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School improvement is hard work. Some schools are
more successful in the process than others. What makes
that so? What lessons can be learned from the field about
school improvement under the weight of the accountability
mandate of the No Child Left Behind Act? This is a look
at one rural school in New Hampshire and their work to
create an educational community focused on increasing
student achievement.
Ossipee is one of six towns making up the Governor
Wentworth Regional School District. The population of
the community averages 4,211 but doubles in the summer
time, as vacationers are attracted to the Lakes Region area
of New Hampshire. According to the 2000 United States
Census Bureau, household types in Ossipee are primarily single family homes with an average median income of
$34,709. This compares to a state average of $49,467. Less
than half of the adult population (39.1 percent) is reported
to have earned a high school diploma; and 10.3 percent of
those are reported to have earned a college degree.
Ossipee Central School is the largest elementary
school in the Governor Wentworth Regional School
District. In 2003, the total enrollment of the school was
445 children, preschool through grade 6. The school houses
two district-wide special education programs, including a
preschool program for children ages three to five, with and
without disabilities, and the STEP I Program for elementary-age children with emotional and behavioral challenges.
Of the total student population, 38.8 percent were eligible
for free and reduced lunch in the 2001-2002 school year,
and 16.3 percent of the total population was identified as
having emotional disabilities. The State of New Hampshire
reported 14.6 percent for the same year. The Ossipee Central School is identified as a school wide Title I school.

There was a strong negative reaction from
the school and district administration
to the idea of adding yet another reading
program. The district suggested another
approach: conducting a study to determine
what factors were impacting student
achievement, including looking at the
isolation or pull-out approach to teaching
reading for special education students.
In 2003, Ossipee Central School was among the 140
schools identified as not meeting AYP (adequate yearly
progress). At that time, more than half of the third and
sixth graders scored "Novice" in English/Language Arts.
For several years, the faculty and administration struggled
with how best to approach the issue of improving student
outcomes. There was a long history of underperformance
at the school. For example, they had been experiencing

frustration and conflict within the building, which may
have negatively impacted student performance, although
the children were always very important to the faculty.
The reform effort began in earnest when the N.H.
Department of Education approached administrators from
the Governor Wentworth School District vvith a suggestion of adopting a new reading program to supplement the
existing ones. At that time, there were many approaches
being used within the school. These included the Literacy
Collaborative, Reading Recovery, Wilson Reading, and
Project Read . There was a strong negative reaction from the
school and district administration to the idea of adding yet
another reading program. The district suggested another
approach: conducting a study to determine what factors
were impacting student achievement, including looking at
the isolation or pull-out approach to teaching reading for
special education students.
Every major change effort needs a starting point: a
process of determining what exists as well as where the
organization wants to go. The NHDOE was supportive of
this suggestion, agreeing that an organization must address
root cause rather than symptoms in order to identify the
real problem(s) and correct solution(s). It was decided that
an external organization needed to come in and assess the
current state of education in Ossipee. The Southeastern
Regional Education Service Center, Inc. (SERESC) was
contracted to provide this service. The Ossipee school and
district administration compiled a school profile and gathered a myriad of documents, including an instructional and
organizational effectiveness analysis, a review of standardized and classroom-based assessments and related relevant
curriculum documents, and case study profiles. SERESC
reviewed the documents created by the school, met with
the administration and gathered perceptual data from staff
through interviews, focus groups, and a survey. This very
comprehensive process produced a report by SERESC
dated January 2004. The report included five critical issues
and recommendations:
1. Reach agreement on common instructional
mission and shared beliefs
2.

Prioritize and align key initiatives

3.

Identify and deliver essential curriculum
components within each curriculum area

4.

Provide additional supports for non-identified
students who are delayed readers

5.

Create a new assessment system that focuses on
student gains over time (SERESC, 2004, pp. 39-40)

Not surprisingly, the Ossipee Central School staff,
almost to a person, were somewhat surprised and defensive
when the SERESC report was released. At the same time
as the staff was struggling both cognitively and emotionally
to understand the SERESC report, the district approached
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the Department of Education requesting facilitation to
help the school move through the change process. It was
clear to the administrators that the challenges faced by
the Ossipee faculty and staff could not be addressed by
incremental or first-order change. \Vhat was needed was
second-order change (Waters & Grubb, 2004). Administration, faculty, and staff needed to focus on what mattered
most (Reeves, 2006) by changing the way they thought
about their work in order to change the way they behaved
and the way they were teaching. Truly, "a culture of change
is about unlocking the mysteries ofliving organizations"
(Fullan, 2001, p. 46) .
Ossipee Central School subsequently was invited to
attend a week-long summer institute sponsored by the
N .H. Department of Education. Participation in 2004
Habits of Professional Excellence (HOPE) Summer Academy would provide the Ossipee team with time and facilitation, both factors considered important in the change
process. The administrative team of Ossipee, in consultation
with district administrators, carefully selected teachers and
staff members to attend this institute and become the Ossipee HOPE team. These members included four classroom teachers, the school nurse, one of the school's two literacy coaches, the principal, assistant principal, the district's
special education director and the assistant superintendent.
"That week in Nashua was a massive commitment for us,
but it was an important beginning," is how one member of
the Ossipee HOPE team remembers the experience.
Dr. Susan Auerbach was contracted to facilitate the
work of the Ossipee HOPE team during the institute,
as well as to provide ongoing support to them and to the
faculty as a whole as they worked through the recommendations from the SERESC report. Over the course of the
2004-2005 school year, Auerbach worked with the HOPE
team and the staff to:
• Create opportunities for dialogue and
development of shared beliefs
• Discuss specific challenges and opportunities
within OCS, including an examination of the
culture of the school
• Use the Root Cause Analysis model to develop and
test hypotheses regarding student performance
• Share data that either supported or refuted those
hypotheses
• Develop and begin a process of grade level dialogue
regarding the implementation of the Grade Level
Expectations.

In summary, the school was starting to become a
Professional Learning Community, without consciously
doing so.
During the summer of2005, the GWRSD administrative team attended the second HOPE institute. This
group included the administrative staff from each of the
eight schools in the district along with the superintendent,
assistant superintendent and special education director. The
administrative team worked on the development of their
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district vision statement, "Helping Each Child Create the
Future," an articulation of their commitment to creating
a system of personalized education for each child in the
district. Furthermore, it was during this weeklong meeting that the group agreed to apply to become a Follow the
Child School. This initiative, the brainchild ofN.H. Commissioner of Education Lyonel B. Tracy, seemed a natural
fit with the newly created district vision statement because
of the emphasis on personalization. The work facing the
administrative team was, and continues to be, how to realize that vision given the challenges of running a school
district with more than 2,500 children from a variety of
backgrounds and socio-economic levels.
Meanwhile, the Ossipee HOPE team continued to
meet monthly during the 2005-2006 year, with a new
district vision statement to guide their work. The year
began with an analysis of the organizational culture and
its contribution to student achievement. The team decided that, without a concerted effort, they had started to
become a Professional Learning Community, and wanted
to continue on this pathway through deliberate action. They
chose to concentrate their work though the shared reading
of Professional Learning Communities at Work by DuFour
& Eaker, (1998). The group could almost laugh about the
myths that surrounded their school (Reeves, 2006) and
"The Stories We Tell Ourselves" (Dufour & Eaker, 1998, p.
135-137). They would often respond, "That's what we used
to say, too!"
When asked to explain the changes at her school,
Principal Elizabeth Hertzfeld laughs. '"Well, we used to
be dysfunctional and now we're in therapy!" she said. Their
"therapy" is being a member of a Professional Learning
Community. "It's good work, but not easy work" is a common sentiment among the group.
Over the course of the year, the discussions that
resulted from an examination of values, beliefs, and aspirations were of a much deeper and more significant nature
than any that had previously occurred. HOPE team
members had developed sufficient trust and respect to be
able to share differing views without fear of reprisal or of
hurt feelings. This was a major step forward in a group that
characterized itself as "conflict avoidant" in 2004-2005.
O ne group member explains their work in this way.
"We broke into teams and looked at all our assumptions:
staff turnover, demographics, attitude, etc. When we examined the data, it wasn't what we assumed at all. The data
crushed all our fallbacks ."
The OCS HOPE team spent significant time discussing how they, as leaders and teacher leaders, could affect
the culture of the entire organization. They worked hard
on setting norms and expectations for themselves as they
interacted with other faculty members who may have been
exhibiting negative behaviors. Effective communication
was discussed and strategies for responding to negativism within the school community were established. Such
strategies included: focusing on the issue and not the
person, modeling good communication skills, redirecting
negative comments, and focusi ng on the goal. Additionally,
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the Ossipee HOPE team modeled the ethic that it is okay
for teachers to ask for help. Perhaps the most challenging
aspect of becoming a Professional Learning Community
was holding each other accountable. While they believe
they are better at this, the faculty readily admits this is an
ongoing challenge.
Principal Hertzfeld also worked hard to create an
open, inclusive culture for faculty and staff. In addition to
the Faculty Advisory Committee (an open, regular meeting
for input) she created during the 2004-2005 school year,
she implemented a literacy leadership team with different members than the HOPE team. This group discussed
both the teaching of reading and the ongoing professional
development necessary for teachers to help each child be
successful.
The process of becoming a Professional Learning
Community was seen as so foundational to improving
student achievement at Ossipee that the district administrative team decided to take it to all schools within
GWRSD. A five-day summer institute was planned for
2006. Each school selected a team that would read the
PLC book, attend the GWRSD institute and begin the
process. Reading the research on any initiative or watching
professional development videos is helpful when learning a
new process. However, powerful learning takes place when
one listens to the stories of colleagues as they describe their
school improvement journey. It was through the Professional Learning Community lens that the improvements
identified as needed in the SERESC report were undertaken and resolved. The faculty developed shared beliefs
and articulated the instructional mission of the school. This
allowed the faculty to move forward: identifying the priorities for the school and aligning key initiatives in keeping
with the identified mission of the school. It also gave them
the freedom to eliminate those initiatives not in alignment.
With the newly articulated belief that all children can learn
and the District's vision statement of Helping Each Child
Create the Future, it was determined that a gains-based
assessment, Measures of Academic Progress, would be
implemented to supplement the NECAP testing. Testing
that did not align with the curriculum frameworks and
classroom instruction was eliminated. With a renewed emphasis on curriculum, the staff's effort went toward understanding and using grade level expectations and the results
of Measures of Academic Progress for planning instruction.
The Principal made it clear that if any child was having difficulty meeting academic expectations, it was the teacher's
responsibility to seek assistance from either the principal,
assistant principal, or the child study team. Supports are
implemented for any child needing assistance as opposed to
only children identified as having special educational needs.
Thus, the staff has begun to act on the belief that each child
is everyone's responsibility to educate.
When asked what changes have occurred in Ossipee, HOPE team members responded that they believe
expectations of and for students have increased, and that
the urgency to improve has been present. In addition, there
is a new sense of"being in this together." Teachers no

longer feel they are left to their own devices with a struggling child. "I really liked being isolated in my classroom,"
says one member of the team. "In some ways that was
easier. It's been difficult for me to feel creative and learn to
work as a team member. Now, the walls of my classroom
are transparent and it's actually good!"The reading/literacy
educators and paraeducators have been working with more
individual students as well as providing support to teachers by, among other things, modeling strategies in the
classroom. Finally, they talked about the importance of
community building that has occurred in the school and in
the classroom. They are working hard to have what Stone,
Patton & Heen (1999) label as the discussions that matter
most: "Difficult Conversations." And since the "proof is in
the pudding," it is important to note that in 2006, Ossipee
Central School's third grade NECAP scores were the highest in the Governor Wentworth Regional School District.
Only two percent of the students scored level 1 in reading
and 78 percent were proficient or advanced. The school
madeAYP.
To any observer, it is clear that the faculty of the Ossipee Central School is no longer just concerned with their
students, they are committed to them and their learning.
However, they also fully realize the challenge of sustaining their efforts. They, too, recognize what Fullan (2001)
describes as a key component in the change process. "In
the long run, however, effectiveness depends on developing internal commitment in which the ideas and intrinsic
motivation of the vast majority of organizational members
become activated" (p. 46). Developing that critical mass is
their current work.
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