saaid, 
though sshe admitteed that she didn’t knoww how the aadministrattion could ssuccessfullyy 
train parrents beforehand. “Paarents won’t show up tto meetingss.” 

They havve been shoowing up inn principalss’ offices, thhough. A nuumber of addministratoors 
discusseed spendingg hours withh parents after the firsst Educate pprogress reeport was 
issued. Parents alsso continued to ask questions thaat have beenn asked sincce the 
beginninng. What aabout collegge? What abbout honorr roll? Whyy aren’t we aaveraging 
grades? Some weree satisfied wwith the ansswers they received annd left undeerstanding the 
new systtem far bettter than if tthey’d attennded a publlic meeting..  Others, att a fundameental 
level, dissagreed witth the substtance of thee change. AAs Don Sivisski said aboout the earlly 
work witth MSAD 166, “There wwill always bbe people inn the commmunity who disagree wwith 
you, andd there will always be ppeople at sttep one of thhe process..” A small ggroup of 
parents in Halloweell continue d to express concern –– at times, hhostility – nnot about 
standardds-based orr student-ceentered eduucation, butt about whaat they see as poor 
implemeentation annd an unresponsive admministratioon. One parrent, after ttalking withh 
others about Educaate and the measuremment topics, felt that 20011-2012 waas the mostt 
frustratiing year of tthe transition thus farr. 

Virgel HHammonds is sympathhetic to this complaint..  “It’s hard for a parennt to hear, ‘GGive 
me a yeaar or two, and we’ll fixx that.’  Becaause their kkid doesn’t have a yearr or two. Thhe 
junior cllass has gonne through three differrent shifts iin how thinngs are scorred. And I 
come in and I look at rubric-bbased scoress differentlyy. So here tthey go, expperiencing 
another change, a yyear from college. ‘Is tthis going tto negativelly impact thhem?’ I get why 
parents are concernned.  Thesee are legitimmate concerrns. A piecee I share wiith parents,, 
often, is that there are difficulties in any sort of secoond-order cchange. The key is to 
reflect oon those andd make adjuustments ass quickly ass you can, foor the best interest of all 
kids. Noo one at Haall-Dale or in the RSU ever implemmented anyything thinkking, ‘I’m ggoing 
to do thiis to mess uup the kids. ’ I’ve watchhed all stafff working feeverishly too do what’s 
right forr all kids. AAnd the key is all kids.”” 
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Hammoonds has atttempted to foster trustt by continuuing to havee the long cconversatioon 
that beggan more thhan a decade ago. Hammmonds saiid, when hee arrived at RSU 2, “I 
needed tto get to knnow the commmunities, the schoolss. What hass made us ssuccessful?
What haasn’t?  Whaat do we neeed to target? I made aa commitmeent to go to every 
communnity. Homees. Patios. Barns. Towwn fairs.’”  OOne board mmember coommented tthat, 
as far ass he could teell, Hammoonds hadn’tt had a nighht off since Septemberr. Hammonnds 
discusseed what studdent-centerred learnin g entailed. He undersstood that, eeven this faar 
into the process, mmany peoplee were encouuntering thhis informattion for thee first time, and 
that theyy are genuinnely surprised that schhool would be fundammentally diffferent fromm 
what theey remembeered as chilldren. “As ssimple as itt seems to eeducators, tthat’s a tough 
one for pparents to gget past beccause that’ss how we did school. TThat’s all wee know. Thhat 
score tellls me whatt I know.  Itt really was a learning process forr our commmunity to 
understaand how thhat’s not a uuseful way too understannd learningg.” In somee cases, it’s 
gone furrther than tthat, directlly into curriiculum.  Twwice, Hammmonds has wworked withh 
businessses from M onmouth too develop community--centered pprojects thatt can be useed to 
demonsttrate proficciency on mmeasuremennt topics. TThe most prrominent off these was one 
in whichh students ddesigned annd built an oouthouse foor a small issland conseervancy in tthe 
district. 

Expectaation 

Many paarticipants expressed aa sense of eexpectation and “lookinng forwardd to next yeaar.” 
There haas been a seense that, wwith the measurement topics and Educate noow in handd, 
they willl be in a possition to ennact genuineely somethiing that hass felt like thheory and ppilot. 
As he coontemplatess the formiddable task oof setting upp a master schedule thhat will alloow 
for varioous groupinngs and re-ggroupings oof kids accoording to reaadiness, ratther than a ge-
based grrade levels, Steve Lavooie said, witth some sattisfaction, “WWe’ve talkeed the talk ffor a 
long timme, now we’lll be walkinng the walk..” 

In 20044, when disccussing thiss shift with then-commmissioner Suue Gendronn, Don Sivisski 
said he kknew that aa genuine shhift would ttake at leastt 10 years aand dependded on the 
perseverrance of thee teachers aand adminisstrators invvolved. Thiis may be wwhy at everyy 
step the district hass revisited tthe moral immperative oof the moveement, remminding 
themselvves of why they’re doinng it. Evenn the regulaar mention oof “the votee” – 83.3 
percent – is part off the attemppt to keep eeyes on the pprize. “It’s so easy,” saaid Chris 
Chambeerlain, “to sttart to feel tthat this is just somethhing being imposed byy the centraal 
office orr by the statte because tthe work is so hard.” 

Aside froom the persseverance oof the facultty and admministration,, three thinngs have beeen 
cited as essential foor the succeess – thus faar – of the sshift.  First, the cominng in of the new 
RSU, deespite the ennergy it toook, created aa sense thatt it was a seensible timee to make aa 
change. “We had too create a ddistrict visioon, anyway.. Why not tthis one?” ssaid Don 
Siviski. Second, the superinteendent and the adminiistration haad a vision vvery early oon 
that sparked conveersations that lasted for years andd laid founddational pieeces. Whenn the 
opportunity of RISC came alo ng, the disttrict was weell positioneed to take aadvantage oof it 
and “cryystallize” that vision. OOne parent who attendded the firsst RISC conference in 
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Hermonn was surpriised that shhe and the MMSAD 16 teeam seemedd to be mucch further aalong 
in both ttheory and experiencee than the o ther districcts. Third, tthe staff, whhen presennted 
the oppoortunity to move forwaard, took owwnership off their own learning. ““They,” saidd 
Chris Chhamberlainn, “were the ones who sshared their enthusiassm with theeir colleaguees 
and helpped us get ggoing.” This tension beetween the grassrootss and the gaardeners – tthe 
adminisstration hass a vision, annd the teachers own thheir own ennthusiasm –– was poweerful 
in RSU 22. The tenssion may risse at pointss – as with tthe mandatting of the mmeasuremeent 
topics – but leadersship has seeemed to folllow a distriibuted moddel. Gardenner or 
grassrooots? It hasnn’t been eithher/or, but both/and. 

Moving forward haas been RSUU 2’s moduss operandi,, sometimess in the facee of resistannce, 
frustratiion or conceern.  Next yyear, the higgh schools wwill shift too “leveled” cclassrooms, 
meaningg that coursses will be oorganized aaccording too ability levvels in each of the 
standardds, and thatt students wwill move b etween classses dependding on theeir achievemment 
level on a particulaar standard..  This shift will be chaallenging, but it’s an esssential parrt of 
student--centeredneess. Both RRick Amero and Steve Lavoie tookk a deep breeath when 
discussinng the prosspect of devveloping a mmaster scheedule that wwould alloww movementt of 
kids in mmath and ELA according to proficciency levells. “If we doon't make tthe change 
now,” saaid Steve Laavoie, “we'rre another yyear from mmaking thatt change. I ddon't have tthat 
kind of ppatience.” 

They willl move forwward. The long converrsation hass brought thhem here. TThey will chheck 
and adjuust. The lonng conversaation will coontinue. 
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