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READY, AIM… - RSUU 18 

Readdy, Aimm…. 
RSSU18 Custtomized LLearning
 
Immplementtation Casse Study
 

Regionaal School Unnit 18 is a far-flung diistrict stradddling the KKennebec RRiver Valleyy in 
central MMaine.  It wwas consoliidated on JJuly 1, 20099, and compprises Oaklland, Chinaa, 
Sidney, Belgrade aand Rome. It has a popopulation off approximmately 3,1000 students, 
PreK-122. The majoority of RSUU 18’s high school studdents – nummbering 810 – attend 
Messaloonskee Highh School in Oakland. HHigh schoool-age studeents in Chinna are giveen a 
choice of area schoools to attennd. Since thhe spring ofof 2010, the district haas been in wwhat 
the admministrationn calls phase one of a pplanned immplementatiion of reforrms centereed on 
proficienncy-based eeducation1 and custommized learnning. The ppurpose of tthis phase iis to 
“establissh strategicc direction. ”  At the timme of this wwriting, sprring of 20122, the distriict is 
on the verge of enteering phase two, or “sstrategic immplementattion and orrganizationnal 
alignmeent.” The gooal of phasse two is to implementt a customizzed-learninng model 
throughhout the district.  This case study explores hoow the disttrict has naavigated thee 
implemeentation of this modell up to this ppoint.  For this case sttudy, 17 teaachers and 
adminisstrators froom a varietyy of buildinngs and graade levels wwere interv iewed in 
Januaryy 2012. 

Ready, Aim…. 

In May 22009, admiinistrators, board memmbers and tteachers of the soon-too-be-createed 
Regionaal School Unnit 18 particcipated in aa series of cconferencess held by the Reinventiing 
Schools Coalition (RISC), a grroup of educcators provviding trainning in a parrticularly 
concise mmodel of prroficiency-bbased educaation that tthey had deeveloped annd successfuully 
implemeented in theeir home sttate of Alaskka. The ideea, accordinng to Assistaant 
Superinttendent Linnda Laughliin, was thatt the districct was just ““collecting informationn.” 
This wass an approppriate and pprudent possition for a district thaat had an awwful lot goinng 
on, incluuding – alonng with thee very creatiion of the ddistrict – thhe hiring of new 
superinttendent, Gaary Smith. Consolidatiion of the sschool systeems of MSAAD 47 (Oaklland, 

1 A numbeer of phrases arre used to desiggnate the instruuctional practicces discussed i in this website and in these caase 
studies, inccluding "standaards-based," "pperformance-baased" and "commpetency-basedd,” as well as ““customized 
learning” aand “student-ceentered.” For thhe most part inn these case stuudies and web ppages, we use our preferred tterm 
"proficienccy-based educaation.” But we include the othher designationns in direct quootes or within aa primary sourcce 
document and do not inteend any specifiic distinction b y our use of thhese terms. 
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READY, AIM… - RSUU 18 

Belgradee, Sidney annd Rome) aand those of China reqquired a lot of what Smmith refers tto as 
“heavy liifting.” Pollicy, financee, contractss and goverrnance all hhad to be wrrestled withh at 
the grouund level. AAt the same time, the eeconomies oof the worldd were threeatening 
collapsee, and “budgget season” throughouut Maine beecame an alll-consuminng adventurre. A 
lot was ggoing on at RSU 18. 

Criticall Ideas 

Over thaat year, thouugh, every ffaculty memmber, everyy school boaard membeer, every 
adminisstrator and most of thee support sttaff, attendeed the introoductory traaining, 
Understtanding the Model, whhich makes tthe theorettical and mooral case foor a shift to a 
comprehhensive system of profficiency-bassed educatiion. The syystem is bassed in missiion 
and visioon work, shhared leadership, and aan ethic of continuouss improvemment. It 
presentss a model inn which learrners are giiven voice aand choice iin how andd when theyy 
meet a transparentt set of achievement standards. LLearner advvancement nno longer 
happenss according to a learneer’s age. Raather, it is bbased on achhievement. For exampple, 
when a 110 year old,, demonstraates that thhey’ve masteered level thhree of the geometry 
standardd, they movve on to leveel four, regaardless of wwhat other 110 year olds are doingg. 
Similarlyy, a 10 yearr old who haas not dem onstrated tthat they’vee mastered tthat level wwill 
continuee to receivee instructionn and coachhing and wiill continuee working until they doo 
demonsttrate masteery. Every cchild learnss at his or hher own pacce, thereforre every chilld 
moves aat his or herr own pace. 

At the saame time diistrict emplloyees weree encounterring these iddeas, RSU 18, like manny 
districtss in the statee, explored other simillar approacches, foldinng them together and 
making something of its own. Inevitablee, written byy Bea McGaarvey and CChuck Schwwahn 
(2011), ppresents a mmodel of edducation, caalled mass ccustomizedd learning, wwhich arguues 
that, forr the first timme, technollogy makess it possiblee to providee and track tthe sort of 
individuualized, learrner-drivenn educationaal experiennce that seess student acchievementt as 
inevitabble rather thhan variablee. It makess an argumeent that hass been bothh persuasivee 
and hoppeful. To quuote Linda LLaughlin, “Inevitable llet me knoww it could bbe done.” Itt has 
since become commmon aroundd the districct to refer too the wholee set of refoorms discusssed 
here as ““customizedd learning.””  Another iimportant wwork floatinng around tthe district,, and 
the subject of readiing groups aand professsional deveelopment, wwas The Artt and Sciencce of 
Teachinng, by Roberrt Marzanoo, which foccuses on prooficiency-baased instruuction and 
formativve assessmeent. For maany teacherrs, administtrators andd parents inn RSU 18, thhis 
confluennce of ideass was thrilling. Add Toony Wagnerr’s The Globbal Achieveement Gap – 
which arrgues that tthe Americaan school syystem has bbecome danngerously ooutdated annd 
ineffectiive at produucing graduuates who caan functionn with faciliity in the 211st century – 
and a geenuine sensse of urgenccy emerged. 

A Channge Modell 

Superinttendent Gaary Smith haad been invvolved in orrganization nal change inn his pre
superinttendent’s liffe in the private sectorr. He kneww that true ssystemic chhange involvved 
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READY, AIM… - RSUU 18 

not onlyy a vision annd a sense oof urgency, but also a ggood amounnt of “heavyvy lifting.” HHe 
knew that systemicc change dooes not occuur by happeenstance.  TThe model eembraced bby 
RSU 18 is that proppounded in the 2010 bbook, Total Leader 2.00 (Schwahnn & Spady, 
2010). TThe book arrgues that ssuccessful ssystemic chhange is posssible only iif the 
leadershhip succeedds in doing ffive things: 1) articulaating a comppelling purpose for thee 
change, 2) presentiing a concreete vision oof the changge, 3) creatiing widesprread 
constituuent ownersship of the cchange, 4) ccreating connstituency//staff capaccity for channge 
and 5) pproviding taangible and sustained ssupport forr change. 

Throughhout the perriod of trainnings in whhich the disttrict was “ccollecting innformation,,” 
the distrrict was begginning to eenact these steps. Withh the newlyy consolidatted district t 
settling into itself, RRSU 18 purrsued the cuustomized llearning moodel in a noon-prescripptive, 
organic way. Action occurred on five parrticular fronnts: 1) makking the casse for changge, 2) 
establishhing a mission and vission, 3) deveeloping parrtnerships wwith other ddistricts, 4)) 
providinng focused pprofessionaal developmment and 5) piloting prrograms in the schoolss. 
The firstt two of theese mirror cclearly the TTotal Leadeer 2.0 stepss of establisshing purpoose 
and visioon. The vissioning proccess and thhe ongoing pprofessionaal developmment (descriibed 
below) aaddress the ownershipp and the caapacity of alll stakeholdders to makke systemic 
change. The professsional deveelopment aand pilot prrograms demmonstrate tthe beginniings 
of districct and community suppport for thiis change. All of this hhappened bbetween thee fall 
of 2010 and the sprring of 20122. 

Purposse, Vision and Owneership 

When thhe district hhad been in the process of consoliidation – sttill explorinng merger 
options with other towns that,, in the endd, opted outt – the canddidate distriicts framedd an 
educatioonal missionn and visio n. Initiallyy, the nascennt RSU 18 ddecided to ffunction unnder 
the makkeshift mission and vision, but in March 2010, consultaant Mary Jaane McCalmmon 
was hireed to lead a proper Futture Searchh – a protoccol by whichh the commmunity discuusses 
and commes to an aggreement onn what the vvalues and outcomes oof their schhool districtt 
should bbe. Eighty sstudents, teeachers, admministratorrs, board mmembers, paarents and 
communnity membeers participated. The sshared visioon that wass produced,, formally 
adoptedd by the schoool board inn October 22010, contaained a nummber of key customizedd 
learningg ideas. Forr example: 

RSU 118 is a community where… 

	 AAll students are preparred to succeeed in societty by demoonstrating mmastery of aa 
coommon sett of rigorouss standardss. 

	 AAll students engage in ccreative andd innovativve learning strategies. They use 
teechnology aand other toools to connnect to the wworld outsiide the classsroom. 

	 Students pursue multipple pathwayys inside annd outside tthe classrooom to achieeve 
thheir learninng goals. Leearning takkes place wiithout bounndaries of tiime and spaace. 
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READY, AIM… - RSUU 18 

In an accompanyinng documennt producedd at the samme time, “RSSU 18 Core  Values andd 
Beliefs,”” the ideals of customizzed learninng are even mmore expliccitly asserteed. Supporrting 
a “learneer-centeredd educationnal system,”” the documment includees the followwing pointss: 

	 WWe believe tthat clear annd measuraable standaards should exist for alll students aand 
thhat our currriculum, instruction, aassessment and professsional deveelopment 
shhould alignn with thesee educationaal standardds. 

	 WWe believe tthat a standdards-basedd system shhould measuure each stuudent againnst 
thhis set of cleear expectaations. 

	 WWe believe tthat school schedules sshould be fllexible, alloowing studeents to learnn 
wwithout bouundaries of ttime or spaace. 

	 WWe value a wwide varietyy of personaalized educcational oppportunities for all 
sttudents. Thhese includde using inddividualizedd learning pplans, multiiple pathwaays, 
fllexible grouuping and sttandards-bbased programming. 

	 WWe believe sstudents should be groouped by prroficiency leevels ratherr than 

age/grade leevels. 


These fooundationall statementts did not have the binnding powerr of policy, bbut for 
teacherss and adminnistrators loooking for ddirection annd encouraagement, thhese provideed 
clear siggnposts. Thhe school booard adopteed these vission and be elief statemeents 
unanimoously, anothher powerfuful statemennt not only about the ccontent of tthe vision, bbut 
also aboout the proccess that broought it aboout. 

Purposse and Vission: Makiing the Caase for Traansformattion 

Since as early as 19997, when thhe Maine LLearning Reesults standdards were first adopteed, 
educatorrs in Mainee have beenn making the case for pproficiency--based educcation.  In RRSU 
18, speciific professional development iniitiatives – ee.g., literacyy work, or ccurriculum 
developmment aimedd toward a Local Assesssment Systtem – weree very muchh in line witth 
what has come to bbe called customized leearning. Thhe districts that came ttogether to 
make upp RSU 18 haad traditionns of embraacing reformms. These pprograms, eengaged in over 
time, “reeally fit togeether,” accoording to onne teacher, and presagged the ideaas they 
encounttered at the RISC trainnings. These ideas resoonated withh the educaators of RSUU 18. 

The mission and vision develooped in the Future Seaarch laid ouut a case thaat addressedd 
theory, ooutcomes aand politics..  They alsoo encompassed a moraal imperativve. Theorettical 
concerns reflect unnderstandinngs of how, according tto research, learners leearn; outcoome 
concerns reflect a ddesire for grreater achieevement froom learnerss; political cconcerns reeflect 
a desire for the eduucational syystem to be accountablle to the cittizenry, andd to supportt the 
goals of the citizenrry, on a nummber of levels (e.g., meeeting needds of kids, bbeing fiscallly 
responsiible, equityy, etc.). Addditionally, thhe argumennt for custoomized learrning took oon a 
moral diimension. If we can ddo better by kids, says tthe moral aargument, wwe must doo 
better byy kids. 
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READY, AIM… - RSUU 18 

Accordinng to one teeacher, “Stuudents havee always knnown that thhere was a ffundamenttal 
unfairneess in schoool, but everyyone just asssumed, ‘Thhat’s how scchool is.’  BBut they 
thought change waas impossiblle, or maybbe that channge could coome for ourr children’ss 
childrenn. Now we ssee that chaange is happpening noww.” 

A number of educaators pointeed to their oown experieence of schoool during ttheir 
childhooods, or direct experiennce with learners and cclassrooms..  In a very ppersonal 
instancee, a school bboard member relatedd that her suupport for tthis reform – indeed hher 
impetuss to join the school boaard – came from her exxperience wwith a studeent – a friennd of 
her daugghter’s – whho became homeless in his last yeears in highh school. BBecause the boy 
was charrming and worked gennuinely hard throughoout his schoool career, hhe was 
consisteently passedd along to thhe next gradde.  But he had never mastered thhe skills 
necessarry to succeeed, especiallly in math, which can have disasttrous conseequences inn 
high schhool and beyyond. A sysstem with cclearly articculated stanndards and learning 
targets –– and teachhers with thhe resourcess and skills to take eveery kid to mmastery – woould 
have adddressed succh a dilemmma, she felt. 

From thhe beginningg, a number of teacherrs brought wwhat they llearned in ttheir traininngs 
into theiir classroomms. Their eexperiences became ann argument for continuued progresss. 
Elizabetth Firnkes, aa fifth gradde teacher at the Jamess Bean Schoool in Sydnney, may havve 
begun thhis journey because thhe ideas “jusst made sennse,” but shhe continuedd because oof 
what shee saw in herr class as shhe and the ffifth grade tteam impleemented a ppilot. “Kidss are 
excited aabout schoool,” she says. “They coome back frrom vacatioon or Christtmas break,, and 
they wannt to be at sschool. Thee kids’ excittement is thhe driving fforce. They’’re learningg not 
just abouut the conteent, but aboout themselves as learrners and huuman beinggs.” Shelly 
Moody aand Valeriee Glueck, whho team-teaach at Williiams Elemeentary in Oaakland, havve 
similarlyy been thrillled by studdent apprecciation for “vvoice and cchoice,” for articulating 
their leaarning goalss and for deeciding howw they will ddemonstratte meeting tthose goals. 
Dave Booardman repported simiilar enthusiiasm in his high schoool pilot – inncluding an ELA 
video prroject aboutt customizeed learning created by a student. Because off this kind oof 
experiennce, Bobbi FFarrell, connducting an eighth gradde pilot at MMessalonskkee Middle 
School, ssaid, unequuivocally, “II would nevver go back to the old wway of doinng it.” 

This senntiment hass become mmore commoon as the diistrict has ppublicized thhese pilots and 
engagedd in other prromotionall activities ssuch as targgeted discusssions at paarent nightss, 
the conttinued misssion and vission processs, “fireside chats” withh faculty, annd passionaate 
advocacy by adminnistrators, pparents andd students. Examples oof this advoocacy includde 
the folloowing: 

	 PParent Johnn Dewitt wroote an editoorial about customizedd learning ffor The 

MMessalonskeee Messengger, the disttrict newspaper. 


	 Inn October 22011, at a coommunity ggathering too check thee district’s pprogress, 
pparents and communityy memberss said, “We hhave to do this. Whatt’s holding uus 
uup?” 
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READY, AIM… - RSUU 18 

	 MMessalonskeee Middle SSchool Principal Mark Hatch visitted the Jammes H. Beann 
School fifth grade classs, site of onee of the most vibrant ppilots in thee district. 
TThere, accorrding to teaacher Elizabbeth Firnkes, a young ((“precociouus”) girl saidd 
wwords to this effect: “SSo, Mr. Hatcch, how do you supposse you’re gooing to meeet 
our needs ass learners wwhen we’ve been fully iimmersed iin this systeem, and we 
mmight get a tteacher whoo is more trraditional……how are yoou going to meet our 
nneeds?” 

By the sppring of 20012, the nec essity for thhe implemeentation of customizedd learning wwas 
understoood to a widde enough eextent that one could ssay, as Supperintendennt Gary Smiith 
did, “Thhe district knnows this hhas to happeen.” 

Buildinng Capacitty: Partneership withh Other DDistricts 

RSU 18 joined a colllective of ddistricts thaat would become the MMaine Cohoort for 
Customiized Learniing in the suummer of 22010. At thhat time, theere were sixx members.. 
Two yeaars later, in the spring of 2012, 14 school disttricts compprised the MMCCL, 
accountiing for overr 25,000 off Maine’s stuudents (13..6 percent)..  Membership has addded 
to RSU 118’s capacitty to implemment this chhange by alllowing the sharing of resources, 
expertise and collecctive wisdom. 

The amoount of proffessional deevelopmentt required tthus far hass been conssiderable.  
Every sttaff memberr in the disttrict has paarticipated iin the introductory Unnderstandinng 
the Moddel training..  The goal hhas been foor all staff too participatte in the nexxt in the series, 
Classrooom Design and Deliveery (CDD, oor Beacon), and for keyy staff to paarticipate inn 
Instructtional Desiggn and Deliivery (IDD,, or Beaconn II).  Since other cohoort memberrs 
were atttempting prrofessional developmeent of a simiilar magnittude, they wwere able too 
come toggether to taake advantaage of econoomies of scaale. It wouuld be challeenging for oone 
district tto train 1000 teachers –– aside fromm the cost, tthere is thee problem oof finding 
substituute teachers and havingg 100 teachhers out of ttheir classroooms – butt the cohortt 
could manage suchh numbers. Over time,, cohort meembers, inclcluding RSUU 18, have 
enacted a train-thee-trainer moodel and haave begun too conduct ttrainings innternally. 
Anotherr way in which the cohort used ecconomies off scale is in pooling ressources to bbring 
expertise to the tabble. Organizzational chaallenges ledd the cohorrt to hire a pproject 
managerr, Brett Kinng, to coorddinate the deevelopmennt of a technnology frammework for 
trackingg and reportting learnerrs’ progresss towards sttandards, aas well as cooordinatingg a 
communnications pllatform for cohort memmbers to shhare documments and enngage in 
discussioon. 

The mosst profoundd benefit of the cohort for RSU 188 has been tthat it allowws access to o the 
collectivve wisdom oof many deddicated andd insightful educators. Most notaably, teacheers 
have beeen gatheredd from MCCCL districts in the varioous contentt areas andd have drawwn up 
a curricuulum that eeschews agee-based grade levels inn favor of prroficiency-bbased 
achievemment levels. They wroote documennts that desscribe exacttly what prooficiency loooks 
like in anny particulaar standardd and the seequence thaat will lead through maastering a 
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READY, AIM… - RSUU 18 

standardd. The cohoort, in this ccapacity, haas been invvaluable. Ass Gary Smitth said, “WWhen 
this is doone, the currriculum wwill have beeen reviewedd by 12 distrricts. That’’s powerful .” 

Supportting other ddistricts as tthey move ttoward custtomized leaarning is ann explicit paart of 
the misssion of the MMCCL. Linnda Laughlin – as well as curricullum leaderss from other 
cohort ddistricts – hhas taken onn a leadershhip role in tthis capacitty, conductiing MCCL 
orientation sessionns for districcts that exppress interesst. Since thhe success oof 
implemeentation is so heavily rreliant on ccollaboratioon, the creattion of a larrger pool off 
supportiive districtss is in the innterest of MMCCL membbers. “You need to inccrease capaacity 
across thhe state,” saaid Laughlin. Other arreas of heavvy lifting (oor heavy thiinking) thatt the 
cohort inntends to address include policy iissues, suchh as report cards, gradduation 
requiremments, postt-secondaryy transitionss, etc. 

Professsional Devvelopmennt 

The teacchers of RSUU 18 have hhistorically been recepptive to proffessional deevelopmentt 
opportunities prommoting reforrm. Even aafter failuree of the Locaal Assessmeent System 
movemeent, which tthe faculty hhad embracced, and othher contenttious initiattives, staff 
memberrs were open to intensee measuress of professiional develoopment. As explainedd 
above, bbeginning inn 2009, eveery staff meember in thee district atttended Understandinng 
the Moddel training..  After this, teachers wwere offeredd Classroomm Design aand Deliverry, 
Instructtional Desiggn and Deliivery (IDD,, or Beaconn II) and Guuide Traininng. If they 
showed interest, thhe district toook pains too arrange trrainings. “EEducators vvalue 
knowleddge,” said CChina Primaary/Middle School Prinncipal Carl Gartley, “aand as a district, 
we’ve coommitted too providingg that. Any training that they’ve wwanted, theey’ve gottenn.” 

RSU 18 brought in other profeessional devvelopment support forr customizeed learning.. 
Bea McGGarvey has worked witth the distriict in a nummber of cappacities sincce March off 
2010. Innitially, shee worked wiith the MCCCL developiing curricuulum. Laterr, RSU 18 
brought her in speccifically to ddo training on formatiive assessmment and staandards-based 
grading..  She’s alsoo been brouught in as a coach for cllassrooms aand teams running pillots. 
Finally, she conduccted an all-ddistrict worrkshop on tthe openingg day of the 2011-12 schhool 
year. Inn the midst of all this, tthe state addopted the CCommon Coore State Sttandards foor 
English Language AArts and maath, which ffolded in niicely with tthe curricullum work being 
done by the cohort,, but whichh required itts own meaasure of atteention. Finnally, the 
district wworked to implement a grading ssoftware – EEducate – wwhich suppports true 
standardds-based reeporting, requiring its own set of ttrainings. 

The amoount of proffessional deevelopmentt required hhas challengged the disttrict in a 
number of ways. “YYou can’t juust do it on workshop days. You hhave to releease [teacheers] 
from claasses,” says Laughlin, tthough thiss is difficult t with a limiited pool off substitute 
teacherss to access. It has beenn standard practice to train durinng the schoool day, but tthat 
means aasking teachhers to write sub planss – and be aabsent fromm their roomms – for twoo to 
four dayys at a time..  In additioon to the loggistical issuues, there arre the real ccosts. Somme of 
this has been ameliiorated via cost sharinng with the MMCCL, but the districtt has directted 
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READY, AIM… - RSUU 18 

the bulkk of its profeessional devvelopment budget towwards this efffort, includding some 
stimuluss funds. 

The sheeer scope off professionnal developmment requirred, and thhe simple reealities of trrying 
to run a school disttrict, has resulted in a transitionaal state in wwhich differeent staff 
memberrs are at different levells of traininng. It’s diffiicult for thee administrration to seee 
how thiss could havee been avoiided.  It maay simply bee a conditioon of the traansition. Thhere 
are teachhers who haave been trrained and hhighly engaaged since 22009, teamming up and 
piloting very ambittious classroooms.  At thhe same timme, there arre teachers who only wwent 
through Beacon traaining in sppring of 20112. If the ulltimate goaal of the impplementatioon is 
systemicc change, onne questionn is how do you bring aalong “the llate-comerss” so that thhey 
can thrivve within thhis new systtem? The ddistrict has reaffirmedd its committment to 
addressiing the capaacity of all ffaculty memmbers.  Betwween Decemmber 2011 and May 20012, 
over 40 days of proofessional ddevelopmennt were scheeduled in thhe district. 

The presssure to moove forwardd is great. TTeachers, paarents and students wwho have 
embraceed and thrivved in this ssystem are eager for thhe district tto commit. Messalonsskee 
Middle SSchool Prinncipal Markk Hatch felt this pressuure from th e James Beean School’ss 
fifth grade studentss (and theirr parents), wwho have bbeen immerrsed in the ssystem for ttwo 
years. AAre those fiffth graders going to ennter into a ssixth grade in which thhey no longer 
have “vooice and chooice” or trannsparent sttandards wiith clear meeasures of hhow to 
demonsttrate proficciency? If thhe district ddecides thaat these learrners will coontinue in aa 
customized-learninng environmment, how wwill the disttrict make tthat happenn, with 
everyone trained too different llevels? 

Buildinng Capacitty: Pilot Programs 

Shortly aafter the RIISC traininggs started, mmany teachhers began ssmall-scalee pilots. Oftten 
these invvolved implementing wwhat are knnown as claassroom toools These aare techniquues 
used to sshape the cculture of thhe classroomm to focus tthe task at hhand. Incluuded in theese 
tools aree the “Parkiing Lot” – aa feedback ddevice for kkids to communicate cconcerns to 
teacherss – and the “Standard Operating PProceduress” and “Codde of Conduuct,” which are 
drawn uup with the kids for eacch classroomm and revissited and eddited regulaarly. This llevel 
of impleementation has been allmost univeersal in thee elementaryry schools, tthough morre 
sporadicc in the midddle schoolss and high sschool. 

Systemaatic and in-ddepth pilotss have beenn done throoughout thee district, cooncentratedd in 
the elemmentary leveels. These ppilots have provided aa variety of ““laboratoriees” in whichh 
ideas haave been trieed and worrked out, orr tried and ddiscarded. One tenet oof the 
customized learninng model is that mistakkes are inheerent in thee learning pprocess. Thhere 
have beeen some cellebrated pillots in the ddistrict, butt all of the ppilots have pprovided 
essentiaal information about cuustomized llearning. TThis is especcially true oof those piloots 
that havve proved mmore challennging. 

For exammple, teachhers Brynn CCharest (grrade two), TTammy Pulllen (grade oone) and Paam 
Corson ((kindergartten) have beeen running a pilot at the Atwoodd Primary SSchool in 
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Oaklandd. In this piilot, learnerrs move freely betweenn rooms forr literacy. OOne early 
challengge occurredd when one classroom uused worksstations orgganized accoording to one 
particulaar model (DDebbie Dilleer’s), while the other uused anotheer model (CCafé). The kkids 
had diffiiculty moving from onne system too the other and back. TThe teachers stopped the 
pilot andd now plan for all threee of them to be using CCafé next yyear. This uunderscoredd the 
value of pilots, wheere practicee brings up iissues not cconsidered in a purelyy theoretica l 
context. The pilot bbrought it oout: simple proceduress that channge from rooom to roomm can 
be a barrier to kids’ learning. 

Bobbi Faarrell had aa similar reaalization wiith the eighhth grade ELLA pilot at Messalonskkee 
Middle SSchool, whiich was focuused on connventions oof English. Three eighhth grade 
teacherss participateed. One toook on capitalization, aanother punnctuation, aand the thirrd 
sentencee structure,, with units relying on web-basedd sources foor its materiials. A probblem 
emergedd around grrading proccedures: onlly a learnerr’s assignedd teacher haas the 
“permisssions” in thheir gradingg software tto enter graades for thatt learner. WWith all thrree 
teacherss sharing all eighth graade kids, eaach teacher would havee to collect grades – onn 
paper – from the otther two, orr they woulld have to shhare passwwords to entter data intoo the 
grading software. IIn the end, they passedd paper graades aroundd, but the administratiion 
and techh teams are looking to devise a more elegantt solution foor next yearr. 
Theoretiically, they knew in RSSU 18 that ggrading sofftware and mmanagement of studennt 
data wouuld be a triccky and vitaal issue, but the pilot bbrought outt some speccific, urgentt 
needs. 

One prooblem that ssurfaced duuring all of tthe pilots wwas what Prrincipal Marrk Hatch 
characteerized as the “system-iin-a-systemm” problem..  For exammple, if a teaacher is tryinng 
to run a proficiencyy-based classsroom, repporting wheen a learnerr demonstrrates 
proficienncy, and alllowing as mmuch movemment as posssible, difficculty can arrise at repoort 
card timme, when theey have to ggive a letterr grade baseed on an avverage. In ssome cases,, 
teacherss sent homee a standardds-based reeport card inn addition tto the regullar report ccard, 
but this often causeed confusioon. Also, aftter operatinng a custommized-learnning classroom, 
teacherss began to qquestion thee practice oof averagingg grades in and of itsellf. If mistakkes, 
they arggue, are a neecessary paart of learninng, then avveraging graades penalizes a learneer 
for makiing mistakees while woorking toward proficienncy. Once pproficiencyy was achievved, 
why wouuld the misttakes they mmade alongg the way mmatter at all? 

Anotherr facet of thee system-inn-a-system dilemma has been thaat different classroomss 
have difffferent proccedures.  In the middlee schools, foor example,, students ttraveling froom a 
pilot classroom to aa non-pilot classroom have to alteer the way tthey do schhool for thatt 
particulaar hour. Foor a special education student whho travels frrequently between roooms, 
accordinng to Speciaal Educationn Director CCheryl Merrcier, this shhift in expeectations caan be 
unnervinng. It can aalso be challlenging forr the speciall educationn support peerson who hhas 
work in as many ass 20 differennt classroomms over thee course of a week. 

Pilots arre undeniabbly valuablee to the effoort to build ownership and capaciity for this 
change, but they arre also very hard work and very emmotional. AA number oof teachers aand 
their priincipals repport that theey have beeen working harder than they havee ever workked 
in their ccareers.  Yeet, they alsoo report thaat they are mmore fulfilleed and morre enthusiasstic 
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about edducation than they cann rememberr. To suppoort them, thhe district bbrought in BBea 
McGarvey as a coacch for pilot teams, andd she has prrovided extrraordinary support. “I’ve 
had teacchers who wwere considdering retireement tell mme they’re ggoing to staay in for a feew 
more years, just to follow this through,” ssaid Gary SSmith. 

Considderations 

In conduucting this study, a nuumber of areeas worthy of considerration surfaaced. Thesee 
include ppolicy, techhnology, colllaboration, the high sschool and tthe pace of change. Eaach 
of these will be deaalt with in thhe followingg pages. 

▪ Pollicy 

Absennt so far in this phase of the implementationn process haas been discussion of 
policyy, such as graduation rrequiremennts, reportinng systems,, hiring, evaaluation, ettc. 
Accorrding to Ga ry Smith, thhis is intenttional. “Wee’re just staarting to gett there,” he 
said, “We know tthat’s someething we hhave to do o over the nexxt several yeears. Thus far, 
it hass not been aa problem. But this is tthe one areea we have nnot done ennough workk. 
We need to revieew our policcies and eddit them to sstructure ouur work.” IIt is, he notes, a 
primaary elementt of the shifft out of phaase one andd into phasee two. Lindda Laughlinn 
reporrts that she asked Johnn Davis – suuperintendent of RSUU 57, who haas had 
extennsive experience implementing prroficiency-bbased changge – what hhe would haave 
done differently.  His respoonse was thaat he wouldd put off thee most conttroversial 
policyy changes (rreport cardds, specificaally) to the eend of the pprocess so tthat the systtem 
mightt have moree time to seecurely deveelop. 

Throuughout the state, the r elationshipp between sppecial educcation and pproficiency
basedd instruction has givenn rise to somme uncertaiinty. Manyy participannts at RSU 118 
used tthe analogyy that custoomized learnning is equivalent to aan IEP for eevery studennt, 
and thhat, therefoore, special education and proficiiency-basedd learning aare very 
comppatible. Thiis may be trrue, philosoophically, buut federal laaws surrouunding speccial 
educaation are coopious, labyyrinthine, generally noon-negotiabble and ofteen run counnter 
to ideeas around customizedd learning. Special Eduucation Dirrector Cherryl Mercier,, 
who iis tasked wiith overseeiing district compliancee with those laws, desccribed som me 
areas of conflict that will neeed to be naavigated. “FFor examplle, one of thhe questionns we 
ask inn referrals is, ‘Do they need speciaally designeed instructiion outsidee of the 
classrroom?’ If thhat instructtion is happpening in thhe regular eed classroomm because oof 
customization, iss the kid stiill getting special ed seervices? WWhat if everyy kid is gettini g 
speciaally designeed instructiion? What if a class is broken intto small grooups, and thhe 
speciaal ed tech iss working wwith a groupp that has nnon-speciall ed kids?” 

Gary Smith indiccated that oone reason the districtt is holding off on policcy work is tthat, 
in thee 2012-13 scchool year, the MCCL will begin ffocusing onn policy as aa group, 
alleviating the need for eachh district too tackle theese issues allone. Smithh was also 
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awaree that otherr bodies, such as the NNew Englandd Secondarry Schools CConsortiumm, 
were working onn policy andd said that RRSU 18 wouuld benefit from that wwork. 

▪ Tecchnology 

Chuckk Schwahn and Bea MMcGarvey, inn Inevitablee, made thee case that tthe reason tthe 
transfformation tto customizzed learningg is possiblee now is be ecause technnology, for the 
first ttime, makess it possiblee. Without the currentt levels of teechnology tthat Maine 
schoools enjoy, cuustomized llearning woould simplyy be a visionn without acction. Withhout 
excepption, everyy participannt agreed that the technnological caapacity of thhe district iis 
key too the successs of this veenture. Theey offered twwo reasonss. First, techhnology alllows 
for mmultiple pathhways for sttudents to llearn and ddemonstratee achievemment of a 
standdard. Seconnd, technoloogy allows tteachers, addministratoors, studentts and parents 
to traack and plann a learner’s individuaal learning pplan in a waay that has not been 
possibble with paper recordss. 

The MMCCL is expplicit in its pposition that customizzed learnin g and onlinne learning are 
not thhe same thing – custommized learnning is not aa matter of “just sittingg the studeent in 
front of a compuuter with internet acceess” – but thhey are equually explicit that onlinne 
resouurces are a nnecessary option for cuustomized llearning, inn order to mmeet the varried 
needss of learners and to allow for “anyytime, anywwhere learnning.” In adddition to 
unpreecedented aaccess to information vvia Google, Wikipediaa, YouTube,  etc., the 
Internnet offers leearners many options for contentt delivery annd assessmment. Khan 
Acadeemy, IXL MMath, and RReading A too Z are just a few of thhe more welll-known 
exammples. Technnological reesources alsso allow stuudents to gaain rote knoowledge on 
their own, while teachers wwork one-onn-one with sstruggling llearners.  Some concerrn 
has been expresssed in the eelementary levels at RSSU 18 becauuse elemenntary schoolls 
typicaally don’t h ave the resoources thatt the middlee and high sschool teachers do 
throuugh the Maiine Learninng Technoloogy Initiativve. 

Manyy participannts expresseed the opiniion that, wiithout somee kind of coomprehensiive, 
fluid, standards--based gradding technoology, the cuustomized llearning woould “crumbble 
underr the weighht of its ownn paper.” Foor recordinng and trackking studennt achievemment 
of staandards, RSSU 18 has pllanned to aadopt the Edducate softtware in thee 2012-13 
schoool year. Thee formativee nature of tthe system mmakes it esspecially immportant thaat 
studeent achievemment of stanndards be rreported in real time. In customiized learninng, 
studeents plans thheir time acccording too their ongooing efforts..  If teacherrs wait evenn a 
few ddays to “enteer grades,” students wwill be unablle to quicklly respond tto feedbackk or 
take aadvantage oof their bestt efforts. 

▪ Colllaboratioon 

One oof the most significant cultural shhifts embeddded in custtomized leaarning is thee 
level oof collaboraation requirred by a cusstomized-leearning appproach. Of the pilots 
exammined for thiis study, onnly one was implementted by a sinngle teacherr; the rest wwere 
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impleemented byy teams, eithher verticallly (across ggrade levelss) or horizontally (withhin a 
gradee level). Onne core featuure of custoomized learrning, the iddea that kidds should b e 
free to move among achieveement levells as they ddemonstratee proficienccy, means thhat 
teachhers have to be willing to open theeir classroom doors annd share “thheir kids.” 
Resistance to thiis may stemm from a deesire to mainntain autonnomy withinn the 
classrroom, or feaar of losingg the emotioonal strengtth of the rellationshipss between 
teachhers and stuudents, espeecially in thhe primary ggrades. As they shouldd, many 
teachhers feel a sttrong sensee of responssibility towaard “their” set of kids. 

Collabboration – sharing kidds – is non--negotiable in the custtomized-leaarning model. 
After the initial RRISC trainiings, Shellyy Moody saiid, “I was dooing units iin my class,, 
tryingg to individdualize, haviing kids moonitor standdards, and llook at thinngs throughh a 
standdards lens, aand last sprring [2011],, it felt like II had gone as far as I ccould go as an 
indiviidual tryingg to implemment this sort of work, so that’s whhen Valeriee [Glueck] aand I 
starteed collaboraating. This work needds collaboraation.” In thhe end, thiss collaborattion, 
whichh had been a source off anxiety, beecame a souurce of satissfaction. “WWith this laarge 
caselooad, we feell like we’ve been able tto have an iimpact on sso many moore kids thaan 
we’vee ever had bbefore.  Thaat’s a positivve, but for ssome peoplle that may feel 
overwwhelming.” 

Admiinistrators rreport a rise in tensionn over the iddea of vertiical teamingg – i.e., 
collabborations between teacchers of diffferent gradde levels. AAt Atwood PPrimary, a 
verticcal teaming pilot had to be set asiide becausee schedulingg issues. Att Messalonsskee 
Midddle School, tthe eighth ggrade pilot wwas initiallyy going to bbe a verticaal pilot, but the 
compplications cooordinatingg between eeighth and sseventh graade schedulles made it 
undoaable. In thee end, eightth grade teaachers procceeded withh their horizzontally teaamed 
pilot wwith the suupport of th eir buildingg administrrator. This may be a “ssystem-in-aa
systemm” problemm, though, wwith verticaal teaming bbeing a trannsition fromm “the old wway” 
in whhich teacherrs share “thheir” kids, too the more holistic, fluuid model inn which all kids 
“belonng” to all teeachers. 

▪ Higgh School 

Pilotss have beenn fewer in nuumber at thhe high schoool. Conceern about thhe high schoool 
refleccts a similarr concern feelt throughoout the statte. Even at the James H. Bean Scchool 
in Siddney, an eleementary scchool, teachhers have fieelded questtions from fifth grade 
parennts about coollege accepptance and Carnegie unnits. As Meessalonskeee High Schoool 
Princcipal Jon Moody said, ““High school will alwaays be the pplace where we say a kiid 
graduuates or nott. It’s moree fraught.” MMary Jane McCalmonn echoed thiis sentimennt, 
“You will encounnter anxietyy about the high schoool everywheere. I sympathize 
tremeendously wiith those teeachers at thhe end of thhe chain, beecause you get what yoou 
get…aand you’re ssupposed too get them to proficienncy? That’ss enormouss pressure.”” 
This ppressure wiill lessen, shhe says, as kkids come uup to the hiigh school hhaving beenn 
throuugh eight yeears of a cusstomized-leearning systtem. For thhis reason, the 
adminnistration aat RSU 18 hhas been buuilding capaacity at elemmentary andd middle levels, 
increaasing the caapacity of sttudents andd their pareents before they enter the high 
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schoool. The disttrict’s plan iis to begin iimplementiing in the hhigh school,, in earnestt, 
over tthe next two years. 

Whenn making a change of tthis magnittude at a higgh school, ssome conceerns arise 
perennnially, suchh as report cards, colleege acceptaance, etc.  Thhis has nott yet happenned 
on a llarge scale aat RSU 18, tthough the administraation expeccts it to. Thhe question 
aboutt whether oor not this mmodel will immpact a stuudent’s channce of gettiing into colllege 
has been raised, but it has nnot becomee a cause of huge conceern. That mmay be becaause 
the laarger commmunity conversation – bbeyond thee supportivee visioning groups – hhas 
been reserved foor later.  Schhool Board member KKerry Oliverr said, “I’m not worriedd 
aboutt kids gettinng into colleege. There are pretty ssmart peopple that are in admissioons, 
and I don’t thinkk they will bbe troubledd by this. Thhe way a kidd is packagged for colleege 
will chhange overr time. Thatt’s not a conncern, but II’m concernned that othher parentss will 
see it as a concerrn.” 

▪ Thee Pace of CChange 

On thhe one handd, said somee of the parrticipants, thhe district iis “plowingg ahead,” 
movinng far too faast. On thee other handd, some parrticipants ssaid the disttrict is movving 
far too slowly. OOccasionallyy, a single pperson heldd both opiniions, and held those 
opinions very strrongly. Anyy systems cchange at thhis level willl engenderr moments oof 
great anxiety. Inn spring of 2012, that aanxiety at RRSU 18 revoolved not arround the iidea 
of cusstomized leearning, butt around the pace of thhe implemeentation. HHow fast shoould 
impleementationn occur?  Linnda Laughllin said, “WWe’re trying to be very rresponsiblee. 
We’vee been accuused of movving too slowwly. But thhere are teaachers who are telling uus 
we’re moving tooo fast.” Garry Smith haas come to uunderstandd that differrent sites inn the 
district have diffferent requiirements, “JJust as we are trying tto develop aa customizeed 
educaation plan ffor each stuudent, we will develop a customized implemeentation plaan 
for eaach buildingg.” 

One aadministrattor pointed to the distrrict’s five-yeear plan, buut asked, “WWhose five 
years?” If a teaccher is just ggetting Beaacon traininng this monnth, “Do theey get five 
years? Or did thhe five yearss start in 20009, with thhe first teacchers to be trained?” TThis 
adminnistrator atttributed soome of the ddivergence of perspecttives to the fact that thhe 
district looks diffferent at diifferent leveels. “If you are at the ttop level, yoou know that 
there are many ppeople trainned and reaady to movee on. But ass you get clloser to my 
level, you realizee there are ppeople whoo are not reaady. How ddo you brinng them alonng? 
How does it happen?” Manny people have lagged in trainingg for differennt reasons. 
Somee had familyy commitmments. Somee were waryy about leavving their cclassroom. 
Somee had other training obbligations (eespecially sspecial educcation teachhers). The 
dilemmma is that you can’t wwait until evveryone hass been trainned, accordiing to anothher 
adminnistrator, “bbut you neeed to make sure staff wwho are impplementingg this know how 
to do it well.” 

Just aas some parrticipants hhave called ffor the distrrict to sloww down – orr to “stop, chheck 
and aadjust” – othhers have eexpressed immpatience. One pilot tteacher hass been 
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chommping at thee bit: “Impleement the ffoundationaal things! AAccountabillity. Gradinng. 
Verticcal teamingg. Eliminatte schedulinng mandatees, so kids ccan go wherre they needd. 
Do it,, already. EEither you’rre going to ddo it or not. Don’t wasste three orr four yearss 
beatinng around tthe bush.” After this hheated momment, thouggh, the teachher 
acknoowledged thhat adminisstrators “haave a largerr picture.  But from myy classroomm, I 
wouldd just do it. Boom. I kknow [admiinistrators]] have moree concerns.  I know thee 
reality. I just doon’t like the reality.” OOther particcipants, wattching kids succeed in 
customized-learning pilots,, are eager ffor the moddel to spreaad. Principaal of China 
Primaary/Middlee School Carrl Gartley said, “Whenn you walk iinto a classrroom and ssee it 
starting to happeen, you get impatient. I walk intoo a room annd see how well it can 
work,, and then wwalk into annother roomm that’s nott quite therre…you get impatient.”” 

This ffeeling of beeing torn between “Caan we just ddo it?” and ““Can we pleease slow 
downn?” is perfecctly captureed by the apphorism, quuoted by schhool board member Keerri 
Oliver, “You havve to go sloww to go fast.” 

Enterinng Phase TTwo 

In Januaary 2012, Superintenddent Gary Smmith put foorth a propoosed draft ttimeline forr 
what thee district haas decided tto call phasse two (“impplementati on and organizationall 
alignment”) of the pprocess. (PPhase one wwas “establissh strategicc direction,”” Phase thrree is 
“continuuous improvvement andd refinemennt”). They’vve abandonned the desiignation of 
“pilot” bbecause thatt word implies that thee transformmation mighht not happpen. That 
decisionn has been mmade. Garyy Smith andd the adminnistrative teeam have drawn two 
timelinees (figures 11 and 2 – paages 15 and 16) mappinng out the pprocess for the next feew 
years. 

Smith wwas careful tto note thatt a change oof this magnnitude withh such hugee consequennces 
for learnners needs tto be handlled carefullyy. These timmelines andd plans are the beginnning 
of the phhase two coonversationn, which willl involve addministratioon, parentss, teachers, 
studentss and the coommunity. 
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Figurre 1: RSU 188 Customizeed Learningg Implemenntation Conncept 
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Figurre 2: RSU 188 Strategic Direction 
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