Gill-Montague Regional School District – 2006 and Beyond
Superintendent’s Education Plan
Without a vision, the people perish.


This rather powerful statement was made centuries ago, and applies today. We can get caught up in the everyday tasks of “doing schooling” and lose sight of the vision.

To clarify: the word perish as I interpret it, does not mean to die; but, rather, in this context, perish means to lose focus to the extent of being unable to follow one’s dream.


In the recent TV movie, The Story of Ron Clark, a teacher is motivated to go to New York City – specifically, East Harlem – where he thinks his talents will serve children better than his present teaching position in a small Midwestern town. He drives East, and immediately lands a new teaching job by taking the place of a teacher who quits right before his eyes. 


What motivated Ron Clark to do what he asked his students to do: Dream BIG, Take Risks – the signs he hung up in his room on his very first day?  What kept him at the task of teaching “the worst children in the school” -- those that everyone else had given up on  -- the ones with the absolute lowest scores? What made him think that he, a nice, polite guy from the Midwest, could walk into East Harlem and turn things around for a classroom of 4th graders? 


Vision – he held a vision of all children as intelligent and gifted in different way. And, his vision of himself was that of a master teacher – someone who could teach students what they needed to know to build a life – to be productive and contributing members of society.  He immediately established the concept that they a family. He told them that they were all responsible for one another and that they had to work together to accomplish great things.  


This film was a demonstration of Vision overcoming amazing obstacles. The primary focus was on building sound relationships with students and their parents. He made a point of visiting every parent, foster parent or guardian, in their home, regardless of resistance or life circumstance. The Vision he carried was one of cooperation between the important adults in the student’s life.


What I re-learned last week, when I visited my grandchildren, ages 9 and 5, in Nederland, Colorado, is something that Ron Clark and all effective teachers and parents know: The most important thing in serving children is the caring relationship between the adult -- parent, grand parent, teacher, aunt, uncle, brother, or other significant person --and the child.  No matter how stubborn or resistant, the important thing is to be present unconditionally. Ron Clark was there for his students. He showed his vulnerabilities and his strengths. The constancy of support and encouragement that Ron Clark demonstrated to his students is what is needed and being able to maintain this support until the moment when the student is ready to learn and sponge up all of the knowledge being taught.


A Vision is a powerful statement, but Vision alone is not enough. The Vision must be shared by all of the important people in the student’s life. And, the Vision must be stated strongly at every opportunity and become the force driving all decisions made in a family, in a school district, in a town, in a state and in a country. 


The School Committee’s Vision is to provide a quality education for all students, with equity –no excuses, no exceptions.
The Education Plan backs up the vision with the 
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New Goals

Above all, the Vision of the GMRSD is to keep the focus on student achievement.
The Best Education Plan is a simple plan for continuous improvement in student achievement.  
FIVE BASIC GOALS
1. A Common Curriculum – This is a very big deal!  What gets taught

is what makes the difference. A school district must have a “guaranteed and viable curriculum.” This does not mean “one size fits all.” It does mean that the teacher effectively guarantees that all children in his/her classroom will get taught the essential standards for that grade level, matched to the state assessment.

Andrew Porter, a researcher at Vanderbilt University, writes “what gets taught is the strongest single predictor of gains in achievement.” 

We know from research (Mike Schmoker in Results Now) that “isolation is the enemy of improvement.”  

Another researcher: Robert Eaker, states, “Teachers in the traditional school often function as a collection of independent contractors united by a common parking lot.” 
The Common Curriculum must take the place of the “independent contractor”… otherwise, there is curriculum chaos resulting in redundancy and inconsistency at every grade level
2. Instruction aligned with state assessments and standards guide the work of each 
teacher.
Standards-based units of instruction are necessary to guarantee that the common curriculum is being taught and teachers work together in teams to monitor the progress of their students.  What is taught must match what is tested. Not all standards can be taught at every grade level; but, the essential standards—the ones that are tested – must be taught.
3.  Focusing on results and using data to inform instruction
Using data –student work, classroom tests -- to analyze the results of the standards-based lesson instructs teachers in what they need to know to change the lesson so all children will succeed. Working in study groups, teachers focus on results and learn from each other where they have missed the mark with individual students. 

4. Time for teachers  and students

Gill-Montague has ended the era of isolation for teachers – the era of the independent contractor. Faculty study groups have brought teachers together to create action plans based on analysis of data – what students need to achieve at higher levels – and to design research-based strategies for use in their classrooms. The results of the lessons come back to the study group for review and further analysis, feeding a continuous cycle of improvement of teaching and learning. While implementation of study groups is in the initial stages, it is a huge step forward to support the work of standards-based classrooms. The use of the in-service half-days for study groups has been part of this initial step.

     At the elementary and the middle school, new schedules have brought about more 

     time for students who need more time to learn reading and math.  Before school and

     after school support has been provided to further advance the skills of struggling       l

     learners.

5. Instructional Leadership
The principal is key. The principal must be present in classrooms, observing the students engaged in learning, and observing the teacher’s planning and execution a well-designed lesson. Standards must be clearly identified in language that students can understand.  Principals use classroom “walk-throughs” focused on specific criteria for observation and give immediate feedback to teachers.
All of these factors must be present, or the school will not be functioning at the highest level of focus on the VISION.
How does the Vision of providing a quality education for all students, with equity – no excuses, no exceptions fit with the communities of Gill, Montague and Erving?

In a recent survey of community stakeholders, the following characteristics were identified as key elements of a high quality elementary education and they apply to all levels:
· teacher effectiveness

· small class size

· academic programs that prepare students for high achievement

· a strong presences of the arts

· a climate of respect and a code of decency in the school

   
 It is clear that the public is in tune with what it takes to provide the Vision.
Further articulation of the vision includes these principles:
· All students will pass the MCAS, and achieve at their highest potential

· All schools will focus on standards-based teaching and learning and set

targets for improving student achievement based on data and research

· All teachers will articulate the vision and hold the highest expectations for 

Every student

· GMRSD, as a high performing school district, will contribute to the vitality

and viability of the community, drawing in new residents and new businesses

 Urgent Priorities – Intermediate Goals – and Longer Term 

There are goals that fall into the Intermediate and Longer Term range, already generated by the administrative team that can be refined and added to the Education Plan as activities and benchmarks.

Intermediate Goals –Decisions that should be made within this year.
1. Review of the elementary grade configuration to establish fewer transitions for students, based on the research that student achievement is diminished

every time a student changes schools. The goal is to maximize learning and
to upgrade efficiency of resources.


The School Committee has a timeline for the decision to be made by


January of 2007, using the information gleaned from the Elementary


Study Group findings and additional information.

2. Establishing the level of budget that will be funded by the towns of Gill and Montague going forward into the future, avoiding further cut-backs in important educational programs.

The School Committee has established the Fiscal Collaboration committee

made up of town officials and community members. A process is in place

that needs to be refined, and budget decisions need to be made earlier in

the year, in spite of the Legislature’s lag in finalizing the state budget. 

3. Evaluate the Old Mill Special Education program to determine feasibility

of management by the district.


A new Director of Student Services has been hired with expertise in


behavioral programs. All aspects of the special education program and


planning are in the process of being evaluated and redesigned to effect


better use of resources and provision of services.

Longer-Term Goals – Decisions made within a 2-3 of years

1. Establishing further “streams of revenue” for the support of educational

programs.

2. Establishing a plan to bring back students from out of district School Choice

and Charter Schools, including revamping the high school program to become

a highly-regarded academic learning environment with all students achieving

at the proficient or advanced level on all measures of performance.

3. Establishing a true professional learning community for teachers and staff by
by providing a center for professional development, associated with various

partners, including the Northeast Foundation for Children, the University of

Massachusetts, Greenfield Community College, Westfield State College, and

others as needed to provide on-sight continuing education 

URGENT PRIORITIES  -- Actions that should and must be effected this year

1. Increase the capacity of the district to provide the COMMON CURRICULUM,

Common assessments, and standards-based instruction needed to improve

Student achievement – focus on the VISION.


A Curriculum Director will be in place by September to develop new curricula


guides in Reading, Language Arts and Math in K-6.  


The shared leadership of two primary elementary schools will foster the use


of a common curriculum at the earliest years using the strategies gained in


the implementation of Reading First, the new reading series, and the work of


faculty study groups in analyzing assessments and student work. All elementary


faculty will work together to remove isolation of teachers, improve the culture


and climate for learning, and create a community of adult and student learners.


Principals will participate in leadership training. Secondary principals and the


Superintendent will participate in the DOE sponsored National Institute for 


School Leaders, and provide “turn around” training for other school leaders.

2. Increase the capacity of the district to provide data to the desk-top of every teacher.



The Data Warehouse project is underway and the staff has been entering data


for use by teachers this coming year. Extensive training of staff must occur


before student assessment data can be made available to each teacher. 


This work is essential to creation of common assessments across the district


to reach the targets set for each year on the trajectory toward all students


being proficient (and advanced) by 2014.

Urgent priorities for secondary and elementary include, but are not limited to:
Turners Falls High School

· Institute standards-based units of instruction in all classrooms

· Institute common assessments in common courses

· Continue to develop faculty study groups
· Increase the graduation rate to 95% or better

· Increase the post-secondary aspiration rate

· Raise test scores by the targeted level for each year 
· Provide effective interventions for struggling students- Student Success Plans

· Enhance parental engagement

· Establish the Advisor-Advisee program 
Great Falls Middle School

· Institute standards-based units of instruction in all classrooms

· Institute common assessments in common courses

· Continue to develop faculty study groups

· Raise test scores and grades commensurately, using targets set by DOE
· Ameliorate negative perceptions and attract more students

· Create a plan for adding Grade 6 to the middle school

· Enhance parental engagement

· Complete the School Improvement Plan to focus on areas needing improvement as identified in the fact-finding report of June 2006

· Continue to develop Responsive Design techniques 

All Elementary Schools

· Institute standards-based units of instruction in all classrooms

· Institute common assessments in common courses

· Continue to develop faculty study groups
· Continue to develop Responsive Classroom techniques

· Raise test scores and grades, based on targets set by DOE

· Ameliorate negative perceptions and attract more students

· Enhance parental engagement 

· Create summer programs for struggling students

The Vision of providing a quality education for all students with equity – no excuses, no exceptions will be successful and overcome obstacles if all in the community work
together for the future of the community. The investment of time and resources that the community makes in the Vision will create the success of Gill and Montague – this is an investment in the future – it is today’s students who will be the leaders of the future. They must be served well.
As the school year begins, the School Committee will embark on public forums for input on the elementary configuration decision.  The Education Plan will also be published for public input and comment. The plan will be incorporated into the new District Improvement Plan by the end of October and provide the structure for moving forward in the next three to five years.





Respectfully submitted,





Sue M. Gee





Superintendent
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