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

Commonwealth

Location

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

287

Chartered Grade Span

K-8

Current Grade Span

K-8

# of Instructional Days during
the 2013-2014 school year

180

Students on Waitlist

675

School Hours

8:30am - 3:10pm

Age of School

Sixteen 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
To the Massachusetts Charter School Office,
It is our pleasure to submit the River Valley Charter School Annual Report for the 2014-2015 academic
year. In my first year as Chair of the Board of Directors, it has been rewarding and inspirational to
observe the staff and administrations’ committed pursuit of the school’s mission 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 (RVCS) 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.
As both a Board member and a parent of two River Valley students, I can attest to the school’s success in
instilling in its students a strong sense of community, genuine collaboration, and social justice. The
eighth graders who graduate from River Valley Charter School demonstrate remarkable confidence and
curiosity and are well prepared for a successful transition to high school.
As with previous years, the River Valley Charter School continues to maintain a sound fiscal position and
reliably smooth school operations. The facility is in excellent shape, and preliminary planning is in place
for future capital maintenance and upgrades. School policies and practices continue to meet state
standards and the enrollment and accountability plans were updated this year. Students continue to
demonstrate strong learning and achievement, and the annual report speaks to both these areas of strength
and areas of continued focus for improvement.
During the 2014-2015 school year, the Board and the School Director invested significant time and effort
in crafting a strategic plan that will guide the school in its pursuit of academic innovation and excellence
for the next 5 years. Designed as a framework for an evolving academic discussion, the strategic plan
will lead the school community to discuss what learning matters most as we craft a Montessori education
for the 21st century. Academic innovation is a hallmark of the charter school movement, and it is a
pleasure to see the River Valley Charter School continue to pursue academic excellence and innovation
within the Montessori and charter frameworks.
Thank you for taking the time to review the enclosed report, and please do not 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 sphere.
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 tuition support for the school’s
expectation that all lead teachers will be Montessori trained. RVCS also supports authentic Montessori
programming by staying abreast of best practices in the ever-expanding arena of public Montessori schools.
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, hands-on learning, 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 evidenced through the acquisition of skills by and the characteristics of our
students. They are remarkably adaptable, they have learned to work independently, and they seek to find
answers to their own questions. River Valley students demonstrate excellent collaboration and
communication skills, and are adept at exchanging ideas in writing and through discussion. They have
extensive experience at public speaking and possess strong presentation skills. Our students have been
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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 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
is 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 phrase used to help students reflect on and learn how to be respectful
and at peace with themselves and with others. The school formed a Grace and Courtesy Team this year to
bring additional focus to this work.
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 September or
October 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.
Genuine Collaboration: Much of the learning that happens at River Valley happens between students.
Though direct instruction is offered 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, and 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 (often multi-media) and
presentation, 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
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the flexibility to present concepts in various manners to suit the learning styles of each student. When a
student, or group of students, demonstrate a particular interest in pursuing a concept, question or issue more
deeply, the Montessori philosophy calls for teachers to facilitate such pursuits. In the fall of 2014, a group
of E2 students (grades 4-6) noticed that a large hatch of moths took place in our area. They researched this
event with the support of our Science Specialist and learned that the European Wood Moth was the specie,
and that the hatch would result in a significant impact on the health of local forests in the spring. The
students contacted the local newspaper and an article was published with the students’ findings. At the
middle school level, our students participated in an Ancient Civilization Summit. Each student researched
a civilization and produced a written report and an artifact from that historic period. The students then
created an authentic historic character, dressed in the clothing of the period and attended the Summit in
character. Students participated in juried panel discussions on guiding questions such as “What is the proper
role of government?” Each student was expected to discuss these questions from the perspective of their
character, and to question and consider the viewpoints of others.
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. E2 students also fundraise for Partners in Development,
a group that works to support underprivileged populations in South America. Through this work, students
have raised funds to support several cleft palate operations in a Nicaraguan village, and have formed
connections with village members. Our middle school students engage in and fundraise for a variety of
social justice causes, including Free the Children and Partners for Peace.

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.
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-5-

River Valley Charter School

During the course of the 2014-2015 school year, faculty developed rubrics for each grade level to help
assess student learning during and after place based experiences. 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.
Middle school students engaged in a yearlong project called "Our Changing Waterfront.” Students looked
at the past, present and future of the Merrimack River, with a focus on the lower Merrimack River Valley
and a specific observation spot that students visited several times throughout the course of the year. Students
started with direct observations, and were then offered a variety of other opportunities to explore, including
interacting with maps, readings and discussion, guest speakers (from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration, NOAA, and the Gulf of Maine Institute, GOMI), and a visit to the Custom House Maritime
Museum to study the archeology of the area. In class, students connected their work to physical sciences
(tides, density, work of water), local, and ancient history. Culminating pieces included student-created
hand drawn maps of the river and surrounding towns, written pieces of historical fiction from the
perspective of a non-living object from the past to present, and a reflection of the process. The reflection
included the student's perspective on the important parts of the project and their responsibility to the future
of the area.
Our sixth grade students participated in a project in conjunction with GOMI in which they designed and
built “drifters” to track ocean currents in the Gulf of Maine. These devices use underwater sails to help
track currents, and support a GPS tracking device above water. Students travelled ten miles offshore to
launch their devices and are observing ocean currents by tracking the progress of each drifter. The launch
took place in June, so students will analyze their data in September. This work will allow them to engage
in analysis of questions such as the influence of fresh water into the oceans due to climate warming, as well
as issues of marine migration.
Our Elementary Two (E2) students, grades 4-6, travelled to historical sites such as Lowell’s Boat Shop
Museum in Amesbury, Historic New England in Newbury, Strawberry Banke in Portsmouth, NH, the
Freedom Trail in Boston, 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 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, studying and mitigating invasive plant species, engaging in pond studies on our campus, extended
trips to Nature’s Classroom, Camp Kieve and the Appalachian Mountain Club’s Mountain Classroom
program, and field studies in Maudslay State Park on the banks of the Merrimack River.
In Elementary One (E1) and Kinderhaus, students studied the history of the region through visits to Lowell’s
Boat Shop Museum, the Peabody Essex Museum, Historic New England in Newbury, the Plum Island
Lighthouse Museum and the Custom House Maritime Museum in Newburyport. Cultural connections were
made through visits to the Firehouse Center for the Arts, the Newburyport Police Station, Cider Hill Farm
in Amesbury and local service organizations. Connections to the local ecology occurred through the study
of our local wetlands and forests, as well as the birds of the lower Merrimack River Valley. Students also
participated in trips to 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
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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 20142015 school year.
In the Middle School, students are challenged to engage in abstract and higher order thinking. When asked
to reflect on their own interpretations of the definition of critical thinking, here is what the Middle School
Humanities teacher wrote:
Critical thinking is looking at your world with a curious and questioning mind. It’s
looking for evidence and facts, a search for truth. It’s not simply accepting what you’re
told. It’s questioning the thinking of others, asking why, asking how, asking “what is
your evidence?” It’s being constructively critical of oneself and one’s own thinking. It’s
asking “why do I feel this way? What is my opinion? What’s important to me? Where
do I stand?” and “What evidence do I have to support my stand?” It’s a scientific way
of understanding the world, but it’s also a humane way. If we teach children to
understand more deeply what they are learning, then they will be more likely to honor
views and values different from their own.
Students also hopefully become more active synthesizers of information and eventually
more active citizens/participants in their world when they think critically -- absolutely
key skills in an increasingly complex and perhaps dangerous world. The world becomes
a puzzle to be understood, rather than a tangled and unsolvable Gordian knot that
leaves one feeling small and unable to contribute. Critical thinking education, in this
way, is an important component of peace education - a tenet of Montessori philosophy.
How do we teach this? We encourage questions, we model curiosity, we value all
opinions and all questions, we teach them to speak up, we create a safe atmosphere
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where this can happen, we think creatively about how to get kids to react to what they
are hearing (such as action/reaction, Socratic dialogues, and fishbowl discussions).
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. Long-term projects and challenges allow students to deepen and refine their thinking while
pursuing a meaningful goal.
All faculty members have composed reflections on what critical thinking and problem solving means to
them, and the effective implementation of these concepts into our curriculum will continue to be a primary
focus for River Valley in the upcoming years.

Amendments to the Charter
The River Valley Charter School Board of Trustees requested the following amendments during the 20142015 school year.
Date

Amendment Requested

Approved?

12/23/2014

Enrollment Policy

yes

01/14/2015

Accountability Plan

yes

Dissemination Efforts
During the 2014-2015 school year, educators and administrators from several schools visited River Valley
in order to learn about our public Montessori model.
 On November 10, 2014, the entire staff and administration from The Friends School, an independent
preschool through 8th grade school located on Mackworth Island in Falmouth, Maine, visited River Valley
for the day. The visitors met with the River Valley Director and Academic Program Coordinator to discuss
and learn about how our school successfully blends public accountability with traditional Montessori
education, and then observed in all learning environments (including art, music and physical education) to
experience our program. River Valley teachers shared conversation and best practices with Friends School
staff, and after three hours of observation a summarizing session was held again with the River Valley
Director and Academic Program Coordinator. Friends School staff expressed that they had gained valuable
insight into their program through their experience at River Valley.
 On December 9, 2014, four teachers from the Placentino Elementary School in the Holliston, MA
District, visited River Valley for the day. Placentino offers public Montessori classrooms within the school
district in grades preschool through grade 2. Their visit agenda was similar to the Friends School visitors.
During the final debrief with the Director, Placentino teachers stated that they were thoroughly impressed
with the quality of the Montessori program being offered at River Valley, indicating that our environments
were strongly aligned with core Montessori principles. They observed that the culture and atmosphere of
River Valley felt calm and welcoming, something that they have been struggling to achieve at their school.
Teachers left with a variety of insights and ideas, as well as the motivation to improve their alignment to
the Montessori philosophy.
 On March 28, 2015, RVCS served as the host site for a workshop presented by the National Center for
Montessori in the Public Sector (NCMPS). Faculty from both public and private Montessori schools, as
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well as non-Montessori schools seeking to learn more about the methodology, joined for a full day
workshop focused on Response to Intervention strategies in the Montessori environment.
 In April 2015, three teachers from Bura, Kenya visited River Valley. They spent time in the school on
four separate days, April 16th, 17th, 27th & 28th. These teachers spent extended time in classrooms at all
levels of the school, learning about our public Montessori program and the American public education
system. While this was primarily designed as a dissemination effort on the part of River Valley, the Kenyan
teachers also presented to our students and staff about the educational system in their country. These
teachers found our program to be much more open than theirs, offering students’ greater choice and a
stronger voice in their education.
 Several River Valley staff members offered presentations at conferences during the 2014-2015 school
year. Our Accountability Plan calls for River Valley staff to average two such presentations each year, and
this year we exceeded that objective.
Two of our E2 teachers collaborated to present at the Montessori Schools of Massachusetts Conference
at Dean College in January of 2015. The title of their workshop was Lessons in Your Pocket—Six Lessons
to Make Your Upper Elementary Students’ Pencils Dance! The workshop offered proven and inspiring
writing lessons developed through the Montessori lens and measurable through the Six-Traits writing
tools. Attending teachers participated in writing exercises and gained perspective on “the joy and
benefits of writing alongside their students and sharing their writing with their class.”
Also at the January Montessori Schools of Massachusetts Conference, one of our E1 teachers presented
a workshop entitled Math Mosaics: Making Math Meaningful for the Math-Avoiding Student through
Art and other Means. This workshop was based on proven lesson plans that combine the creativity of
Montessori teaching with multiple Common Core math standards. Participating teachers left with
materials and strategies to engage all learners in the study of math.
Our Middle School Humanities and Science teachers collaborated to present at the New England
League of Middle Schools (NELMS) Conference in Providence, RI. Their presentation was called Our
Changing Waterfront–A Study through Place-based Education. Our teachers shared an interdisciplinary
place based learning unit for middle school students designed to transform classroom work and field
trips into interdisciplinary place-based-learning-experiences. The workshop presented methods to
successfully plan such trips, provide students with varied ways of accessing and presenting learning,
and develop assessments. The placed based rubrics that River Valley teachers developed this year
served as a basis for the assessment portion of this workshop.


River Valley also disseminated several policies that we developed during the course of the school year.
Our School Nurse presented to a group of fellow charter school nurses at a meeting at the Francis W.
Parker Charter Essential School in Devons, MA. The presentation focused on our new Food Allergy
Policy and Food Allergy Procedure and Guidelines. This policy is designed both to assure the safety of
students with food allergies and to provide opportunity for events that feature food products for cultural
study or other celebrations.
The Hill View Montessori Public Charter School contacted River Valley to request permission to
adopt significant portions of our Student Code of Conduct into their new policy. Our policy was
created to allow flexibility in response to student transgression and misconduct, and aligns well with
Montessori principles. The Hill View Code of Conduct is being created this summer, and will be
modeled in part on the River Valley example.
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 In our local community, we also engaged in dissemination work. River Valley collaborated with the
Nock Middle School, our Newburyport neighbor, and Newburyport Youth Services in a parent education
speaker series called “Navigating the Parent Years”. On September 8, 2014, Ed Gerety, presented a lecture
entitled “Raising our Teens: Bridging the Gap.” Mr. Gerety works with students and parents to help middle
and high school students create personal strategies for themselves to make positive choices, become
leaders, and make a difference in the lives of others. On November 5, 2014, Janelle Burley Hoffman,
author of the iRules contract, spoke about managing children’s online presence and use of devices. On
March 30, 2015, Peg Dawson, co-author of the "Smart but Scattered" book series, spoke about the
development of organizational skills and how parents can help their children develop them.

Annual Report 2014-2015
- 10 -

River Valley Charter School

Academic Program Success
Student Performance
River Valley Charter School was identified as a Level 1 School by the DESE for the 2014-2015 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=2014&or
gtypecode=6&.
During the 2014-2015 academic year, River Valley faculty and administration worked to refine our
common grade-level internal assessments in order to better align with our Montessori mission. Several
existing assessment tools continued to be used and several new tools were implemented.

Writing Assessments
As during the 2013-2014 academic year, writing assessments were based on the Six Traits scoring rubric,
and were administered to all students in grades three through eight. Results for Six Traits writing
assessments in November and June are presented in the table below:
Six Traits Writing Assessment Results: % of Students at Grade Level or Above

Grade

Jun-15

Nov-14

Jun-15

Nov-14

Jun-15

Nov-14

Jun-15

Organization

Nov-14

Sentence Fluency

Jun-15

Word Choice

Nov-14

Voice

Jun-15

Conventions

Nov-14

Ideas

3

87%

93%

71%

93%

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

52%

77%

4

61%

74%

53%

88%

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

94%

n/a

94%

5

81%

83%

74%

74%

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

89%

n/a

89%

6

94%

94%

81%

89%

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

96%

n/a

96%

7

78%

88%

81%

81%

87%

91%

84%

97%

78%

94%

81%

97%

8

68%

85%

75%

89%

71%

86%

71%

89%

74%

93%

75%

93%

In grades three through six, teachers focused the 2014-2015 assessments on specific traits, based on
identified areas of need from previous results. In grades seven and eight, students were assessed on all six
traits. All students in grades three through eight were assessed for Ideas and Conventions three times during
the year.
Results for the fall Six Traits writing assessments were generally quite strong, with the exception of 4 th
grade, where teachers provided additional support and instruction. June scores were strong across all grades,
with many areas showing improvements of 10% or more, and with 4th grade showing particularly strong
growth. MCAS scores from 2014 confirmed these results, with 78% of students in grades 3-8 scoring at the
advanced or proficient levels.

Reading Assessments
The DRA2 Benchmark Assessment is administered to all students in grades 1 through 3 at the beginning of
each academic year. Students scoring at or above grade level are not retested. Students below grade level
are given additional support by classroom teachers and through our literacy specialists, and are retested
throughout the year. Results from the DRA2 assessments are presented below.
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DRA Assessment Results by Grade: Grade Levels

Grade

Fall -14

Spring -15

Fall -14

Spring -15

% Above Grade Level

Spring -15

% At Grade Level

Fall -14

% Below Grade Level

1

24%

31%

24%

19%

52%

50%

2

32%

19%

20%

25%

48%

56%

3

12%

16%

23%

19%

64%

65%

In grades 4-6, we used a new reading assessment approach, based on the “think-aloud” model, where a
student reads a passage from a text where they have some context (e.g. a student would read the next few
pages of their literature circle book). Teachers assess fluency during the reading, and then discuss with
students the comprehension strategies that the student employed while reading. Strategies assessed
include personal response to the text, reflection, questioning, predicting, re-reading or clarifying,
visualizing, making connections and summarizing. Discussion also includes strengths demonstrated by
the student as well as goals and methods for improvement.
Think Aloud Reading Results – % of Students at Grade Level or Above
(Grade level is 3 or higher on a scale of 1-4)

62%

86%

87%

89%

62%

80%

Jun-15

Nov-14

Comprehension

Jun-15

Nov-14

Thinking Aloud
Jun-15

Nov-14

Grades 4-6

Fluency

Jun-15

Nov-14

Strategies

64%

75%

Math Assessments
Common grade level math assessments were administered in grades 3-8. Teachers in grades 3 used the
Continental Press MCAS Finish Line Performance Indicators, and in grades 4-6 teachers used the Perfection
Learning math program assessments. For grades 7 and 8, teachers developed their own grade level
assessments customized to the content covered in each term. Results from these assessments are presented
in the tables below:
Internal Math Assessment Results - % of Students in Each Range
% <40%

Nov-14

Jun-15

Nov-14

Jun-15

Nov-14

Jun-15

% >80%

Jun-15

% at 60%-80%

Nov-14

Grade

% at 40%-60%

3

10%

3%

8%

25%

14%

6%

68%

66%

4

4%

6%

24%

33%

28%

33%

44%

28%
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5

5%

7%

13%

15%

32%

32%

50%

46%

6

0%

13%

12%

35%

42%

52%

46%

0%

7

12%

11%

18%

11%

25%

25%

45%

53%

8

18%

10%

10%

8%

40%

25%

32%

57%

November assessments yielded results that align with historical trends at River Valley. Between 70% and
88% of students at each grade level scored in the 60% or better range. This trend continued for grades three,
seven and eight for the June assessments, with students in these grades generally demonstrating solid
improvement. In grade four through six, the June assessment differed in that it was a comprehensive
summative assessment rather than an assessment for just the spring term. Results declined in most areas
due in part to the nature of the tests, and also possibly due to lower student motivation in the post-MCAS
portion of the school year. Though faculty report generally strong improvement during the year, we are still
below our expectations for math MCAS results, with 61% of students scoring advanced or proficient on the
2014 MCAS tests.

Program Delivery
Changes in School Curriculum
River Valley continued our core commitment to delivering a high quality Montessori curriculum during the
2014-2015 school year. As part of this intention, along with the commitment to align our curriculum with
the Common Core State Standards, we worked to refine and improve our overall curriculum.
The RVCS faculty devoted significant common planning time to a comprehensive refinement of our
curriculum maps and student learning goals in the academic areas of science and humanities. Though earlier
versions of these documents existed, they were not being used as living documents to drive instructional
priorities. This work follows a similar effort during the 2013-2014 school year in the ELA and mathematics
subjects. The process allowed teachers at all levels to clarify core curriculum priorities, and to improve
curricular consistency across classrooms within the same level. Individualized mastery learning, rather than
universal pacing, is a hallmark of Montessori, and the curriculum maps reflect this approach by identifying
essential elements of the curriculum. With these maps and learning goals in place, assessment practices and
progress reports will better align with our classroom priorities.
Place based education was another curricular priority for the 2014-2015 school year. Though River Valley
has historically provided ample learning opportunities beyond the school walls, the coordination and
curricular connections have not always been thoroughly documented. Additionally, we initiated an
assessment process to evaluate student learning through place based educational experiences. More
discussion of this process below.

Changes to Instructional Model
At our E2 level, we adjusted the delivery and schedule for our science instruction. In the 2013-2014 school
year, all E2 students received one dedicated science class each week. For the 2014-2015 school year, all
students received two science classes each week, one serving as a lab class. This additional classroom time
not only strengthened the science program at this level, but also allowed for greater hands-on learning and
place-based education experiences.
For our Kinderhaus and 1st grade students, we piloted the Fundations reading program. Our literacy
specialists provided push-in instruction to small groups in every classroom several times each week. Results

Annual Report 2014-2015
- 13 -

River Valley Charter School
and feedback were positive, and we will be training all Kinderhaus and E1 teachers in the Fundations
program prior to the start of the upcoming school year.
In our middle school, the specials block historically consisted of art, music and physical education classes.
This year we significantly increased the number of options available to middle school students through a
program called “spelectives.” Added options included yoga, guitar club, drama classes, sculpture and many
others. These options addressed the standards in art, music and PE, while offering students both a voice and
a choice in their learning selections.
For E1 students, we piloted a new instructional model for physical fitness. In the past, we have sent an
entire mixed-age classroom of 24 students to each special (PE, art and music). The mixed age groupings
have presented instructional challenges for all specialists, but most significantly for PE. This year and as
an alternative, we combined first graders from two E1 classes (approximately 16 students) for PE class, and
held 2nd & 3rd grade classes (also of approximately 16 students) for the remainder of each classroom. This
shift resulted in significant improvements for instruction and for the learning experience for the children.
As a result, we are planning to revise our entire specials schedule for the upcoming school year in order to
send groups of 16 students from a single grade to all art, music and PE classes in grade 1 through 6.

Changes in Assessment Methods
At all levels of the school, teachers worked to develop rubrics to assess the place based learning experiences
offered to our students. This is formative work, as very few examples of this type of assessment are
available. Based on the experience of veteran River Valley teachers and consideration of the priorities of
place based education, the faculty settled on four areas for measurement: student engagement; making
connections to other experiences/issues/events and reflecting about those connections; extending the
learning experience through connections; and expressing learning through various mediums. The middle
school rubric is provided below as an example of this work.
RVCS Place Based Learning Rubric - Middle School SciManities (Science & Humanities)
4 Application

3 Proficient

2 Needs
Improvement

1 Introduction

Engagement

Student engages
deeply in
observation,
research and
investigation.
Provides leadership
by asking thought
provoking questions.

Student
demonstrates a
curiosity and asks
relevant questions in
order to engage in
observation,
research or
investigation.

Student is developing
a curiosity and
engages in
observation,
research or
investigation.

Student does not
display engagement
in observation,
research and
investigation.

Connection/
Reflection

Student makes
complex connections
between his/her inschool learning and
place-based learning
and applies them to
its past, present
and/or future.

Student makes
strong connections
between his/her inschool learning and
place-based learning.

Student is developing
the ability to make
connections between
his/her in-school
learning and placebased learning.

Student is not yet
making connections
between his/her inschool learning and
place-based learning.
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Extension

Expression

Student deeply
explores options and
takes action beyond
what is expected.
Applies what has
been learned in
creative and useful
ways.

Student explores
possible ways of
extending learning
and takes at least
one action step.

Student explores
possible ways of
extending learning
but does not pursue
any action steps.

Student neither
explores possible
ways of extending
learning nor pursues
any action steps.

Student crafts a
piece that reflects
high quality and/or
creative application
of learning. Goes
beyond what is
expected.

Student produces a
quality representation
of their learning.
Meets all
requirements.

Student generates a
representation of
their learning that
meets some, but not
all, requirements.

Student generates a
representation of
their learning that
does not meet
minimum
requirements.

As teachers used these rubrics in the field, they found that not all of the elements (engagement,
connection/reflection, extension and expression) could be measured at the same time, and that not all place
based learning experiences would necessarily involve all four measurable elements. As a result, some
teachers focused on only selected elements, such as engagement and expression. The use of the rubrics
informed the faculty’s thinking regarding the design of place based learning units, and will result in more
thoughtful planning as this measurement tool is put into regular use. The rubrics will likely evolve further
during the 2015-2016 school year, as faculty gain more experience in measuring the effectiveness of place
based learning opportunities.
At the Kinderhaus level, our teachers implemented the Teaching Strategies Gold assessments (TSGold) in
the Social-Emotional and Cognitive domains. We invested in ipads for each of our two lead teachers, and
with the help of this technology, the implementation process went smoothly. Given the intense focus on
social-emotional and cognitive growth inherent in the Montessori approach, the TSGold assessments did
not provide significant additional or meaningful data to our teachers.
At the E1 level, the assessment methods remained largely unchanged. One difference was that teachers
assessed student writing more frequently, using samples from weekly writing prompts. Assessments relied
upon the Six Traits tools. Common Core math assessments and DRA reading assessments were similar to
the previous year.
At E2, reading assessments shifted from DRA to a method called “think alouds” (described previously).
Writing assessments again used the Six Traits tools, the only difference being that teachers focused on three
specific traits, rather than all six. Common Core math assessments were similar to the previous year, though
the teachers switched to an assessment tool developed by Perfection Learning. Students were given a
comprehensive formative assessment, two formative common assessments in November and March, and a
comprehensive summative assessment in June.
At the middle school level assessment practices were largely unchanged (other than the placed based
learning rubric), as these had proven to yield useful results the previous year. All teachers added additional
emphasis on assessing students’ ability to provide evidence to support their arguments and solutions.

Changes in Supports for Diverse Learners
As a result of experience with students in our E2 (grades 4-6) level, our Special Education department
designed a language intensive program for two separate groups of students with learning differences. Each
group worked with a special education teacher for a 90-minute block in a dedicated learning space five
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mornings a week. Through concentrated and targeted instruction, these students were able to make more
rapid progress than they had under previous models. This approach also allowed each student to remain in
his or her general classroom environments for 120 minutes each morning. Wherever possible, we will
continue to rely upon push-in services for all students and limit the amount of time students spend outside
the general education classrooms.
During the 2014-2015 year, we enrolled a student with significant emotional needs, and three returning
students demonstrated increased emotional volatility. As a result, we hired one full-time behavioral support
aide and one part time behavioral support aide to provide services to these students. Additionally, we
converted a small conference room into a “comfort room” to provide a safe environment for these students
during challenging behavioral or emotional episodes.
River Valley formally identified no English Language Learners during the 2013-2014 academic year.
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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 prior
years, the school psychologist had functioned as both the Special Education Coordinator and as the school’s
psychologist. During 2014-2015, 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. This redesign
came about when the school psychologist/coordinator went on maternity leave and resulted in a more
effective use of schedules and workloads without compromise to service delivery.
For 2015-2016, the role of Special Education Coordinator will be split between two current special
education staff members. In essence, there will be a grade K-3 special education service provider who will
also serve as the Coordinator for those grades, and a 4-8 service provider who will serve as the Coordinator
for those grades. This ensures continuity in our programming; eliminates the need for a part time Special
Education Coordinator who would not be integrated into the day-to-day operations of the school and;
provides overlap of knowledge to cover absences, etc.
The RVCS Academic Program Coordinator who worked a 60% position last year is increasing to full time
in 2015-2016. No major organization structural changes are planned for the 2015-2016 school year.
RVCS Org Chart

Teacher Evaluation
For the past two years, River Valley has used a modified version of the Massachusetts Model System of
Educator Evaluation, customized to fit the needs and culture of our school.
This system is comprised of several elements.
 Educators complete an evaluation process based on the Massachusetts Model System of Educator
Evaluation five-step cycle including: self-evaluation, setting of SMART goals, implementation of
SMART goals & evidence collection, and mid-year and an end of year review meetings with a
supervisor.
 All educators are evaluated through unannounced classroom observations by supervisors throughout
the year.
 All educators are also informally evaluated on their contributions to their professional teams and the
professional climate of the school.
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Self-Evaluation & Goal Setting Process
Step One – Self Evaluation
Every educator will conduct a self-evaluation using the RVCS Self Evaluation Form. They will then meet
with a supervisor to review the form. Both the educator and the supervisor will sign the form to
acknowledge that the self-evaluation meets professional standards.
Step Two – Goal Setting
Within the first 30 school days, every educator will meet with a supervisor and use the RVCS Goal Setting
Form to establish SMART goals for the upcoming school year. SMART goals will be defined using the
following terms: Stretch, Measurable, Aligned, Required, Time-bound.
Each educator will establish a minimum of two goals, one focused on student learning and the other focused
on professional practice. Each educator will create Key Actions and Benchmarks to help guide progress
toward fulfillment of their SMART goals. Both the educator and the supervisor will sign the form to
acknowledge that the self-evaluation meets professional standards.
Step Three - Implementation
Once the SMART goals are established, the educator, with the support of the supervisor, is responsible for
pursuing successful attainment of their goals. Educators will collect evidence of their progress to be
submitted at the mid-year and end-of-cycle meetings.
Step Four – Mid-Year Meeting & Evaluation
Between the December and February breaks, every educator will meet with their supervisor to review
progress toward the educator’s SMART goals. SMART goals may be modified or revised based on educator
experiences during the first half of the school year.
Step Five – End of Year Meeting & Evaluation
During May and June, every educator will meet with a supervisor to review progress toward the educator’s
SMART goals. At this meeting, the supervisor will evaluate each SMART goal as either “Met,” “Partially
Met” or “Not Met.” These evaluations will be indicated on the RVCS Goal Setting Form, and shared with
the educator.

Classroom Observation & Feedback Process
Throughout the course of the school year, supervisors will conduct unannounced observations in all learning
environments. Supervisors will conduct a minimum of four observations in each learning environment each
school year.
 These observations will last a minimum of ten minutes.
 Within 24 hours of each observation, the supervisor will conduct a brief interview/conversation
with the educator to discuss the observation and learn more about the context of the learning
environment during the observation.
 The supervisor will then provide the educator with written feedback.

Professional Conduct & Contributions
All educators will serve as members of level and vertical teams throughout the course of the school year.
Supervisors will periodically attend level and vertical team meetings to assess the professional contributions
of each educator. Supervisors will discuss these evaluations at the mid-year and summative individual
meetings.
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RIVER VALLEY CHARTER SCHOOL
Statement of Net Position (Unaudited) for the Year Ended June 30, 2015
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RIVER VALLEY CHARTER SCHOOL
Statement of Revenue, Expense & Change in Net Position (Unaudited) for the Year Ended
June 30, 2015
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RIVER VALLEY CHARTER SCHOOL
Operating Budget Approved by the Board of Trustees June 16, 2015 for the Year Ending
June 30, 2016
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Capital Plan FY16
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 2015 is $242,552. While these funds will be available for
any urgent facility or site needs, the expectation is that several current rooftop HVAC units will need to be
replaced within the next five years, and that the roof of the school will require either significant maintenance
or complete replacement as well. Through careful planning, the Trustees expect to position the school to
absorb these costs without significant impact on annual operations.
As part of the school’s negotiations to purchase our building in 2012, Citizen’s Bank required RVCS to
escrow funds for capital improvement needs. RVCS began FY15 with $14,198 in this fund, and used these
resources to complete the following upgrades:
 Conversion of all ceiling-mounted fluorescent light fixtures to LED fixtures, resulting in significant
energy savings.
 Conversion of all existing thermostats to wireless thermostats, resulting in significant energy
savings.
 Replacement of all original smoke detectors to meet code and safety requirements.
With the completion of these projects, the Citizen’s Bank Escrow Account has been closed.
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River Valley received a grant from the Charles & Marianne Small Charitable Foundation to install a Public
Address system in the school. The $9,000 grant and supplemental school funds were used to purchase and
install this system.
Through private donations, River Valley installed a horizontal climbing wall in our gymnasium.
As mentioned in last year’s Annual Report, River Valley is considering a renovation of our middle school
space. The original design of this area has proven to be less than optimal, and the school will be exploring
design and funding options during the 2015-2016 fiscal year. No formal financing plans have been
developed, and no construction is planned for the 2015-2016 fiscal year.
With the school’s current capital 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 2014-2015
During the 2014-2015 school year, River Valley Charter School completed its sixteenth year and received approval of its new Accountability Plan.
With the new plan approved, River Valley set out to complete a number of planning tasks required for implementation of the new plan. The 20142015 school year signified the first time RVCS has conducted a self-audit of its Montessori program. An Audit Team was created to conduct
classroom observations, interviews and focus groups. The second objective of the Accountability Plan focuses on the school’s place-based learning
commitment. RVCS faculty spent considerable time working to develop a standardized place-based learning rubric for each of its grade levels. The
assessment rubric was piloted this year and is reported on below.
2014-2015 Performance
(met/Partially Met/Not
Met)

Evidence

Objective 1: River Valley Charter School will provide a high quality Montessori learning environment for all students.
An internal Audit Team comprised of
Measure 1A: River Valley will alternate internal and external audits
members of the administrative team
of its Montessori program every year. Both audits will assess the
conducted the internal biennial audit
school’s Montessori programming against the American Montessori
November 17-21, 2014. The Team conducted
Met
Society’s (AMS) “Elements of a Successful Montessori School in the
classroom observations using tools similar to
Public Sector”. (A summary of “Elements of a Successful Montessori
the previous year’s external audit process.
School in the Public Sector” is included as an ATTACHMENT.)
The completed audit is on file at the school.
Measure 1B: Annually, River Valley will be found to be in
RVCS met 18 of the 20 elements during the
compliance with a minimum of 18 of the 20 applicable American
fall/winter 2014 audit. A table summarizing
Montessori Society’s (AMS) “Elements of a Successful Montessori
RVCS’ performance against the elements is
School in the Public Sector”*.
included in the ATTACHMENTS.
Met
* 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.
90% of teachers in grades K-6, (i.e., nine out
Measure 1C: At the end of each academic year, at least 90% of lead
of ten) are Montessori trained by an
teachers in grades K-6 will be Montessori trained by an accredited
accredited training institution. Credential
training institution.
Met
information is stored in the school’s
Student/Staff Information Management
System.
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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
Supporting evidence summarizing every
three place-based learning experiences about the history, culture or
classroom’s place-based learning experiences
Met
ecology of the Merrimack River Valley.
is on file at the school.

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 placebased 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.

One grade level, eighth grade met the
measure with 86% 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:
52% of third year students
Not Met

40% of fourth year students
48% of fifth year students
44% of sixth year students
78% 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.

Objective 3: Every graduating student will demonstrate the ability to critically self-reflect and to assess their academic
strengths and challenges.
All 28 graduating 8th grade students created
and delivered their Celebration of Learning,
Measure 3A: Annually, 100% of graduating students will
which included a portfolio of their work as
successfully create and deliver a River Valley Celebration of Learning
well as a formal presentation.
(COL). Every COL will include a portfolio of student work with
Met
The schedule of COL presentations, as well
corresponding reflections for selected artifacts, as well as a formal
as the project guidelines (which summarize
presentation to peers and adults.
the required contents of the COL), are on file
at the school.
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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.)

96%, or 27 out of 28 students, received a
final score of 3 or better on their COL rubric.
The average score for all 28 8th grade
students was 3.8 overall.
Met

A graph of COL scores is included as an
ATTACHMENT. 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

Six RVCS faculty members presented at
workshops/conferences this year including
two at the NELMS conference; three at the
Montessori Schools of Massachusetts
conference at Dean College; and our Nurse at
a networking meeting of nurses at the Francis
W. Parker Charter Essential School in
Devens.
Presentation information is on file at the
school.
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Response to Unmet Measures
As mentioned in the Changes in Assessment Methods section, our place based learning rubrics represented
formative efforts in the practice of evaluating this form of learning. As such, we are in the midst of the
process to develop these tools, and fully expect that we will experience some constructive frustration and
failure that will provide us with learning opportunities to improve our efforts, curriculum and outcomes.
In grades 3 through 6, most place based learning experiences were designed prior to the creation of the
rubrics. This meant that not all of the four measurable elements were embedded in teacher plans, and that
many place based learning experiences were not specifically designed to allow students to demonstrate their
learning in measurable ways. While most students scored at 3 or better (on the 1-4 scale) on a single element
of the rubric, less than 50% of students in grades 3 through 6 averaged 3 or better for all elements measured.
This result does not influence our commitment to place based learning, but rather serves to inform our
approach to structuring and assessing this work. With the rubrics now in place, we expect that teachers will
be able to design projects and units of instruction that will better allow students to engage, make
connections, reflect on those experiences and seek to extend their learning.
Our middle school students essentially met our objective, and this success can be attributed in part to the
investment that the teachers made to structure a meaningful project that offered multiple opportunities for
students to engage and demonstrate their learning throughout the school year. The planning and
commitment to the “Our Changing Waterfront” curriculum demonstrates that meaningful assessment is
possible for place based learning experiences, and will serve as an example for our faculty going forward.
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Recruitment and Retention Plan

Recruitment Plan
2015 – 2016
School Name: River Valley Charter School
Date: July 31, 2015

Implementation Summary:
River Valley Charter School fully implemented its recruitment strategies during the 2014-2015 school
year.
RVCS had 28 8th grade students matriculate up in the 2014-2015 school year. To reach its 288-student
capacity, the school enrolled 34 Kinderhaus (kindergarten) students in 2014-2015.
In June 2015 RVCS graduated the 28 8th grade students, thus opening 28 kindergarten slots for
September 2015 enrollment (in comparison to 32 slots that traditionally open every year in
Kindergarten). Fourteen kindergarten-aged siblings were offered enrollment in September 2015 and
account for 50% of the 2015-2016 incoming kindergarten class. Only fourteen additional slots,
therefore, opened up to families new to RVCS and entering via the school’s public lottery held in
February 2015.
Describe the school’s general recruitment activities, i.e. those intended to reach all students.
General Recruitment Activities:

General advertising activities including print and electronic media were used as well as our ongoing
connection with the Greater Newburyport Mothers and Families Club where we again presented at the
annual Early Education Information Night. We also used Facebook, personal outreach to local
preschools and day care facilities, and speaking engagements at various locations to expand our
recruitment efforts. General recruitment activities include advertising efforts via:


press releases,



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
List strategies for recruitment activities for each demographic group.
Demographic Group
Strategies
Special education students

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.

Limited English-proficient
students

Enhanced recruitment strategies:
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.
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

Students who are
Economically Disadvantaged

Distribute flyers to the low-income housing developments in our sending
towns.
Enhanced recruitment strategies:
Speak at low-income housing development event.
Have enrollment materials and presence at local, free, outdoor family movie
night.
Provide economically disadvantaged students reduced rates for before and
after schoolchild care for working parents/guardians.

Students who are subproficient

Distribute flyers to local tutoring agencies.

Students at risk of dropping
out of school

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.

Students who have dropped
out of school

NA

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

RVCS’s free full day kindergarten program and our before/aftercare program
are attractive options for the subgroup of students who should be targeted to
eliminate the achievement gap.
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Retention Plan
2015 – 2016
Please provide a brief narrative report on implementation of retention strategies from last year’s plan.
Implementation Summary:

River Valley Charter School set 95% as its 2014-2015 retention goal. This goal was not met; the retention
rate was 92.2% in 2015.
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);



to accommodate family relocation;



to enroll at a school that provides a more traditional educational model.

While we remain committed to retaining students in the school, we are realistic about the fact that for some,
the Montessori pedagogy may not align with family educational beliefs/goals. RVCS is lowering its annual
retention goal to a more realistic rate while simultaneously continuing to increase efforts to educate parents
about the school’s mission and key design elements prior to a student’s enrollment.

Overall Student Retention Goal
Annual goal for student retention (percentage):

92%
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Retention Plan –Strategies
List strategies for retention activities for each demographic group.
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.
Host an annual Meet and Greet of special education staff
open to all families at the beginning of the year.
Establish a therapeutic quiet room for children to access
freely.

Special education students

Partner general education teachers with special education
teachers in attending off-site special education-related
professional development to increase special education
scaffolding and collaboration.
Provide Orton Gillingham and Linda Mood Bell literacy
programs to students by staff who are certified OG and
LMB teachers.
Provide free, after-school homework help on a drop-in
basis for middle school students every day/week.
Offer individualized reading instruction before school to
middle school students on an as-needed basis.
Provide instruction in the use of assistive technology for
both in-school and out of school use (e.g., ipods for books
on tape, “speak it” application for text to speech translation,
learning ally)
Offer adaptive physical education to students in need.
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Maintain a relationship with an ELL service provider.
Ensure appropriate staff participate in the RETELL
initiative.
Obtain SEI endorsement for one member of the
administrative team.

Limited English-proficient students

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 non-English at home,
etc.)
Ensure current families are aware that RVCS offers ELL
services.
Offer Spanish-speaking families opportunities to support a
Spanish afterschool enrichment program so that they may
share their culture within the community.
Provide access to school-based counselor to identify
additional services available in the area.

Students who are Economically Disadvantaged

Provide a high quality lunch program to qualifying
students.
Provide reduced cost before and after care program to
qualifying students.

Students who are sub-proficient

Provide summer sessions to qualifying students.
Provide intervention services in math and literacy.

Students at risk of dropping out of school

Provide drop-in summer sessions for Middle School
students.

Students who have dropped out of school

NA

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

NA

A

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
African-American
Asian
Hispanic
Native American

# of students
0
11
10
1

% of entire student body
0
3.8
3.5
.3
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White
Native Hawaiian, Pacific Islander
Multi-race, non-Hispanic
Special education
Limited English proficient
Low income/Economically
disadvantaged

256
0
9
44
0

89.2
0
3.1
15.3
0

16

5.6

ADMINISTRATIVE ROSTER FOR THE 2013-2014 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 Ellrott,
Special Education
Supervises special education programs
08/15/2014* 7/30/2015
Coordinator
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
Technology
11/01/2011
NA
school
Coordinator
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

TEACHERS AND STAFF ATTRITION FOR THE 2013-2014 SCHOOL YEAR
Number as of
the last day of
the 2014-2015
school year

Teachers

44

Other
Staff

13

Departures
during the
2013-2014
school year

Departures
at the end of
the school
year

1

7

1

1

Reason for Departure(s)

Four teachers were not offered new
contracts; two teachers pursued teaching
opportunities at other schools; one
teacher is not returning to the work
force.
One staff member left mid-year to
pursue another career; one staff member
left at year-end to pursue a position in a
foreign country.
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Teaching and other staff retention continues to be favorable at River Valley. The majority of departures
occurred because of life changes including relocation, promotion in another system or career changes. Of
ten individual departures occurring either at year-end or during the year, four were related to either
budgetary issues, staffing needs and/or poor employee/employer match.
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BOARD MEMBERS FOR THE 2014-15 SCHOOL YEAR
Name

Position on the Board

Committee affiliation(s)

Number of terms served

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

Dana Lowell

Trustee

Finance

1+

2011-2015

Kate Kimball

Trustee

Development

1

2012-2015

Laura Goldberg

Trustee

Accountability

2012 – 2015
2016

John Leydon

Treasurer

Executive, Finance

1+
Extending term one year
<1
Moved to Foundation board

Ruben Carmona

Vice Chairperson

Accountability Co-Chair

Term in progress

2013 – 2016

Jamie Grant

Trustee

Development

Term in progress

2013-2016

Nat Coughlin

Chairperson

Executive

Term in progress

2013 – 2016

Jamie Cash

Secretary

Executive

Term in progress

2014-2017

Conall Ryan

Trustee

Accountability Co-Chair

Term in progress

Mark Belanger

Trustee

Strategic Planning Co-Chair

Term in progress

Jennifer McCormick

Trustee

Development Chair

Term in progress

2014-2017
2014
2015-2018
2014-2017

Nicole Salemi

Vice Chairperson

Strategic Planning Co-Chair

Term in progress

2014-2017

Cathy Tymowski

Treasurer

Finance Chair

Term in progress

2014-2016

Stacy Gijsbers

Trustee

Development

Term in progress

2014-2017

Kimberly Klibansky

Trustee

Accountability

2014-2017

Peter McClure

Trustee

Accountability

Term in Progress
<1
Did not complete term; become employee
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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
Nat Coughlin
No Change (Andy Willemsen)
No Change (Jonnie Lyn Evans)
Lisa Ellrott
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 9, 2016, 4:00 pm
February 11, 2016

Complaints
River Valley Charter School received one formal complaint during the 2014-2015 school year. A parent
brought forward a grievance to the RVCS Board of Trustees Grievance Committee (since re-named the
Complaint Committee) regarding food safety in one of our classrooms. The parent has a child with a lifethreatening food allergy and cited examples of teachers not adhering to the RVCS Food Allergy Policy &
Protocols. The parent felt that these offenses warranted immediate termination of the teachers involved.
The School Director reviewed the case and decided not to dismiss the teachers, at which point the parent
filed the grievance with the Board of Trustees. The two teachers involved both received formal disciplinary
letters from the Director that were added to their files and both were put on an improvement plan addressing
this aspect of their responsibilities to the safety of all children.
The Board of Trustees Grievance Committee conducted interviews with all parties involved in these
incidents and issued a formal report. The conclusion of the report is excerpted below:
While we agree that every one of these events is a cause for serious concern and demand
reflection and improvement to avoid their repeat, we do not find that these failings demonstrate
a consistent and willful disregard of student safety that would demand immediate termination
of [teachers]. The [parents] have requested that both teachers be terminated and we recognize
that they may not agree with the committee on this conclusion. We hope that the [parents] will
see in these recommendations that their advocacy on behalf of their child, and other children
at the school with life threatening tree/nut allergies, has resulted in a serious discussion at the
highest levels of the school. Their advocacy will result in positive steps to create a safer, more
welcoming and supportive environment for students, and their parents, managing life
threatening allergies.
As a result of this process, the school’s food allergy policies and protocols were revised and strengthened,
and all faculty received additional training regarding food safety. Our School Nurse shared our new policies
with other charter schools as an example of best practices in this area.
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Measure 1A: Essential Elements
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Measure 1B: RVCS Measured against the Essential Elements
Area & Number
Montessori
Teachers

Recruitment
Training Budget
Professional
Development
Ongoing
Consultation

Assistants

Curriculum
Coordinator

Administration

Component



Notes



All head teachers are Montessori trained or certified with the exception of one E2
classroom (the lead teacher in this classroom has received the Montessori math overview
training). Additionally, in 8 of the 10 K-6 classrooms, the assistant teachers are also
Montessori trained or certified.



All openings are posted on various websites, including common Montessori websites and
the school’s website.



The school’s budget routinely includes a line item for Montessori training. Several
teachers are currently receiving training paid for by the school.



Elizabeth Slade provided a full day of Montessori professional development for all
faculty members. Additionally, credentialed in-house administrators are guiding
professional development initiatives during the current school year.



This audit represents the first ever internal Montessori review conducted by River Valley
administrators. Professional support as follow up to this audit and Montessori training
are provided in-house by the Academic Program Coordinator and the Director, both
certified Montessori educators.



All K-6 classrooms have either a lead teacher and an assistant teacher or co-lead
teachers. All assistant teachers are either Montessori trained or have received Montessori
orientation.

Employ an experienced Montessori
teacher to serve as curriculum
coordinator.



River Valley’s Director, Andy Willemsen, the Academic Program Coordinator, Laura
Hunt and the Middle School Coordinator, Colin Vandenburgh are all experienced and
credentialed Montessori teachers. The Assistant Director, Jonnie Lyn Evans, has over ten
years of Montessori administrative service, as well as one year of Montessori classroom
teaching.

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.



The Head of school, Andy Willemsen is a credentialed and experienced Montessori
teacher.

Employ Montessori teachers who have
Montessori credentials for the levels
they teach.
Maintain an active and open
recruitment for Montessori
credentialed teachers.
Budget for future Montessori teacher
education for non-Montessori
credentialed teachers.
Provide professional Montessori inservice by experienced credentialed
Montessori educators.
Contract for on-going internal and
periodic external Montessori
consultation and/or professional
support as a follow up to Montessori
teacher education.
Employ one paraprofessional per
classroom, each having received
Montessori orientation for that role.
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Curricular
Commitment

Communication

2.5-6 Age Range

Parent Education

Admissions

Maintain commitment to the core
Montessori curriculum and instruction
even with changes in administrative
staff.
Sustain the support of the central
administration through high profile
communications about program
development.
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.
Provide Montessori parent education
programs that promote understanding
of Montessori principles and
curriculum.
Develop an admission process that
informs parents about the nature of
Montessori and seeks the necessary
commitment to the program



No administrative staffing changes were made in the last year. All key administrators
have Montessori experience.



The Charter School Office approved the school’s Annual Report and new Accountability
Plan. Communication with state accountability personnel is ongoing.

n/a





Montessori
Materials

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



Prepared
Environment

Develop a classroom design that is
compatible with Montessori "prepared
environment" principles



Work Periods

Create uninterrupted daily work
periods of 90 minutes to 3-hours,

Annual Report 2014-2015



While the recognition of the importance of the multi-age program exists, limitations and
restrictions on town and state funding for early childhood programs prevent RVCS from
offering enrollment to pre-school aged students.
Prospective and new parent orientation sessions, as well as parent nights in each
classroom provide essential information regarding the Montessori Method. In addition,
the Director offers monthly morning meetings with parents as well as sending home
‘Director’s Notes’ regularly which outline key aspects of Montessori education.
This process is well established from the first contact at the Open House through to
enrollment sessions and Kinderhaus screening. The Assistant Director holds multiple
information sessions for prospective families, and offers additional education during
Kinderhaus screening sessions.
Montessori materials were consistently available to students in the Kinder and E1
classrooms. The audit team witnessed a wide variety of Montessori materials and
significant numbers of students engaged with materials. Though non-Montessori
materials were also evident, these tended to support the Montessori-aligned curriculum
map and learning goals.
At the E2 level, core Montessori materials were present in all classrooms, though few
students were engaged with these materials. The RVCS Foundation has allocated funds
to purchase additional Montessori materials, and the Academic Program Coordinator,
Laura Hunt, is actively working to assure that all teachers have the materials they need.
All K-6 classrooms have tiled and carpeted areas for student learning, as well as in-class
water sources and dedicated bathrooms. Large group, small group and individual
learning areas exist in all K-6 rooms. Plants are present in all rooms, and animals in
many. E1 rooms provided peace corners, and E2 rooms all offered upholstered seating
options. Middle school classrooms provide flexible environments that foster both group
and individual learning spaces.
River Valley has prioritized the integrity of the morning work period in grades K through
6. All classrooms offer a 210-minute work period at least four days per week, with
exceptions for Kinderhaus recess and E2 science classes one day per week.
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considering the 3-hour work cycle as
ideal.
Integrated
Specials

Age Groupings

Progress
Reporting

Assessment

Professional
Development

Memberships

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,
flexibility, and reduced competition
integral to
Montessori.
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.
Budget for continuing education
through Montessori workshops and
conferences.
Maintain membership with one or
more of the professional Montessori
organizations and seek Montessori
accreditation to assure consistent
quality.
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n/a

The middle school schedule includes 120-minute learning blocks for science and
humanities classes, and a minimum of 60-minute classes for mathematics and language
arts classes.
All K-6 specials occur after the morning work period. Music, art and PE specialists have
opportunities to observe in classrooms during the morning work period in order to
collaborate with teachers on integrating specials into the general curriculum.
RVCS recognizes the importance of these multi-age groupings, but is unable to offer a
2.5-6 program due to limitations and restrictions on town and state funding for early
childhood programs

RVCS progress reports have been updated to align with Montessori curriculum and
reflect student progress toward learning goals. Both faculty and parents report positive
feedback from this effort. Additional emphasis has been placed on parent conferences,
which occur three times annually. Performance assessment data is reflected in progress

reports.
The use of portfolios as assessment tools will be revisited during the course of the year.
Portfolio use is strongly and consistently done at the MS level culminating in
Celebrations of Learning in the spring.
RVCS uses the MCAS as its state mandated assessment tool. Though these remain highstakes tests, the current administration has attempted to reduce the impact of these tests
x on daily school culture. The faculty also use a variety of internal assessments to assist in
progress report data. Teachers and administration continue to develop assessment tools
that align with the Montessori philosophy.
The budget continues to reflect an investment in Montessori workshops and conferences.

RVC is a member 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 Assessment
Percentage of Students Scoring
3 or Above on a 1-4 Scale

Percentage of Students

86%
78%

52%

48%

44%

40%

3rds

4ths

5ths

6ths

7ths

8ths

Grade Level

Measure 3B: 8th Grade COL Scores
8th Grade Students COL Scores
75%

80%

Percent Of All 8th Grade Students

70%
60%
50%
40%

96% of our 8th grade
students scored a 3 or
better on the 1-4
Celebration of Learning
scale. The average score
for all 8th grade students
was 3.8 overall.

30%

21%
20%
10%
0%

4%
Score equals 2.0-2.9
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