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Introduction to River Valley Charter School
River Valley Charter School
Type of Charter

Commonwealth

Location of School

Regional or Non-Regional?

Regional

Districts in Region

Year Opened

1999

Year(s) Renewed

Newburyport MA
Amesbury
Newbury
Newburyport
Salisbury
West Newbury
2004
2009
2014

Maximum Enrollment

288

Current Enrollment

288

Chartered Grade Span

K-8

Current Grade Span

K-8

# of Instructional Days during
the school year

180

Students on Waitlist

630

School Hours

8:30am - 3:10pm

Age of School

Seventeen years

Mission Statement
The mission of River Valley Charter School is to provide a rigorous academic program based on the
Montessori philosophy and rooted in the history, culture and ecology of the Merrimack River Valley.
Students will reach their full potential as scholars and become self-reliant, productive members of society.
They will be adept at critical thinking and creative problem solving and will be fully prepared to succeed in
future schools, careers and civic life.
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Letter from the Board of Trustees
Chairperson
To the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education,
It is our pleasure to submit the River Valley Charter School Annual Report for the 2015-2016 academic
year. The school continues to provide a rigorous academic program based on the Montessori philosophy
and rooted in the history, culture and ecology of the Merrimack River Valley.
River Valley Charter School provides a high quality Montessori program within the public sphere. The
Montessori philosophy is centered upon a whole child approach to education. Our primary goal is to help
children reach their full potential both academically and personally, while instilling in them a sense of
their place in the world and their responsibilities as productive members of society.
The parent and faculty surveys this year have demonstrated a remarkably healthy community. Teacher
motivation and shared vision is high and we believe the school continues to build a sense of team and
purpose among the staff and faculty that results in improved classroom performance. Feedback from the
parents and students indicates that the social culture of the school is supportive, welcoming, and
remarkably cohesive. 100% of respondents to the parent survey believe the school is a safe environment
for their children. As both a Board member and a parent of two River Valley students, I find this a
remarkable signature of achievement.
As with previous years, the River Valley Charter School continues to maintain a sound fiscal position and
reliably smooth school operations. School policies and student performance continue to meet state
standards. Capital investments in the building continue as we update finishes, replace windows, and
contemplate future projects to further enhance our learning spaces. Our Board continues to benefit from a
talented group of Trustees representing both the parent body and the local community.
Thank you for taking the time to review the enclosed report, and please don’t hesitate to contact me with
any questions.

Regards,

Nat Coughlin
Chair, Board of Directors
River Valley Charter School
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School Performance and Program
Implementation
Faithfulness to the Charter
Mission and Key Design Elements
The mission of the River Valley Charter School is to provide a rigorous academic program based on the
Montessori philosophy and rooted in the history, culture, and ecology of the Merrimack River Valley.
Students will reach their full potential as scholars and become self-reliant, productive members of society.
They will be adept at critical thinking and creative problem solving and will be fully prepared to succeed
in future schools, careers, and civic life.
Key design elements of the River Valley Charter School program include:
 An educational philosophy based on Montessori principles
 A curriculum rooted in the history, culture and ecology of the Merrimack River Valley
 A focus on the development of students’ critical thinking and problem solving capabilities

Montessori Principles
River Valley Charter School (RVCS) provides a high quality Montessori program within the public school
arena. The school maintains its commitment to the Montessori pedagogy by hiring Montessori trained
and/or certified teachers in every classroom whenever possible and by providing professional training in
the form of tuition support to help lead teachers meet the school’s expectation that all lead teachers be
Montessori trained. RVCS also supports authentic Montessori programming by staying abreast of best
practices in the ever-expanding arena of public Montessori programs. Every classroom in grades K through
six has a full time lead teacher and a full time assistant teacher, which is a core component of the Montessori
approach. Our classrooms are outfitted with genuine Montessori learning materials and furniture, which are
essential to creating a prepared Montessori learning environment. We offer multi-age classrooms, handson learning, a project-based curriculum, frequent student collaboration and student directed learning, all
hallmarks of the Montessori philosophy.
The Montessori philosophy is centered upon a whole child approach to education. Our primary goal is to
help children reach their full potential both academically and personally, while instilling in them a sense of
their place in the world and their responsibilities as productive members of society. The curriculum is
designed to develop the social, emotional, physical and cognitive elements of each student, and is based on
a belief that children are naturally eager to learn when appropriate conditions exist. Our learning
environments operate on the principle of freedom within limits in order to foster the independence and
decision making skills of our students. Lessons are given in small group settings, and are customized to
meet the learning needs of each student. With two teachers in every classroom, instruction is individualized
to the greatest extent possible. The multi-age classrooms enrich the curriculum options by offering students
the opportunity to learn from and teach each other. Teachers provide lessons based on both their Montessori
training and the guidelines of the Common Core State Standards.
The success of this approach is evident through the skills and characteristics that our students develop. They
are remarkably adaptable, they have learned to work independently, they bring great creativity to their
learning and their curiosity inspires them to seek answers to their own questions. River Valley students
demonstrate excellent collaboration and communication skills, and are adept at exchanging ideas both in
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writing and through discussion. They have extensive experience at public speaking and possess strong
presentation skills. Our students have been encouraged to make decisions from the earliest grades, and have
learned to make good choices and manage their time well. They have also learned that mistakes are part of
the learning process and provide important opportunities for self-reflection and growth. The independence
and variety of challenging and authentic learning opportunities children experience at River Valley fosters
excellent critical thinking and problem solving skills, not just with paper and pencil exercises, but also in
real world applications.
River Valley staff demonstrate a consistent commitment to the Montessori principles of whole child
education, developing a strong sense of community, emphasizing and providing a climate of genuine
collaboration, seeking to develop deep understanding of academic concepts, providing active learning
opportunities, and developing a sense of social justice in children. Examples of each of these core principles
are provided below:
Whole Child Education: Our staff demonstrates deep concern for and awareness of every student. To begin
each day, staff greet every child as they exit their car or the school bus, prior to the student even entering
the school building. Our School Counselor greets every student at the front door of the school in order to
get a quick glimpse of each student’s emotional state as they begin their day. Our individualized approach
to instruction during the school day allows teachers to carefully assess each student’s readiness to learn,
and to respond to personal, social or emotional concerns directly. Classrooms for our younger students
contain “peace corners,” where students can go for a quiet moment to help them feel centered and ready to
learn, or where two students can speak together to resolve differences. At all levels, lessons are given on
“grace and courtesy,” a Montessori expression used to help students reflect on and learn how to be respectful
and at peace with themselves and with others. The school has a Grace and Courtesy Team consisting of
staff and students. It ensures continuous focus on this component of the Montessori philosophy. During
this school year the team met monthly and created a Grace and Courtesy poem that was later put to music
and shared with the entire school community.
Developing a Strong Sense of Community: Each classroom at River Valley functions as its own small
community. Students are expected to maintain the order and cleanliness of the learning environment, and
our multi-age structure provides natural opportunities for students of different ages to assume various roles
in this work. Every class, including our middle school, holds regular community meetings where students
discuss the successes or challenges that their community faces, and develop strategies and responses
accordingly. Students in grades four through eight participate in overnight field trips during which
community-building activities are emphasized. These trips allow students to demonstrate their skills and
abilities outside of the academic environment, further strengthening each student’s standing within the
community. Students at all levels eat lunch in their classrooms (with teachers), allowing for informal social
time that provides additional community connections. In order to develop school-wide community, River
Valley holds regular whole-school assemblies where both students and staff provide insight into the projects
and activities happening throughout the building and beyond. To the fullest extent possible, students run
the school-wide assemblies.
Genuine Collaboration: Much of the learning that happens at River Valley happens between students.
Though direct instruction is provided to every student every day, students spend a large portion of the
learning time working with each other. Classrooms are furnished with group tables and provide open floor
space for group work; students are encouraged to work together on many assignments. This approach not
only fosters collaboration, but also provides students the opportunity to articulate their thinking to others,
which helps to deepen their comprehension. Additionally, our commitment to tie our curriculum to the
history, culture and ecology of the Merrimack River Valley naturally lends itself to project-based learning.
River Valley students regularly work in groups (often multi-aged) to explore concepts in science, history
and humanities. Project work expectations typically include both reporting and presentation (often multi-
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media), and our students are responsible for collaborating to assure successful execution of these
expectations.
Deep Understanding: The River Valley curricular approach is one of mastery learning rather than of simply
covering concepts. Our curriculum map identifies all learning goals for each level, yet our teachers have
the flexibility to present concepts in various manners to suit the learning styles of each student. Rather than
structuring the day to assign a limited amount of time to each subject area, our Montessori approach
provides both students and teachers complete flexibility in the time they choose to devote to any given
pursuit. When a student, or group of students, demonstrate a particular interest in exploring a concept,
question, or issue more deeply, the Montessori philosophy calls for teachers to facilitate such interests.
Much of the student work is project based, and students frequently have a voice in the topics they research.
For example, every October our E1 students (grades 1-3) engage in the Mystery History project where each
child selects a notable historical figure, researches his/her life, creates a biography, and formally presents
their results to students and parents while dressed in the costume of their historical figure. Our E2 (grades
4-6) students regularly engage in project-based work, exploring topics from the Industrial Revolution to
our local ecosystems. Through frequent field trips, students gain opportunities to engage in meaningful and
hands-on activities that bring relevance and deeper comprehension to their studies. Nearly all projects
culminate in some form of presentation, providing students the opportunity to teach others about their
learning, and providing teachers opportunities for authentic assessment. At the middle school level, students
continue to benefit from our hands-on approach to learning. Language Arts classes created Shakespearean
costumes to act out scenes from Romeo and Juliet. Humanities students created a twelve-foot-long mural
depicting revolutionary figures they had studied. Math students built Strandbeests – wind-propelled figures
that require complex ratios of parts and accurate construction (www.strandbeest.com). Science students
designed and built wind turbines, comparing the effectiveness of various blade designs and layouts.
Active Learning Opportunities: Maria Montessori pioneered the now widely accepted principle that the
work of the hand informs the learning of the mind. Given this fundamental belief, Montessori classrooms
are designed to provide active learning to all students. Montessori materials allow students to manipulate
learning materials in order to experience the concrete representation of a given concept. Students are free
to move about the classroom, providing important kinesthetic opportunities. Students have an active voice
in their learning process, and rarely learn in a sit-and-listen format. Our place-based learning focus allows
students multiple opportunities to actively engage in learning experiences outside the school walls. From
exploring the wetland ponds on our school site to participating in the Model United Nations program, River
Valley students continually experience and learn from the surrounding world in active ways.
Developing a Sense of Social Justice in Children: Each of our classroom communities develop social
contracts at the beginning of each year defining the expectations and conditions for peaceful, respectful and
productive learning environments. This process provides opportunities for students to articulate and deepen
their thinking regarding social justice in the school setting and beyond. The concept of social justice in a
larger context comes as a natural extension of our efforts to build community within our school. As students
come to see themselves as valued members of the classroom and school community, they are poised to see
that they have connections to, and a role to play in, their local and global communities. River Valley
students at all levels participate in community service work that provides them with new perspectives on
larger communities and the issues that people beyond our school walls may face. Our younger students visit
facilities for the elderly and disabled, and learn through experience as they interact with these communities.
Students in grades four through eight frequently engage in formal debates, and topics regularly center on
social justice issues. Our E2 students work with the local soup kitchen, and are able to reflect upon the
challenges this segment of our community faces. E1 and E2 students frequently design and run fundraising
efforts for non-profit organizations, from the local food bank and animal shelter to hospitals and
international NGOs. Our middle school students engage with and fundraise for a variety of social justice
causes, including Free the Children and Partners for Peace.
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Curriculum Rooted in the Merrimack River Valley
Place-based learning is a central element of the River Valley curriculum. The geographic, historical and
cultural resources of the Merrimack River Valley provide outstanding learning opportunities for our
students, and the school is committed to integrating these resources into the curriculum for all students. We
believe that learning experiences beyond the classroom walls are essential to fostering deeper knowledge
and critical thinking. To this end, the RVCS Foundation commits $35,000.00 in funding support for field
trips each year. These funds are drawn from parent donations to our annual fund, further strengthening the
commitment and collaboration of our school community.
During the course of the 2015-2016 school year, faculty-meeting time was devoted to strengthening our
place based learning programs. Using a backward design approach, teachers identified desired outcomes
for their place based learning projects, enabling them to integrate authentic assessment into these efforts.
The details of these efforts will be discussed in the Student Performance and Accountability Plan
Performance sections of the Annual Report, but this process brought new insights and opportunities for
reflection to the River Valley faculty.
At the middle school level, students engaged in a yearlong “Scimanities” study of self-selected sites in the
greater Newburyport area. Through observations, journaling, map-making and research at the local
archives, students gained perspective on the historical significance and relevance of their sites. They then
focused on the local eco-system and the connections between natural elements and human activities both
historically and in the present day. Students were asked to respond to questions that foster deeper learning,
such as “How do eco systems and natural processes impact human activities that occurred in the past and
today?”
During the 2015-2016 school year, Elementary Two (E2) students (grades 4-6) decided to study the Asian
Green Crab, an invasive species of crab that is negatively affecting the Great Marsh in our district. The
crabs both compete with and prey upon indigenous species. Students visited the marsh to identify and
observe the crabs, then designed and built traps that they deployed on the marsh. Students studied the crabs,
collected data and met with local fishermen to learn more about the impact on the local environment.
Students then researched efforts to mitigate the impact of the Asian Green Crab, and reported their findings
to the school community.
Our E2 students (grades 4-6) travelled to historical sites such as Lowell’s Boat Shop Museum in Amesbury,
Historic New England in Newbury, the Parker River Wildlife Refuge in Newbury, the Minute Man
Historical Park in Concord, the Custom House Maritime Museum in Newburyport, the Clipper City Historic
Trail in Newburyport, and the Lowell Boot Mills to study the rich history of our region. They additionally
visited local artisans’ workshops, the Firehouse Center for the Arts, the Newburyport Art Association and
local service organizations to explore the cultural elements of the area. The ecology of the Merrimack River
Valley was researched through experiences rowing and clamming on regional tidal flats, visiting the
shellfish purification plant on Plum Island, engaging in pond studies on our campus, taking extended
overnight trips to Nature’s Classroom, and conducting field studies in Maudslay State Park on the banks of
the Merrimack River.
In Elementary One (grades 1-3) and Kinderhaus, students studied the history of the region through visits to
Lowell’s Boat Shop Museum, America’s Stonehenge in Salem, NH, Historic New England in Newbury,
the Oak Hill Cemetery in Newburyport, Strawberry Banke in Portsmouth, NH, and the Custom House
Maritime Museum in Newburyport. Cultural connections were made through visits to the Firehouse Center
for the Arts, Avita of Newburyport, Cider Hill Farm in Amesbury and local service organizations.
Connections to the local ecology occurred through the study of our local wetlands and forests, and through
visits to the Central New England Fish Hatchery, the Seacoast Science Center, and the Newburyport Fire
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Station. Students also participated in learning experiences at the Ipswich Wildlife Sanctuary, Mosely
Woods Park and the Salisbury Beach State Reservation.

Critical Thinking and Problem Solving Capabilities
A Montessori classroom inherently provides opportunities for both critical thinking and problem solving.
Students are offered freedom within limits, and this freedom requires that they develop their abilities to
make positive and effective choices. The physical structure of our learning environments encourages
collaborative work, where students exchange ideas and opinions. Through these two processes, both critical
thinking and problem solving are fostered. Within this framework, our teachers routinely seek to extend
these skills by supplementing our core curriculum with additional opportunities.
River Valley students are regularly asked to discuss, explain and provide evidence for their thinking. Rather
than relying on textbooks, teachers introduce concepts through small group lessons and the use of
manipulative materials. Students then explore the concept and are encouraged to develop or discover
connections with prior knowledge and life experience. The structure of the classrooms allows for extensive
student collaboration, and students frequently engage in conversations to refine and extend their
comprehension. Teachers are expected to emphasize higher order thinking skills and the “why” behind each
concept. Project based learning is a core element of the Montessori philosophy, and this allows students to
more deeply explore a topic and extend their thinking beyond simply learning content.
In grades 4 through 8, students regularly engage in formal debates. Through the examination of an issue
and the process of developing and defending a position, students improve their abilities to consider
divergent viewpoints, articulate their thinking and consider the implications of policies and decisions. Most
debates are scored and discussed by classmates, providing opportunities for all students to engage in higher
order thinking on each topic.
Students in grades 4 through 6 participate in the Math Olympiad curriculum. Non-routine problems are
presented each week, and students are exposed to a variety of problem solving approaches and encouraged
to collaborate to find multiple solutions to each problem. While this program has been offered only to
advanced students in the past, all E2 students participated in the Math Olympiad program during the 20152016 school year.
In the Middle School, students are challenged in all subject areas to engage in abstract and higher order
thinking. All middle school teachers expect students to be prepared to provide evidence and explanation as
they express their original ideas and positions. Content knowledge, though applicable in many situations,
is secondary to developing the skills of curiosity, perseverance, and seeing mistakes as learning
opportunities.
As one middle school teacher explained:
It is this wrestling with complicated webs of human activities, natural history, scientific
concepts and students’ own lives that is at the heart of our work with in the middle school. We
also hope students will come to appreciate their environs with a deeper sense of understanding,
connection and gratitude, perhaps leading to further exploration and stewardship of what’s
here.
Beyond classroom work, middle school students also participate in programs such as the Model United
Nations, Destination Imagination and Science Olympiad to further their creative and higher order thinking
processes. These project groups run for the full school year, culminating in final presentations or
competitions that represent durable learning experiences for the students.
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Amendments to the Charter
The River Valley Charter School submitted a request to amend its Expulsion Policy and received
confirmation of Commissioner Mitchell Chester’s December 2, 2015 approval.

Dissemination Efforts
During the 2015-2016 school year, educators and administrators from several schools visited River Valley
in order to learn about our public Montessori model. In November, the Principal of the elementary schools
in Merrimack, MA, brought several of his teachers to observe the RVCS Kinderhaus and E1 programs. The
Merrimack schools are in the process of transitioning to an International Baccalaureate model and met with
RVCS staff to discuss how our Montessori model could enhance their efforts. Along with our educational
philosophy, the RVCS progress reports were of particular interest to this team. In April, a team of four
staff from the Salem Public Schools visited to observe our Kinderhaus program in order to consider what
elements to include as they redesign their program.
River Valley continues to strengthen the relationship with our primary sending district. During the 20152016 school year, Newburyport district teachers visited RVCS to learn about how our middle school
teachers run our Model United Nations (MUN) program. Based on the results of these meetings, the
Newburyport district hosted its inaugural MUN conference. One RVCS teacher and the RVCS Director
served on Newburyport School Strategic Planning Committees, as the district sought to refine their
priorities for the upcoming five years. Plans are underway for the Newburyport School Committee and the
RVCS Board of Trustees to meet informally to explore the collaborative opportunities that exist, as well as
to discuss the challenges that both districts face.
Several RVCS teachers presented at professional conferences during the 2015-2016 school year. In
January, an E2 teacher presented a workshop entitled Creating a Culture of Quality at the Montessori
Schools of Massachusetts Conference. The presentation included a "fishbowl" type Writer's Workshop
using a protocol to improve the quality of student writing. Several RVCS students participated in the
presentation, marking the first time that students had presented at this conference.
At the Cambridge College Science Colloquium in March, our E2 Science Teacher presented a workshop
entitled Developing Authentic Content, Skills, and Stewardship through Involvement in Citizen Science:
A Case Study in the Gulf of Maine. The overview of the presentation reads as follows:
The constructivist approach to teaching draws upon students' prior knowledge and skills so that
students may synthesize a new or more sophisticated understanding. The role of the
constructivist teacher is as a guide, who intentionally exposes his or her students to problems
and carefully observes and steers student exploration, so that inquiry can lead to new
discoveries. This presentation provides an example of how teachers can incorporate the
content and practices of the NGSS and Draft MA Framework into an authentic place-based
project. The Independent Learning Plan, on which the presentation is based, includes
standards-based lessons which teachers can adapt to their situation.
River Valley Charter School has continued its partnership with the Gulf of Maine Institute (GOMI) and
worked closely with them this year to develop and launch the GOMI Journal. The Journal will be a
quarterly, peer reviewed scientific journal whose mission is to bring place-based education to more
teachers. It is a collaboration between teachers (of all levels), scientists and professionals in the field. River
Valley has two teachers on its Editorial Board, Patricia Cummings and Alison Trimper who is Managing
Editor. The first issue will highlight contributions by Colin Gibney, middle school humanities teacher, and
a sixth year RVCS student.
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RVCS continued its partnership with district schools and the Newburyport Youth Association in the speaker
series entitled Navigating the Parenting Years. This year RVCS hosted Dr. Lynn Lyons, a highly regarded
pediatric psychologist and author of Anxious Kids, Anxious Parents: 7 Ways to Stop the Worry Cycle and
Raise Courageous and Independent Children. Dr. Lyons spoke to over 200 parents, over half of which were
non-RVCS attendees, on strategies to reduce anxiety in young people. RVCS also collaborated to bring Dr.
Ruth Potee in to speak on substance abuse in school-aged children.
As part of our efforts to promote whole child education beyond our school walls, RVCS aired a screening
of the documentary entitled Beyond Measure: Rescuing an Overscheduled, Overtested, Underestimated
Generation. More than 150 parents, representing at least eight different communities, attended this sequel
to Race to Nowhere. After the screening, Julie Wilson of The Institute for the Future of Learning facilitated
a group discussion on topics raised in the documentary.
On November 23, 2016, Cliff Chuang visited RVCS, bringing with him a representative of the House Ways
and Means Committee. Commissioner Chuang toured RVCS, spoke with Administration and faculty, and
expressed his interest in our Montessori model, as well as his support for our efforts to collaborate with our
sending districts.

Academic Program Success
Student Performance
River Valley Charter School was again identified as a Level 1 School by the DESE for the 2015-2016
academic year. The most recent, publicly available MCAS data for River Valley Charter School is
accessible via the River Valley Charter School report card at
http://profiles.doe.mass.edu/reportcard/rc.aspx?linkid=37&orgcode=04820050&fycode=2015&or
gtypecode=6&.

Learning Goals Data
During the 215-2016 academic RVCS shifted to a system for tracking student success that was more aligned
with Montessori principles, provided valuable governance information for the school’s Accountability
Committee, and illuminated areas for additional teacher focus.
RVCS moved away from common grade level assessments as these set the expectation that all students
should know the same body of information and possess the same skill levels at the same moment. As a
Montessori school, we are committed to offering as much individualized instruction and assessment as
possible. As a result, we decided to use Student Progress Report data, which is based on Learning Goals
(benchmarks) as our primary assessment-reporting tool. Our progress reports are closely aligned with our
curriculum maps and learning goals, so these are ideal tools for collecting and aggregating data representing
student success. Teachers evaluate students on multiple academic learning goals, as well as social &
emotional growth.
Our reporting tool provides aggregated data for each grade level for each of the three student progress
reporting periods. For grades 4-6, a six-level scale is used to assess student progress, with measures
including Not Introduced, Introduced, Working With Support, Working Independently, Proficient, and
Synthesis. At the Middle School level, a four-level scale is used, based on the measures of Introduced,
Working, Mastery and Application. Formal reports are presented to the RVCS Trustees in which student
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data is presented in adjacent columns corresponding to our three marking periods, and highlights student
progress at each grade level over the course of the school year.

Program Delivery
Changes in School Curriculum
River Valley continued our mission-driven commitment to delivering a high quality Montessori curriculum
during the 2015-2016 academic year. In the spring of 2016, faculty completed a three-year process to align
all of our curriculum maps with both Montessori and Common Core State Standards. The final link in this
chain was our social/emotional curriculum map, which we call our Peace Education Map. This document
is a result of a substantial investment of time and effort on the part of the faculty. Through concentrated
focus on core skills and habits of mind, our Peace Education Map addresses the following priority areas for
durable learning: Curiosity, Creativity, Critical Thinking, Citizenship, Compassion, Collaboration and
Communication. We believe that student success in these core areas is a central part of our mission, and
that these life-long skills represent the higher purpose of public education.
The introduction to the Peace Education Map, the key to its layout, and a sample of one of the components
is included in the APPENDIX.
One addition to our curriculum this year was an Engineering program for all students in grades 1-6. We
hired a part-time specialist to offer classes to all student in these grades each week. The addition of this
class enhanced our STEM programming, and aligned well with our hands-on approach to learning.
Place based education (PBL) was another curricular priority for the 2015-2016 school year. Though River
Valley faculty had initiated PBL rubric assessments during the 2015-2015 school year, these assessments
were not as well integrated into the learning experiences as we would have liked. Consequently, teachers
adopted a backward-design approach to PBL in which the desired outcomes will facilitate more authentic
assessment opportunities.

Changes to Instructional Model
For the 2015-2016 school year, River Valley developed an entirely new model and schedule for the delivery
of instruction in specialty areas. Historically we have sent an entire mixed-age classroom of 24 students to
each special (physical education, art, music, etc.). The mixed age groupings and large class sizes have
presented instructional challenges for all specialists, but most significantly for physical education. In order
to address these concerns and enhance the learning experience for students, we increased the number of
specials offered and structured all specials classes to be single age groups. The expanded specials offering
includes Art, Music, Physical Education/Wellness, Technology, Engineering, and Science and enabled us
to reduce class size to an average of sixteen students and further enhance the enrichment opportunities for
our students. The new specials schedule provided many benefits, and the overall feedback from parents,
students and teachers was positive. Despite these results, we also gained perspective on ways to improve
this new system. We have made modifications for the upcoming school year, including longer blocks for
science classes, and a simplification of the daily schedule.

Changes in Assessment Methods
As mentioned in the Student Performance section above, we have shifted to an assessment system that uses
the data in our Student Progress Reports, which are submitted three times each school year. This data is
individualized to the greatest extent possible, and is aligned with our Curriculum Maps and Learning Goals.
The APPENDIX offers an example of the aggregated data from these reports. This approach fits well with
our Montessori philosophy, showing the child’s progress on a continuum rather than performance on
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summative assessments. The RVCS Board of Trustees Accountability Committee reviews these results as
the data comes available, and has expressed satisfaction with this new assessment approach.
Progress Report data continues to reflect results from assessment tools used previously, such as the Six
Traits Writing rubric and the Diagnostic Reading Assessment. Other data points are generated through
evidence of student work, portfolio evaluations, performance evaluations and teacher observations, a
hallmark of Montessori education.

Changes in Supports for Diverse Learners
Staffing: During the 2015-2016 year we enrolled an elementary student with significant learning delays.
As a result, we hired a full-time Instructional Assistant to provide support for this student as well as other
high needs students within the same classroom. We also augmented our support for diverse learners through
the addition of a part time Instructional Assistant with both Montessori and Orton-Gillingham certification.
Technology: RVCS support staff enhanced their use of assistive technology in the following ways:
 Voice to text software programs when the purpose of the assignment is not grammar (cultural work,
reflections).
 Instruction in typing at the third grade level, continuing at the E2 level
 Speak IT application to read internet text above the instructional reading level
 Use of Learning Ally for more students to support reading above instructional level for Literature
Circle texts.
Programming: At the E1 level, faculty adopted a new approach to literacy instruction through flexible
groupings to encourage participation from all learners, with students of varying abilities working together
on projects and assignments. Support staff and classroom teachers also offered all students instruction in
executive function and goal setting.
River Valley did not identify any English Language Learners during the 2015-2016 academic year.

Social, Emotional, and Health Needs
No changes were made to the school’s approach to student discipline.
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Organizational Viability
Organizational Structure of the School
River Valley Charter School started the school year with a change in Special Education staffing. In the
previous year, a middle school special education staff member divided her work between coordination of
special education and provision of special education services for grades 7-8. Upon the summer-time
resignation of this staff member, we created Co-Coordinator positions for Special Education. The
Kinderhaus and Elementary 1 special education teacher assumed the added responsibility of coordination
for grades K-3. The Elementary 2 special education teacher assumed the added responsibility of
coordination for grades 4-8. This change resulted in an effective use of current staffing without compromise
to service delivery.
The RVCS Academic Program Coordinator worked a full time position this year in comparison to her 20142015 employment.
No major organization structural changes are planned for the 2016-2017 school year.
RVCS Org Chart

Teacher Evaluation
No changes were made to the Teacher Evaluation process during the 2015-2016 school year.
In response to faculty interest, RVCS formed a pilot team to examine and test a new approach for teacher
evaluation during the 2015-2016 school year. This faculty team, entitled the Educator Growth Team, met
throughout the course of the school year. The focus of the team was to look at methods for enhancing the
professional practice of teachers. Using self-assessment tools from the book The Best Teacher in You
(Quinn, Heynowski, Thomas & Spreitzer, 2013), the team identified areas of strength and opportunities
for professional growth, and set individual goals based on this work. They then formed smaller “tribes”
aligned around common goals and spent time observing in each other’s classrooms. Tribes met weekly,
and the pilot team met bi-weekly. A major component of the process was written reflection, and time was
allocated for this team to journal regularly.

Annual Report 2015-2016

- 12 -

River Valley Charter School
The Educator Growth Team shared their process and results with the general faculty several times
throughout the school year. Based on the positive results, RVCS plans to implement this approach to
educator evaluation for all faculty in the 2016-2017 school year.
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RIVER VALLEY CHARTER SCHOOL
Statement of Revenue, Expense, and Change in Net Position (Unaudited) for the Year
Ended June 30, 2016
OPERATING REVENUE
Per-pupil tuition
$
Program Fees
Government grants
Program specific private grants and contributions
Total operating revenue
OPERATING EXPENSES
Personnel and related
Salaries and wages
Payroll taxes and fringe benefits
Professional development
Total personnel and related
Occupancy
Interest Expense
Repairs and maintenance
Utilities
Insurance
Taxes, sewer betterment
Vehicle Expenses
Total occupancy
Direct student costs
Program expenses
Consultants and service contractors
Instructional materials
Technology and equipment
Testing and assessment
Total direct student costs
Other operating costs
Professional fees
Insurance
Office supplies
Technology and equipment
Dues and subscriptions
Miscellaneous
Minor equipment
Equipment leases
Travel
Printing and postage
Telephone
Advertising and recruitment
Bad debt expense
Total other operating costs
Depreciation and amortization

171,692
104,149
41,566
12,800
3,115
422
333,744
103,584
79,938
57,039
25,433
1,604
267,598
42,655
33,754
20,116
17,860
15,053
10,003
9,518
6,957
5,909
3,919
3,715
1,373
354
171,186

3,887,610

CHANGES IN NET POSITION FROM OPERATIONS

60,266

GENERAL REVENUE (EXPENSE)
Interest and other income
Contributions
Loss on disposal of capital assets

5,382
3,974
(6,880)
2,476

Total general revenue
CHANGES IN NET POSITION

62,742

NET POSITION, BEGINNING OF YEAR
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2,518,641
343,378
23,186
2,885,205

229,877
Total operating expenses

NET POSITION, END OF YEAR

3,600,340
177,833
95,387
74,316
3,947,876

1,764,396
$

1,827,138
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RIVER VALLEY CHARTER SCHOOL
Statement of Net Position (Unaudited) for the Year Ended June 30, 2016
ASSETS
CURRENT ASSETS
Cash and cash equivalents
Accounts and grants receivable
Prepaid expenses and other

$

Total current assets

1,512,546

RESTRICTED CASH

258,729

CAPITAL ASSETS, net

Total assets

1,485,348
12,156
15,042

4,403,580

$

6,174,855

$

32,141
11,085
321,971
116,134

LIABILITIES AND NET POSITION
CURRENT LIABILITIES
Accounts payable
Accrued expenses
Accrued payroll
Due to RVCS Foundation, current portion
Total current liabilities

481,331

LONG TERM LIABILITIES
Due to RVCS Foundation, long term

3,866,386

Total liabilities

4,347,717

NET POSITION
Unrestricted:
Operating
Invested in capital

1,406,078
421,060

Total unrestricted

1,827,138

Total net position
Total liabilities and net position
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1,827,138
$

6,174,855
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RIVER VALLEY CHARTER SCHOOL
Operating Budget Approved by the Board of Trustees on June 16, 2016 for the Year
Ending June 30, 2017
Budget FY 2016-2017
OPERATING REVENUE
Per-pupil tuition
Program Fees
Government grants
Program specific private grants and contributions
Total operating revenue
OPERATING EXPENSES
Personnel and related
Salaries and wages
Payroll taxes and fringe benefits
Professional development
Total personnel and related
Occupancy
Interest Expense
Repairs and maintenance
Utilities
Insurance
Taxes, sewer betterment
Vehicle Expenses
Total occupancy
Direct student costs
Consultants and service contractors
Instructional materials
Technology and equipment
Program expenses (RVCS)
Testing and assessment
Total direct student costs
Other operating costs
Professional fees
Insurance
Technology and equipment
Office supplies
Dues and subscriptions
Minor equipment
Travel
Equipment leases
Miscellaneous
Printing and postage
Telephone
Advertising and recruitment
Total other operating costs

$

3,589,198
50,000
48,000
42,500
3,729,698

2,518,719
404,500
40,000
2,963,219
166,433
102,400
48,000
14,000
3,500
1,850
336,183
73,700
50,350
16,500
12,000
1,700
154,250
58,450
39,774
21,500
20,750
15,500
8,750
7,950
7,200
7,200
4,200
4,200
1,800
197,274

(Operating Budget continued)
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Depreciation and amortization

227,500
Total operating expenses

3,878,426

OTHER REVENUE (EXPENSES)
Contingency-Board of Trustees
Total other revenue (expenses)
Total expenses

3,882,564

CHANGES IN NET POSITION FROM OPERATIONS

(152,866)

GENERAL REVENUE
Interest and other income

3,500
3,500

Total general revenue
CHANGES IN NET POSITION

(149,366)

NET POSITION, BEGINNING OF YEAR
NET POSITION, END OF YEAR
Cash Basis
Net Surplus (Deficit) from Operations
Adjustment - Non-Cash Items
Non-Operating Income
Depreciation Expense
Total Non-Cash Items

1,827,138
$

$

(152,866)

78,134

Capital expenditures budgeted
Capital reserve funds deposited annually per Vote by BOT
Capital lease repayment
Total Capital Expenditures
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1,677,772

3,500
227,500
231,000

Total Cash from Operations

Total Cash Used by Existing Resources

4,138
4,138

(57,500)
(40,000)
(116,134)
(213,634)
$

(135,500)
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Capital Plan FY17
The River Valley Charter School Board of Trustees has committed to funding a restricted Capital Reserve
Fund for future infrastructure needs. Trustees have allocated $40,000 per year to this fund over the last
several years, and the fund balance as of June 30 2016 is $258,729. These funds will be available for any
urgent facility or site needs, as well as any planned infrastructure expenses. Through careful fiscal planning,
the Trustees expect to position the school to absorb any unforeseen infrastructure costs without significant
impact on annual operations.
As mentioned in last year’s Annual Report, RVCS is considering a renovation of our middle school space,
as the original design of this area has proven to be less than optimal. The RVCS Trustees have voted to
invest up to $25,000 from the Capital Reserve Funds during FY17 to engage an architect in the design phase
of this project. Part of the scope of the design phase will be to provide detailed cost estimates for the
construction phase. If these projections fit within the means of the school, RVCS plans to complete the
renovation work during the summer of 2017.
During FY17, RVCS plans the following capital improvements:
 Installation of new windows on the second floor of the building/Estimated investment: $17,500
 Installation of new carpeting in all elementary classrooms/Estimated investment: $15,000
RVCS purchased a ten passenger van in December 2016. The vehicle is used frequently for student field
trips. This acquisition was made using $28,680 of existing cash reserves, and did not impact the school’s
Capital Reserve Fund.
During FY16, RVCS invested in the following capital improvements to the school building and site:
 Leasehold improvements/Total investment: $68,399
 Investment in capital equipment/Total investment: $29,731
Of the above improvements, $24,300 of Capital Reserve Funds were used to partially offset the new window
installation and the roof sealing. The remaining funds were drawn from existing cash reserves, and did not
impact the school’s Capital Reserve Fund.
With the school’s current Capital Reserve Fund balance, as well as the Board’s ongoing commitment to
annual contributions to this fund, River Valley has taken a conservative and visionary approach to the future
needs and financial stability of the school.
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Additional Information
Accountability Plan Performance for 2015-2016
River Valley Charter School completed its seventeenth year of providing a high quality public Montessori program in June 2016. A formal
Montessori audit was conducted this year, and this external & unbiased process indicated that RVCS once again met the measures of our
Accountability Plan in this objective. RVCS faculty continued to refine our efforts to design and implement authentic assessment for placed based
learning, and the school made positive progress in this objective as well, with all students experiencing multiple place based learning experiences,
and 85%+ of students demonstrating their learning effectively. Our Celebration of Learning gateway projects continue to be a highlight of our middle
school program, and results of student performance in this objective also met Accountability Plan measures.
2015-2016
Performance

Evidence

Objective 1: River Valley Charter School will provide a high quality Montessori learning environment for all students.
Measure 1A: River Valley will alternate internal and external
audits of its Montessori program every year. Both audits will
assess the school’s Montessori programming against the
American Montessori Society’s (AMS) “Elements of a
Successful Montessori School in the Public Sector”. (A
summary of “Elements of a Successful Montessori School in the
Public Sector” is included as an ATTACHMENT on page 30.)

Met

RVCS met all of the 20 applicable elements during the fall
2015 audit.

Measure 1B: Annually, River Valley will be found to be in
compliance with a minimum of 18 of the 20 applicable
American Montessori Society’s (AMS) “Elements of a
Successful Montessori School in the Public Sector”*.
* Exception: The document contains 22 elements. Two elements
require a 2.5-6 year old multi-age grouping that is not possible
due to MA public school design limitations. RVCS excludes
these two elements from the measurement.
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External auditor Gary Davidson, the Director of the
Seacoast Center for Montessori Teacher Education,
conducted an audit on November 4-5, 2015 and results
were reported January 4, 2016. The audit consisted of
document review, community member surveys, classroom
observations, and focus group interviews. The complete
audit is on file at the school.

Met

One of the full 22 elements describes multi age groupings
and its relationship to diversity, flexibility and reduced
competition. While RVCS does not meet the 2.5-6 year old
grouping requirements, the school satisfies the other
components of this element.
A table summarizing RVCS’ performance against the
elements is included in the ATTACHMENTS on page 32.
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Measure 1C: At the end of each academic year, at least 90% of
lead teachers in grades K-6 will be Montessori trained by an
accredited training institution.

Met

100% of teachers in grades K-6, (i.e., all ten) are
Montessori trained by an accredited training institution.
Credential information is stored in the school’s
Student/Staff Information Management System.

Objective 2: Every River Valley Charter School student will demonstrate their learning about the history, culture and
ecology of the Merrimack River Valley.
Measure 2A: Annually, every class will engage in a minimum
of three place-based learning experiences about the history,
culture or ecology of the Merrimack River Valley.

Measure 2B: Annually, every student in grades 3 through 8 will
demonstrate their place-based knowledge to a group of peers and
adults through written, oral or multi-media presentations. A
minimum of 85% of students at each grade level will earn a
score of 3 or better, on a 1 to 4 scale, on an assessment rated
against a standardized place-based learning rubric for their grade
level. Rubrics will include specific language designed to assess
the level of student learning about the history, culture or ecology
of the Merrimack River Valley.

Met

Met

Supporting evidence summarizing every classroom’s placebased learning experiences is on file at the school.
All grade levels met the measure with 85%+ of students
demonstrating their place-based knowledge with an average
score of 3 or better on a place based rubric. The percentage
of students at each grade level who scored 3 or better
follows:
 100% of third year students
 90% of fourth year students
 87% of fifth year students
 94% of sixth year students
 96% of seventh year students
 86% of eighth year students
The percentage of students scoring 3 and above on the
place-based rubric is included as an ATTACHMENT on page
36.

Objective 3: Every graduating student will demonstrate the ability to critically self-reflect and to assess their academic
strengths and challenges.
All 30 graduating 8th grade students created and delivered
Measure 3A: Annually, 100% of graduating students will
their Celebration of Learning, which included a portfolio of
successfully create and deliver a River Valley Celebration of
their work as well as a formal presentation.
Learning (COL). Every COL will include a portfolio of student
Met
The schedule of COL presentations, as well as the project
work with corresponding reflections for selected artifacts, as
guidelines (which summarize the required contents of the
well as a formal presentation to peers and adults.
COL), are on file at the school.

Annual Report 2015-2016

- 20 -

River Valley Charter School
Measure 3B: 90% of graduating students will earn a final score
of 3 or better, on a 1 to 4 scale, on rubrics specifically designed
to assess the student’s ability to critically self-reflect. Rubrics
will be completed by a minimum of four jurors, including both
internal RVCS staff and external, non-RVCS jurors. (From
2011-2013, graduating classes have averaged 91% on this
measure.)

100% (30 students), received a final score of 3 or better on
their COL rubric. The average score for all 30 8th grade
students was 3.8 overall.
Met

A graph of COL scores is included as an ATTACHMENT on
page 36. A binder containing completed rubrics for each
student is on file at the school.

Objective 4: RVCS will share its Montessori curriculum with other schools in Massachusetts over the course of its
charter term.
Measure 4A: By the end of this charter term, RVCS staff will
lead at least ten workshops or presentations for non-RVCS
teachers to disseminate best practices in public Montessori
education. RVCS staff will average two workshops or
presentations per year toward this objective.

Met

RVCS faculty presented at two different conferences this
year. One teacher presented at the Montessori Schools of
Massachusetts conference at Dean College, and the other
presented at the Cambridge College Science Colloquium.
Presentation information is on file at the school. Total
presentations to date this charter term is eight.

River Valley met all its Accountability Plan measures.
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Recruitment Plan 2016 – 2017
School Name: River Valley Charter School
Date: July 31, 2016
Implementation Summary:
River Valley Charter School fully implemented its recruitment strategies as laid out in its 2015-2016
Recruitment Plan.
Spots were available for 32 new students. The school’s recruitment period yielded 197 applicants; 79
were for kindergarten. Of the 32 kindergarten slots available, 14 went to siblings of currently enrolled
students, leaving 18 slots for new families to enter River Valley.
The 2016 lottery represented the first time we had applicants who were entering the lottery as opt-in
applicants (i.e., they had applied in 2015, were put on the waitlist but were not grandfathered onto a
rolling waitlist, did not subsequently get offered enrollment but requested to be re-entered into future
lotteries).
Of the Kinderhaus students offered admission for the 2016-2017 school year, three (or 9%) were
flagged for further investigation of potential English language needs based on Home Language Survey
results, but they were not identified as English Learners at this point. Thirteen of the 31 students
screened were flagged for future observation of potential learning needs. One family (3%) indicated
their future interest in applying for financial support, i.e., identifying as Economically Disadvantaged.
We anticipate two of the incoming Kinderhaus students will identify as non-white.
Subgroup enrollment as revealed by CHART analysis indicates the following:
 River Valley falls slightly below the comparison index of English proficient students
 River Valley enrolls a comparable population of students with disabilities, i.e., above the
comparison index
 River Valley enrolls a comparable population of economically disadvantaged students, i.e.,
exceeding the gap narrowing target.
General Recruitment Activities
General advertising activities include print and electronic media as well as an ongoing connection with
the Greater Newburyport Mothers and Families Club where we present at the annual Early Education
Information Night. We also use personal outreach to local preschools and day care facilities, and
speaking engagements at various locations to expand our recruitment efforts. Additional general
recruitment activities include advertising efforts via:
 Facebook
 press release,
 postings in the local papers and libraries, public service announcements,
 flyer distribution,
 Enrollment Information Sessions,
 posting on the school website.
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Recruitment Plan –Strategies
Demographic Group
Special education students
(RVCS subgroup is above the
comparison index)

Limited English-proficient
students
(subgroup falls slightly below the
comparison index)

Strategies
 Distribute informational flyers to the special education
departments of each of our sending districts.
 Connect with local school SEPACs.
 Distribute informational flyers to ELL coordinators of each of
our sending districts.
 Publish enrollment materials with a banner/footer indicating
that translation and interpreter services are available if needed.
 Make the Montessori Enrollment Session video available to all
attendees in Spanish.
 Have bilingual (Spanish-speaking) parents available at
Enrollment Sessions.
 Ask Spanish-speaking parents to share enrollment information
in their multicultural communities.
 Distribute giveaways at local organized family activities with
reference to enrollment in Spanish.
Enhanced recruitment strategies:
 Distribute flyers at studios that teach ethnic dance
 Distribute flyers to local adoption agencies
 Distribute flyers to local Rec Departments where there may be
increased incidence of minority populations

Students who are Economically
Disadvantaged
(RVCS subgroup is above the gap
narrowing target)

 Make contact and distribute flyers to community service
agencies (Head Start, Hugh Doyle Resource Center, Salvation
Army, Pettingill House, SNAP, WIC)
 Have presence at a local soup kitchen and local food pantry to
share enrollment information with those obtaining free
meals/food
 Distribute flyers to the low-income housing developments in
our sending towns.
Enhanced recruitment strategies:
 Speak at low-income housing development event.
 Provide economically disadvantaged students reduced rates or
free service for before and after school childcare for working
parents/guardians.

Students who are sub-proficient
Students at risk of dropping out of
school
Students who have dropped out of
school
Annual Report 2015-2016

 Distribute flyers to local tutoring agencies.
 RVCS’s summer drop-in sessions for middle school students
are attractive to families who may have students at risk of
dropping out of school.
NA
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Other subgroups of students who
should be targeted to eliminate the
achievement gap

 RVCS’s free full day kindergarten program and our
before/after care program are attractive options for the
subgroup of students who should be targeted to eliminate the
achievement gap.

Retention Plan 2016 – 2017
Implementation Summary:

With a 2015-2016 retention rate of 93.8, we surpassed our 92% goal set in last year’s annual report.
Trend data indicates that attrition rose between 2013-2015 but has since dropped.
In general, our research indicates that the majority of students leave RVCS for the following reasons:
 at the middle school level students withdraw to attend private school (as a mechanism to improve the
likelihood of admission to private high schools) or to participate in a greater variety of organized
afterschool sports programs;
 to accommodate family relocation.
River Valley recently created the following programs to support improved retention for all students:


offer parents of students transitioning between levels (i.e., moving into 1st grade and 4th grades)
an opportunity to learn about the expectations, curriculum and practices of the subsequent level.



host parents of students entering middle school to a small group tour and meeting with the
Middle School Coordinator prior to the end of students’ 6th grade year.



invite and encourage parents of children in lower grades to attend the school’s 8th grade
graduation requirement, the Celebration of Learning, for at least one graduating student. This
strategy ensures that parents of younger children have a firsthand view of what an RVCS
graduate is capable of upon leaving RVCS.
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Overall Student Retention Goal
92%

Annual goal for student retention (percentage):
Retention Plan –Strategies
Demographic Group

Strategies
 Provide a strong special education program staffed by qualified
professionals.
 Offer summer sessions to qualifying students.
 Maintain a Response to Intervention program/Student Support Team.
 Offer afterschool enrichment programs where less emphasis is placed on
academics.

Special education students

Limited English-proficient
students

Students who are
Economically
Disadvantaged

Students who are subproficient
Students at risk of dropping
out of school
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Enhanced retention strategies:
 Offer additional support services before and after school to middle school
students.
 Train at least one staff member in Positive Behavioral Intervention
practices to better support students with extensive behavioral needs.
 Revamp the school’s Student Support Team protocol to improve
classroom teachers’ ability to support students with diverse learning
needs.
 Maintain a relationship with an ELL service provider.
 Ensure adequate number of teaching staff are SEI-endorsed.
 Maintain SEI endorsement of at least one member of the administrative
team and increasing numbers of the teaching staff.
 Provide extra services (by an ELL service provider) to students who are
not qualified ESL learners but whose backgrounds suggest that they are
struggling due to English language learning (e.g., parents speak nonEnglish at home, etc.)
 Ensure current families are aware that RVCS offers ELL services.
 Offer all families an afterschool foreign language program to allow
Spanish-speaking families opportunities to share their culture within the
community.
 Provide access to school-based counselor to identify additional services
available in the area.
 Provide a high quality free or reduced price lunch program to qualifying
students.
 Provide reduced cost before and after care program to qualifying students.
 Provide reduced cost enrichment programming to qualifying students.
 Working with the school nurse, provide economically disadvantaged
families with access to donated winter clothing and Rotary-funded
Thanksgiving dinner food items.
 Provide summer sessions to qualifying students.
 Provide drop-in summer sessions for Middle School students.
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Students who have dropped
out of school

NA

Other subgroups of students
who should be targeted to
eliminate the achievement
gap

NA

A
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School and Student Data
Student demographic information is located on the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education’s
website at: http://profiles.doe.mass.edu/profiles/student.aspx?orgcode=04820050&orgtypecode=6&.
STUDENT DEMOGRAPHIC AND SUBGROUP INFORMATION
Race/Ethnicity

# of students

% of entire student body

African-American
Asian
Hispanic
Native American
White
Native Hawaiian, Pacific Islander
Multi-race, non-Hispanic
Special education
Limited English proficient

1
11
7
1
260
0
8
35
0

.3
3.8
2.4
.3
90.3
0
2.8
12.2
0

Low income/Economically
disadvantaged

17

5.9

ADMINISTRATIVE ROSTER FOR THE 2015-2016 SCHOOL YEAR
Name, Title

Brief Job Description

Start date

End
date

Andrew Willemsen,
Director

Serves as the organization’s Chief Executive Officer
providing organizational and academic leadership

07/01/2013*

NA

07/01/2013*

NA

Jonnie Lyn Evans,
Assistant Director

Serves as the organization’s Chief Operations
Officer overseeing marketing, accountability,
human resources and operations/systems
Serves as curriculum coordinator and supervisor of
academic programs

Laura Hunt, Academic
09/01/2014* NA
Program Coordinator
Lisa Kelley/Patricia
Innes,
Supervise special education programs at the K-grade
08/01/2015* NA
Special Education Co3 and grade 4-8 levels, respectively
Coordinators
Colin Vandenburgh,
Oversees the middle school curriculum as well as
Middle School
09/01/2014* NA
evaluation of middle school faculty
Coordinator
Pamela Dawe Jones,
Oversees the technological infrastructure of the
11/01/2011
NA
Technology Coordinator
school
Deb McCrevan,
Provides financial and facility management
01/01/2000
NA
Business Manager
* date represents the member’s start date in this position; member was previously an RVCS employee
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TEACHERS AND STAFF ATTRITION FOR THE 2015-2016 SCHOOL YEAR
Number as of
the last day of
the 2015-2016
school year

Departures
during the
2015-2016
school year

Departures
at the end of
the school
year

Teachers

45

0

4

Other
Staff

10

0

2

Reason for Departure(s)

Three teachers left to pursue teaching
opportunities in other schools; one
teacher is taking a sabbatical year to
participate in international community
service work.
One staff member left to pursue a
teaching opportunity. One is pursuing a
position elsewhere.

Teaching and staff retention continues to be favorable at River Valley.
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BOARD MEMBERS FOR THE 2015-16 SCHOOL YEAR
Name

Position on the Board

Committee affiliation(s)

Number of terms served

Length of each term
(including date of
election and expiration)

John Siegfried

Trustee, Vice Chair

Executive, Accountability

First term in progress

2015-2018

Peter Zetlan

Trustee

Accountability

First term in progress

2015-2018

Laura Goldberg

Trustee

Accountability

One term completed
Served 1 additional year

2012 – 2015
2016

Mark Gustavson

Trustee

Accountability

First term in progress

2015-2018

Ruben Carmona

Trustee

Accountability

One term

2013-2016

Jamie Grant

Trustee

Development

One term

2013-2016

Nat Coughlin

Chairperson

Executive

Jamie Cash

Secretary

Executive

One term completed
Second term in progress
One term completed

2013-2016
2016-2019
2014-2017

Conall Ryan

Trustee

Accountability

First term in progress

Mark Belanger

Trustee

Finance

First term in progress

Jennifer McCormick

Trustee

Development

First term in progress

2014-2017
2014
2015-2018
2014-2017

Nicole Salemi

Vice Chairperson

Executive

Left first term early on 04/16

2014-2017

Cathy Tymowski

Treasurer

Executive, Finance

First term completed one year early

2014-2016

Stacy Gijsbers

Trustee

Development

First term in progress

2014-2017

Kimberly Klibansky

Trustee

Accountability

First term in Progress

2014-2017
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Additional Required Information
Key Leadership Changes
Position
Board of Trustees Chairperson
Charter School Leader
Assistant Charter School Leader
Special Education Coordinator
MCAS Test Coordinator
SIMS Coordinator
English Language Learner Director

Name
No Change (Nat Coughlin)
No Change (Andy Willemsen)
No Change (Jonnie Lyn Evans)
Lisa Kelley and Patricia Innes
No Change (Jonnie Lyn Evans)
No Change (Jonnie Lyn Evans)
No Change (Jonnie Lyn Evans)

Facilities
No changes.

Enrollment
Action
Student Application Deadline
Lottery

Date(s)
February 3, 2017, 4:00 pm
February 15, 2017, 4:00 pm

Complaints
River Valley Charter School had no formal complaints during the 2015-2016 school year.
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Measure 1A: Essential Elements
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Measure 1B: RVCS Measured against the Essential Elements*
*Elements of a Successful Montessori School in the Public Sector, the American Montessori Society
Area & Number

Montessori
Teachers

Component



Employ Montessori teachers who have
Montessori credentials for the levels
they teach.



Recruitment

Maintain an active and open
recruitment for Montessori
credentialed teachers.



Training Budget

Budget for future Montessori teacher
education for non-Montessori
credentialed teachers.



Professional
Development

Provide professional Montessori inservice by experienced credentialed
Montessori educators.



Ongoing
Consultation

Contract for on-going internal and
periodic external Montessori
consultation and/or professional
support as a follow up to Montessori
teacher education.
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Notes

All classroom teachers hold sufficient qualifications for working with children at the level
of teaching. Specialist teachers observed demonstrated are qualified within areas of
expertise. Kinderhaus and Elementary I teachers hold MACTE-accredited Montessori
credentials issued by the American Montessori Society. Elementary II teachers hold either
Elementary I-II credentials from AMS or diplomas issued by the North American
Montessori Center distance program, which is not MACTE-accredited. Documentation of
professional development provided indicates continuing numerous opportunities for
personnel. The school is substantially compliant with this element. Middle school faculty
has foundational knowledge of the Montessori Method for adolescents and expertise in
specific content areas. The Middle School Coordinator is AMS certified in Elementary I
and II. The Academic Program Coordinator is experienced and Montessori-trained at the
EL I-II level.
RVCS uses customary professional channels to advertise positions for Montessori-certified
teachers and is active in identifying prospective teachers and supporting them for
certification. Nationally, difficulty in recruiting certified, experienced teachers, particularly
at the Upper Elementary and Middle School level remains a constant.
Each year the school budgets funds for projected Montessori training needs. This amount
varies year-to-year depending upon teachers who are seeking training. Examination of
Board minutes and reports posted for 2015 shows sound fiscal operations.
The school is an active participant in local and national conferences. RVCS has hosted
public Montessori professional development sessions. Professional development has been
supplied by and/or scheduled with recognized experts in the Montessori field.
The planned audit model provides for annual review, alternating an internal process with
outside consultation. The internal audit conducted in 2014 was thoroughly reviewed for
benchmarks for the 2015 outside audit. The internal audit addressed in considerable detail
complementary areas that would not be possible for a team solely addressing the elements
of public Montessori education. This is a commendable mixture both in content and in
providing a two year cycle for initiatives resulting from discussion of each audit
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Assistants

Curriculum
Coordinator

Employ one paraprofessional per
classroom, each having received
Montessori orientation for that role.
Employ an experienced Montessori
teacher to serve as curriculum
coordinator.

Administration

Employ a building
principal/educational leader who has
knowledge of Montessori principles
and curriculum through Montessori
coursework, Montessori Administrator
Credential and/or annual conference
exposure.

Curricular
Commitment

Maintain commitment to the core
Montessori curriculum and instruction
even with changes in administrative
staff.

Communication

Sustain the support of the central
administration through high profile
communications about program
development.

2.5-6 Age Range

Recognize that the best
implementation process is to begin
with the 2.5-6 age group and add one
age at a time for a gradual
progression.

Parent Education

Provide Montessori parent education
programs that promote understanding
of Montessori principles and
curriculum.
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Kinderhaus, Elementary I, and Elementary II Level classrooms observed contained one
head teacher and at least one paraprofessional or support specialist. Middle School
grouping appeared well organized and were sufficiently supported by additional personnel



The curriculum coordinator is an experienced Montessori Elementary I-II teacher with a
commitment to the integrity of the model at each level. During the interview she expressed
clear awareness of the concrete basis of the Montessori method and understanding of the
importance of her role as the “gatekeeper”.



The principal/education leader of the school benefits from teaching experience as an
Elementary I-II and Middle School teacher. His long-term connection with RCVS in
different capacities offers a strong sense of the school’s history, heritage, and
developmental path. His enthusiasm for the school community and understanding of the
school’s potential for forward movement exhibit commitment and creative vision. His
direct involvement with students is considerable. Casual comments by students and faculty
show respect and affection.



Administrative guidance rests with a team of four individuals qualified by education and
experience with public Montessori education. This is a fairly rare blend of in-house
expertise in Montessori charter school leadership. Each member has experienced and
contributed to the school community at different stages of institutional maturity. The
degree of trust within the team is noteworthy and commendable.



n/a



In review of the RCVS web site and through conversation it becomes apparent that a great
deal of information is available to client families as well as professional staff.
Dissemination of information and integration are not synonymous; low-key comments on
the topic ranged from “we get a lot of mail” to “we have so many new things”. These are
within the spectrum of normalcy for a school well into its own stages of development
The adapted Kindergarten program offers a model of the Montessori Early Childhood
classroom and an important intake experience. During the short period of observation,
Kinderhaus members were operating with a benevolent combination of independence and
self-direction. It is all too common to visit settings in which the entry of 5 year olds is
treated only as preparation for academic years ahead and children race to paper and pencil
work. While naturally that will become a point of arrival for children in many skill areas, it
was not the central focus of activities observed and the feel of the classroom was solidly
grounded in Montessori
The web site provides numerous resources for basic information about Montessori
education as articulated at RVCS. The school calendar advertises open houses and
information sessions. As evidenced by published Board minutes, teachers occasionally
present sample lessons to the Board. This is an often overlooked opportunity for significant
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impact at the level of governance and is commendable. The Director also publishes a
weekly essay on relevant school topics, frequently addressing core Montessori concepts.

Admissions

Montessori
Materials

Prepared
Environment

Work Periods

Integrated
Specials

Age Groupings

Develop an admission process that
informs parents about the nature of
Montessori and seeks the necessary
commitment to the program

Offer a full complement of Montessori
materials purchased from Montessori
dealers.

Develop a classroom design that is
compatible with Montessori "prepared
environment" principles
Create uninterrupted daily work
periods of 90 minutes to 3-hours,
considering the 3-hour work cycle as
ideal.
Integrate specialty programs (music,
art, physical education, etc.) around
the uninterrupted work periods.

Apply the appropriate multi-age
groupings: 2.5-6, 6-9, 9-12, 12-15, 1518 necessary for the diversity,
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In addition to the generous amount of information about Montessori education on the web
site, there is a thorough description of the admissions process. Admission is on a lottery
basis, with a waiting list roughly twice the size of the school’s enrollment capacity.
Responses from newer parents to the school were uniformly positive and comments often
expressed how fortunate families feel at receiving admission.
Full complements of Montessori materials appeared to be present in Kinderhaus and
Elementary I. At Elementary II, the class observed was engaged in an activity that did not
require concrete materials but involved a great deal of critical thinking and articulation of
the problem solving involved. Students were engaged and enthusiastic. A question arising
from the observation and discussion is: “To what extent are traditional Montessori
materials used for advanced concepts in the Elementary II classrooms?”









That children moving through the Upper Elementary level are transitioning from concrete
to abstract work is given. A full complement of Upper Elementary math and geometry
material is part of the prepared environment.
For Middle School, traditional Montessori materials typically are not manipulatives and are
borrowed as necessary as teaching aids only when students return to a concept for which
there is a comparable material.
All classroom spaces visited presented themselves as age-appropriate Montessori
environments with adequate shelf area and age appropriate fixtures and furniture. The
school facility is large and fully developed.
Considerable energy has been given over by teachers and administration to preserving
work time for children. This challenge is endemic to all publicly funded and the great
majority of private Montessori schools. Observations of classrooms noted natural variance
of style between teachers.
A “hot topic” during the audit period was the reorganization of specialist schedules from
the previous years and use of a single-grade model for those parts of the program.
Comments centered less on the impact on work periods and more on the change from
multi-age to single grade in specialist subjects.. When this topic came up in discussion
with students it offered a chance for them to reflect on the multi-age classroom itself,
which was enthusiastically endorsed.

This field was prepopulated with NA by the school owing to the non-traditional age
 * grouping of Kinderhaus. With that stated, the diversity, flexibility, and reduced competition
integral to Montessori was in evidence during observation of all classrooms.
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flexibility, and reduced competition
integral to
Montessori.

Progress
Reporting

Assessment

Use a process of reporting student
progress that is compatible with
Montessori and includes parent
conferences and authentic assessment
tools such as observation, portfolio,
performance assessment with rubric,
etc.
Implement state mandated
assessments in such a way that the
character of the Montessori program is
not compromised.

Professional
Development

Budget for continuing education
through Montessori workshops and
conferences.

Memberships

Maintain membership with one or
more of the professional Montessori
organizations and seek Montessori
accreditation to assure consistent
quality.
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The use of multiple means of assessment and reporting was evident in discussions with
teachers and in observation of classrooms. The extremely thorough 2014 Internal Audit
identified progress reporting and state mandated assessment as areas receiving attention.
Tools described appear to be appropriate. These issues will always be discussion points.
Having established benchmarks in 2014, they will merit revisiting in each internal audit.



As in the previous comment, the impact of the “high stakes” MCAS tests was noted as an
area in which the administration identified a need to modulate impact on the daily life of
the school. Administration has consistently worked to educate parents regarding the limited
value of standardized assessments, and has supported curriculum development and
implementation that diminishes focus on state mandated tests.



A budget line for continuing education was not reviewed. Ample evidence of opportunities
for professional development in Montessori and other relevant topics was given during
faculty interviews.
RVCS is a current member in good standing of the American Montessori Society and the
Montessori Schools of Massachusetts.
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Measure 2B: Place Based Learning Assessment Results
Place Based Learning
Percentage of Students Scoring
3 or Above

Percentage of Students

by grade level

100%
94%

96%

90%
87%

3rds

4ths

5ths

86%

6ths

7ths

8ths

Grade Level

Measure 3B: 8th Grade COL Scores
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APPENDIX: Peace Education Curriculum Map Sample
“An education capable of saving humanity is no small undertaking; it involves the spiritual development of man, the
enhancement of his value as an individual, and the preparation of young people to understand the times in which they
live.”
Maria Montessori, Education and Peace

The River Valley Charter School Peace Education Curriculum Map is founded on the core principles of Montessori education. As a Montessori
school we believe that education must be a holistic endeavor to educate the human potential. Guiding children on their path of self-discovery and
self-creation is our central task. Academic education, though critical, must be complemented and supported by character education.
In the Peace Education Map document, we offer our approach to integrating this holistic approach to education into our core curriculum. Though
the skills and attributes we identify are inherent in Montessori peace education, we owe a debt of gratitude to Sir Ken Robinson and his 2015 book
Creative Schools. Our work aligns closely with his call for schools to rethink traditional models of education.
The prime attributes we value are: Curiosity, Creativity, Critical Thinking, Communication, Collaboration, Grace (Composure), Courtesy
(Compassion), Citizenship.
“It is necessary that the human personality should be prepared for the unforseen, not only for the conditions that can be
anticipated by prudence and foresight. Nor should it be strictly conditioned by one rigid specialization, but should
develop at the same time the power of adapting itself quickly and easily. In this fierce battle of civil life a man must
have a strong character and quick wits as well as courage; he must be strengthened in his principles by moral training
and he must also have practical ability in order to face the difficulties of life. Adaptability-this is the most essential
quality; for the progress of the world is continually opening new careers, and at the same time closing or
revolutionizing the traditional types of employment.”
Maria Montessori, From Childhood to Adolescence
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The Peace Education Curriculum map was designed to provide consistency across the eight prime attributes. The map for each attribute includes a
quote by Maria Montessori that grounds our work in Montessori pedagogy. It also includes the attribute name, our definition of the attribute, the
aim, practice, learning goals, and anticipated result. The format is described more fully below and a sample of one of the attributes follows.

CURRICULUM MAP KEY
Montessori quote: A representative seed for the work in this attribute, and why it is so important to peace education

ATTRIBUTE NAME (competency/skill):

Definition:

What this attribute means as a part of the whole child (considering intellectual, social and moral needs)

How we expect our students to be
What we expect our students to do

aim

Learning Goals

The purpose of the curriculum we provide

The learning goals are written to complete this sentence,
“The student is proficient in their ability to ...”

practice

Curriculum Map
What we model
What we teach
The prepared environment we create

The specifics of the curriculum map

result
Educating for life, not just school, our hopes for this attribute within the whole child
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*Sample of Critical Thinking Curriculum Map: Goals, Aim, Practice, Result
“Our care of the child should be governed, not by the desire to make him learn things, but by the endeavor always to keep burning within him that light which
is called intelligence.”

CRITICAL THINKING
Definition: The ability to analyze information and ideas and to formulate their own thoughts and judgements.

practice

aim

Curriculum Map
Provide opportunities and an environment that challenges students to critically analyze
information and ideas, formulating their own thoughts and judgements
Explore modes of critical thinking for students to draw on both academically and
socially. Modes such as: drawing on past experiences to make connections, asking
thought-provoking, vital questions, innovating and solving problems creatively, looking
beyond the obvious, demonstrating a high level of curiosity, and embracing the struggle

Learning Goals
The student is proficient in their ability to ...
 apply any number of critical thinking skills to
their daily work
 apply any number of critical thinking skills to
analyze and evaluate information and ideas in
order to better their work or themselves.
 apply any number of critical thinking skills to
social situations

Provide opportunities for students to communicate their thinking in clear and honest
way, both oral and written.
Expose students to diverse interpretations, intentions and contexts of the spoken and
written word; question assumptions and conventions.

result

Strong critical thinkers are reflective, self-guided and self-evaluative. They demonstrate rational, reasonable, and empathetic thinking. They are able
to ask thoughtful questions and think open-mindedly within alternative systems of thought. They accurate and effective communicators.

* Those interested in seeing the complete Peace Education Map (which includes the Learning Goals, Aim, Practices, and Result for Curiosity,
Creativity, Communication, Collaboration, Grace/Composure, Courtesy/Compassion, Citizenship may request a copy form the school.
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APPENDIX: Sample of Learning Goals Data
Student Progress by Learning Goal, Percent of Students at Each Level- 6th Grade ELA

Student Progress by Learning Goal, Percent of Students at Each Level- 6th Grade Math

Annual Report 2015-2016

- 40 -

