The Power of Planning
Julie Flynn
The Newfound Elementary School's Literacy Action
Plan is in the fourth year of development and implementation. The purpose of the Literacy Action Plan is to provide
teachers, administrators, parents and community a framework for setting ongoing literacy goals, for checking on
the status of those goals and for planning on strategies to
accomplish the goals. For us, the term literacy means effective communication and includes reading, writing, speaking and listening. I was an original member of the team
that drafted the Literacy Action Plan and we were intent
on including "planning" in the "plan."The Literacy Action
Plan is not a rigid document, but a plan for taking action
for student literacy learning.
On a Thursday in March at 7 a.m., I joined our district
literary specialists' weekly meeting in the media center. Five
vibrant women devoted to literacy and to children worked
on a myriad of important initiatives. They had an agenda. At
this meeting, they were in the midst of planning the district's
Title I parent night and there was no shortage of ideas.
"I have a video on primary reading strategies."
"We could use the literacy stations from Open House."
"Each child should leave with a book."
They discussed the particulars of scoring our district's
pilot writing prompt for grades four and seven.
"I ordered a kit for our summer reading tutorial."
Ideas were coming in a flurry. When there was a slight
pause, I managed to wedge in a deadline issue that was at
our heels. "I know you have so much, but we also have to
discuss the updating of our Literacy Action Plan."They
looked at me a little daunted. I continued. "I've started to
scribble some notes and I think you will be amazed by how
much we've accomplished."
As a district elementary team, we perennially reflect
on our Literacy Action Plan. Annual and periodic reflection has been an affirming process that has strengthened
our literacy program, supported our teacher training, and
helped us to focus on explicating interventions for each of
our students.
The plan started with a cry for help. The literacy action
plan developed from Mrs. Cheryl Wilson, a New Hampton Community School first grade teacher's plea for help.
Listening to this stellar and seasoned teacher share the
changes she needed to support a high-needs group of students who came to her, some were from strong educational
backgrounds, but a significant number of students were in
the midst of crises-abandonment, neglect or abuse. This
was nothing short of a revelation. The learning needs of this
first grade, and more importantly, the passionate, articulate
request for the need, was the first step. At the time, more
than six years ago, New Hampton Community School
had one alternative for students in need of remediation
support-Special Education.
While Special Education is a strategy for helping students with disabilities; it is, or should be, considered only

after other alternatives have been tried. In short, remediation needs do not always translate into special needs.
After some serious contemplation, and further
conversations with Mrs. Wilson, a plan was devised that
would deal with the severe lack of literacy alternatives. We
decided to attack immediate needs.
A team was established, consisting of a first grade
teacher (Mrs. Wilson), the district reading specialistffitle I
Coordinator, the special education teacher and the principal. We faced the issues immediately before us and asked
the obvious question: how do we support these specific
students? After reorganization of time, space and staff, we
began to truly focus on the specific student's needs. Of
course, with focus leads came passion. We were on fire,
feeling the injustice that was occurring in our system, and
we drafted a proposal for an additional reading specialist to
support our emerging ideas. At first, we failed . During the
budget process, the district was criticized for adding more
personnel when it appeared that enrollment was declining. Nevertheless, we continued to be persistent, and the
following year we were given the funds to hire a full -time
district reading specialist.
As we attended to the immediate first grade needs, we
simultaneously started to recognize that this problem was
symptomatic of a larger one. When we recognized this, we
began to develop a long term plan.
We hired reading specialist, Mrs. Elizabeth Simpson. The plan began to take on more far-reaching, district
impact. Mrs. Simpson developed a questionnaire and sat
down with each teacher to gather information on how
each was delivering reading instruction. And, she got some
feedback! Simultaneously, a team pounded the professional
development pavement. They visited schools with established literacy programs, attended a number of workshops,
i.e. Four Blocks, Mosaic of Thought, among others. After
attending these events, the team sat down and said, "I think
we have our plan."
It was time to write everything down.
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We began with the goals and we included everything,
from penmanship to comprehension. Our first presentation
of the plan held nothing back. We presented an unwieldy
32-slide PowerPoint with 11 key components. We wanted
to recognize and emphasize the good work that was being
done but to make our point unemotionally, stating the areas
we needed to strengthen. Using teacher input, we developed a system that identified the status of each component
as well as targeted a goal(s). For example, under our writing
component, we noted that Picturing Writing was partially
implemented, and that most of our teachers had some
training. We also included in the status of writing that the
annual in-district professional development was offered.
The goal for the writing component stated the following:
• establishing a district-wide elementary writing
prompt
• establishing a district-wide scoring team
• expanding Picturing Writing
• investigating a "balancing" piece for other types of
writing
• balancing the creative and prescriptive writing
instruction
By defining the plan and spreading it all out, we realized that patience and persistence were the unspoken (and
unwritten) and most important components of the plan.
After the presentation, we decided to take our first action on something tangible-handwriting and spelling. We

Eleven Components of the
Newfound Literacy Action Plan
Each component has a goal(s). Some components,
like Writing or Comprehension of Assessment that
drives Instruction, have many goals that take patience
and persistence to implement. Every year we update
the system-wide goals for each component:
Comprehension
Fluency
Phonemic Awareness
Phonics
Spelling
Penmanship
Vocabulary
Writing
Critical Viewing and Listening
Speaking
Assessment that Drives Instruction

realized that the bigger questions like assessments, training
and writing needed more in-depth conversation. For these
bigger questions we knew that even the definition of a goal
was going to be challenging.
As we prepared for revisiting the plan at the end of
year two, we were excited about how much we had accomplished and that spurred us toward our future. Things
seemed to be falling into place or so we thought. So when
we asked the faculty to call out the 11 components of the
plan and not one of the 50 teachers responded, but instead
looked dumbfounded, we knew we had a problem. While
we continued the review of the plan, the team immediately
reconvened to review what went so wrong. Much like a
teacher who had worked for a month with students on the
Declaration ofIndependence only to learn that not one of
his students could cite a signer, we took some consolation
knowing that in spite of this, exciting changes were actually
happening in the classroom. This, however, was not good
enough. We wanted everyone to demonstrate confidence
and competence in understanding the plan. It was important that teachers could confidently articulate the district
literacy plan.
Ironically, we accomplished two goals at once. We were
phasing in Literacy Action Plan parent nights. Similar to
their classroom literacy centers, teachers provided parents
with a center on three components of the plan- working
with words, comprehension strategies and writing instruction. Although wary at first, each teacher reported with
amazement that through their presentation to parents, they
(teachers) came to understand the Literacy Action Plan.
Through the process of designing and presenting the parent nights, we included widespread parent inclusion in the
Literacy Action Plan, and practiced articulation of the plan.
No doubt, communication helped to build the credibility of our Literacy Action Plan. We make annual
presentations and provide updates of the Literacy Action
Plan to the entire elementary faculty, to parent forums, to
support staff, to the administrative team and to the School
Board. At monthly grade-level meetings, we explicitly addressed the individual goals of our plan. For example, we
used meetings to train and practice using the Developmental Reading Assessments. Early release days have offered
opportunities for collegial conversations around the plan.
Recently, at an early release day, teachers participated in
workshops on "Six Traits Writing Rubrics" as a response to
our Literacy Action Plan writing goal.
While the plan is a specific framework for our district
elementary schools, it is also fluid, leaving plenty of room
for flexibility of resources. As we revisit the plan, we redefine, expand and remove goals to adapt to new needs. Last
year we expanded our "assessment that drives instruction"
goal. Since the assessments were in place, we needed to
follow through on the student needs we gleaned from that
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The literacy action plan is a model process for
approaching an issue that demands perpetual
attention. Administrators need to:
• Hear the cry for help
• Distinguish the symptom from the
systemic problem
• Focus on facing the immediate problem
(restructure, reschedule, reorganize)
• Begin or continue the conversations around the
larger, looming system issues
• Define goals
• Put it all on the table
• Provide ongoing opportunity for training and
conversations around the topic
• Hold high expectations and accountability for
follow-through in the classroom
• Ask the question: how do we know the plan is
impacting student achievement?
• Reflect, review, redefine, revisit the plan as part
of a monthly and/or annual routine
• Celebrate and communicate progress

evidence. The expanded goal stated, "To develop remediation and enrichment protocol and process to ensure that
each student's needs are met." Specific actions under that
goal included providing more tutoring opportunities,
expanding our specialist staff for early intervention, and
developing a corps of literacy volunteers.
As we implemented a new piece, we thought longterm. We structured parts of the plan as models so that
no matter how the personnel might change, these models
would stay in place. As an example, each year a primary
parent Literacy Action Plan Evening- complete with the
centers- occurred, even if there were new members on our
team. The structure was in place.
At year five, we are at an important crossroads of our
Literacy Action Plan. As we expand our team, we need
to look to others to help keep the torch burning brightly.
New teachers must be enlightened about the plan, veteran staff must rekindle their knowledge of the plan, and
everyone must stoke that flame for the plan to maintain.
On that Thursday morning, I took a minute to sit back and
bask in the ebullient discussion and coordination happening among these fine women. This was a glorious moment
in education that I believe would not have happened without rigorous belief in an ongoing plan.
Thank you to Elizabeth Simpson, George Kelly,
Cheryl Wilson and the Newfound Area School District
for their contributions to the Literacy Action Plan. If you
would like to see a copy of Newfound's Literacy Action
Plan, please go to www.newfound.k12.nh.us.
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from the University of South Carolina and her M.Ed. in
Educational Leadership from Plymouth State College.

38
New Hampshire Journal of Education

