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FOREWORD: TWO VIEWS

The document in your hands is really two documents presented together under
the same cover: an evaluation report written by external evaluators, and a book
chapter written by program staff. Though these two documents differ in terms of
their format, purpose, and author stance, they share the same overall goal of
documenting salient aspects of the place-based education (PBE) work the
Vinalhaven school and community have undertaken in recent years.

The first part of this document is a formal report, authored by external evaluators
from PEER Associates. This evaluation report focuses on how three years of the
CO-SEED program working on Vinalhaven might inform the task of place-based
education moving forward at this site. For each of the four main themes, the
report provides a brief summary of what the evaluation data suggested about
CO-SEED's specific role and impact over the past three years, including quotes
and examples that highlight how that theme showed up. Following the
discussion of each theme is an extrapolation from the data to generate
recommendations about who might do what to support PBE on Vinalhaven in
the next couple of years. The report concludes with a series of more technical
appendices.

Notice that after page 30 of the evaluation report, the page numbers of this
document start over at 1. This signifies the beginning of an essay authored by
David Sobel for inclusion in a forthcoming book that highlights potent examples
of place-based education practice around the country. David is a founder of CO-
SEED and was the primary Antioch staff person supporting Vinalhaven during
CO-SEED's third and final year of implementation at this site. The chapter
describes the dynamics of island communities in general and Vinalhaven in
particular, including poignant comparisons to school and community change
work in inner city Boston. It presents a decade long context for how the
leadership and teaching practices of the Vinalhaven School have evolved from a
bunker mentality to a vibrant team atmosphere. The chapter includes detailed
descriptions of five projects from different grade levels that exemplify the way
that place-based education has integrated community and curriculum over the
last three years. The concluding section of the chapter places the work on
Vinalhaven in a broader theoretical framework of systems change in schools.

Again, these documents work together. While the book chapter fills in much of
the broader landscape and finer detail that is intentionally left out of the
evaluation report, the evaluation report provides a more utilitarian set of



potential action steps. The book chapter’s essay format and journalistic style may
be more likely to engage many readers. Yet, the more explicitly data-driven
approach of the evaluation report provides a higher level of technical reliability
for academic and policy making uses. To be clear, the content of the book chapter
is entirely consistent with the empirical data summarized in the evaluation
report. Either document can stand fully on its own, but together they provide a
richer, more comprehensive perspective on the place-based education work of
the Vinalhaven school and community. By putting the two documents together,
readers can more handily benefit from the ways in which their style and content
were intentionally crafted to be complementary, with minimal direct overlap.

Maps from grade 3-5 Vinalhaven Land Trust walks, part of the
integrated science and social studies curricula in these grades
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Project CO-SEED’s purpose is to help schools and communities work together to
develop community- and place-based approaches to education while

simultaneously strengthening the community
and helping the environment. This evaluation
report presents a summative view of CO-
SEED working with the Vinalhaven, Maine
school and community from 2005-2008. The
report focuses primarily on actionable
recommendations for the near future in order
to complement the broader narrative story

“I definitely see an increase in
teachers and student projects that
are more immersed into the
community... More people [are]
looking at not having the school be
a separate entity.”

- Vinalhaven Community Member

format of a book chapter essay that covers similar topical ground and is presented
together with the evaluation report. Data analyzed for this evaluation included
interviews or focus groups conducted over the course of three years with 117 adults

(teachers, community members, administrators,
program staff) and 18 students, as well as many
documents, notes, and additional conversations
collected over the same time period.

In sum, this evaluation found that CO-SEED
contributed to substantially increased
educational connections to the community
during its three years on Vinalhaven.

The four main themes that emerged from the data, along with the
recommendation that followed from each one, are presented in Table 1 below
and discussed in more detail in the main body of this report. Collectively, these
themes describe how CO-SEED played a vital supporting role rather than the

dominant leading role in the school culture and
curriculum change process. Because most of the data
and analysis are focused at the level of school and
community phenomena the impact on students was
often implicit. It should be noted, however, that

students were
clearly the primary
beneficiaries of the
school and
community level
effects described.
This report also
provides a brief
review of

“I feel this new wave of
energy. These kids have
got these visions about
what they want to do
and how they can see

the [ARC] being used....
There’s all kinds of
applause and
excitement that they get
for their work and it
just leads them to
wanting to do more.”
- Vinalhaven
Community Member
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evaluation and research beyond Vinalhaven that is generally consistent with the

tindings from this particular evaluation.

Main Themes

Recommendations

Place-based education is most likely to
flourish on Vinalhaven if...

. Community culture and politics were
major factors affecting school change

1. ...the new superintendent builds a new
and broader coalition of support for the
current direction of the school.

. Increasing curricular coherence helped
teachers and promoted PBE

2. ...the school leader focuses on
institutionalizing the PBE curriculum
and culture, including continued
development and refinement of both.

. Many PBE projects were successfully
implemented on the ground

3. ...the leadership team owns and drives
on the ground implementation of PBE,
including documentation and celebration
of successful projects.

. Claims of success were closely linked to
CO-SEED funding and staff resources

4. ...some group (perhaps PIE) creates a
mechanism to continue something like
mini-grants.

“It’s [about] continuing to increase the rigorousness of
[parent involvement] and evaluating our curriculum
more and what we’re doing to improve rigor and
reaching all learners.”

- Vinalhaven Administrator

Student screen printing artwork
inspired by the local landscape.

CO-SEED Vinalhaven, 2008, Summary Evaluation Report

PEER Associates 2




INTRODUCTION

The story of Project CO-SEED on Vinalhaven is really much larger than that of
one place-based education (PBE) program. This story lives within the history,
recent changes, and potential future of Vinalhaven as an island community and
culture wrestling with and celebrating its own special qualities as a place. This
evaluation report explores one focused strand of this larger story, namely how
the last three years of CO-SEED on Vinalhaven might inform the task of place-
based education moving forward at this site.

Accordingly, this report is structured around four pieces of the PBE puzzle on
Vinalhaven, presented as themes emerging from the data. For each theme, we
first provide quotes and examples from the evaluation data that summarize CO-
SEED'’s specific role and impact over the past three years. Then we extrapolate
from the data to generate recommendations about who might do what to
support PBE on Vinalhaven in the next couple of years. This evaluation report
was crafted to complement the content presented in the book chapter authored
by David Sobel entitled No School is an Island: Except on the Coast of Maine.
Whereas the book chapter portrays a broader landscape and finer detail of the
work in a more story-like narrative essay, this evaluation report is more
narrowly focused on the purpose of informing the post-CO-SEED policy actions
and decisions related to PBE on Vinalhaven in the near future.

The CO-SEED program

Project CO-SEED’s primary purpose is to help schools and communities work
together to simultaneously strengthen academic achievement, community
vitality, and environmental quality. CO-SEED" is a project of Antioch New
England Institute of Antioch University New England in Keene, NH, and has
been implemented at twelve sites since 1998. The project works with a given site
for three or more years, providing funding for a half time staff person from a
local community organization, mini-grants, professional development for school
staff, and facilitation of a steering committee and a community visioning event.

The CO-SEED working Logic Model (see Appendix C) describes the program’s
hypothesis and goals in more details. An implicit component of the CO-SEED
model is that the range, focus, and structure of services offered are continuously
adapted as best as possible to fit specific, often changing, local needs and
conditions.

! The word “CO-SEED” stands for COmmunity-School Environmental EDucation.
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The General Research Context

The CO-SEED program both contributes to and is informed by an increasingly
large body of evidence examining the effectiveness of place-based education. In
2001, CO-SEED staff were the catalyst for creating the Place-based Education
Evaluation Collaborative (PEEC), a group of organizations aiming to make their
programs more effective and contribute to the broader field of place-based
education by integrating their program evaluation resources. Recently, this
group synthesized evaluation data from its six place-based education member
programs, representing over 100 schools (rural, suburban, urban) in twelve
states. The data showed that PBE can energize teachers, transform school culture,
help students learn, and connect schools and communities.? A summary of nine
additional studies from across the country connected PBE and student academic
achievement. Specifically, PBE was shown to be associated with higher test
scores and grades, more advanced critical thinking skills, greater achievement
motivation, and more responsible behavior and environmental stewardship.’ A
similar review summarized fifteen studies about the benefits of nature for
children’s health. These benefits included increases in concentration and impulse
control, emotional coping and stress reduction, creative play, and motor
coordination, as well as reduced symptoms of ADD and ADHD.*

While the specifics of place-based education on Vinalhaven will likely always
have a unique flair, the general practices and results are likely to also reflect the
broad themes evident in the growing body of documentation about PBE in other
schools around the country.

The Specific Evaluation Context

Each year CO-SEED conducts extensive program evaluations as a way to use
data about program implementation and outcomes to inform program
development, justification, and refinement.” The evaluation of the Vinalhaven
site began in Spring 2005, prior to beginning implementation in the Fall of the

> PEEC. (2008). The benefits of place-based education: A report by the Place-based Education Evaluation
Collaborative. Retrieved September 26, 2008 from
http:/ /www.peecworks.org/PEEC/ Benefits_of_PBE-PEEC_2008_web.pdf
* Chawla, L., & Escalante, M. (2007). Student gains from place-based education, Fact Sheet #2,
November 2007. Children, Youth, and Environments Center for Research and Design.
Retrieved September 27, 2008 from http:/ /tinyurl.com/yoew2g
Chawla, L., & Cushing, D. F. (2007). Benefits of nature for children’s health, Fact Sheet #1,
April 2007. Children, Youth, and Environments Center for Research and Design. Retrieved
May 5, 2007 from http:/ /tinyurl.com/209wny
° Most of these reports are available on the web at http:/ /www.peecworks.org/PEEC/PEEC_Reports/
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subsequent school year, and continued through the formal end of the program in
Spring 2008. Table 2 below summarizes the data collected over this period.

! IIII# IIII$
Data Source Number and/or Type
18 Educators
7 Students

Pre-interviews

(June 2-3, 2005) 12 Community members

3 School administrators

1 Community Learning Center staff member

5 Educators

4 Students

7 Community members

3 School administrators

3 Program staff

20 Educators

7 Community members

3 School administrators

18 Educators

7 Students

13 Community members

3 School administrators

1 Program staff

Project summary tracker, reflection forms from CO-SEED staff, quarterly
reports/ reflection forms CLC staff, SEED team minutes, professional
Other Document development days agendas/ summaries, 16 educator surveys, student
Review leadership applications, curriculum chart, VAF report, email exchanges
with CO-SEED staff and CO-SEED Coordinator, photos, observation of
classrooms, PowerPoint presentations.

Check-in Interviews
(March 15-16, 2007)

Wrap-up Interviews 1
(Nov 28-29, 2007)

Wrap-up Interviews 2
(April 8-10, 2008)

The primary focus of analyses from this report is on the final round of interviews
(from the 2007-2008 school year), because they provide the most solid foundation
for anticipating and informing next steps for PBE on Vinalhaven in the coming
years. However, in order to put these recent findings into a clearer context, we
provide brief summary reflections on the evaluation work from the first two
years of the program as well.

The main purposes of the pre-interviews in Spring 2005 were to get a detailed
understanding of participants” perspective at start up to compare to at later
times, and to identify ways that CO-SEED might be able to adapt to local
conditions, opportunities, and challenges. The overall pattern reported was that
Vinalhaven and CO-SEED seemed to be a very good fit for each other. The
Vinalhaven school and community also seemed to be a microcosm of the global
issues and dynamics that are most relevant to place-based education, such as

CO-SEED Vinalhaven, 2008, Summary Evaluation Report PEER Associates 5



how to stay connected to a particular place in the face of powerful economic,
ecological, and cultural forces from “away.”

For the mid-program check-in interviews in Spring 2007, the main purpose was
to solicit ideas and insights to inform a strong finish for the formal part of CO-
SEED here, with special attention to thoughts about leadership and sustainability
for PBE on Vinalhaven. The findings presented in the informal evaluation report
centered on the theme of competing and/or unclear visions and agendas for both
the leadership and implementation roles of the CO-SEED venture at this site.
Subsequently, some Vinalhaven participants claimed that the report depicted
more of a momentary snapshot of a flurry of conflict than a comprehensively
accurate view of the broader achievements and context.

In response to stakeholder feedback on the mid-program check-in report, two
rounds of wrap-up interviews were conducted in the final 2007-2008 school year.
The goal was to be more likely to capture a more comprehensive, less snapshot
view of PBE at Vinalhaven. The main purpose of these interviews was to
understand how, if at all, the school culture had shifted during CO-SEED's
tenure, and to identify key project successes. They were more summative in tone,
and form the primary basis of the analysis presented in the finding, discussion,
and recommendations section of this report.

The original evaluation plan included a substantive survey component.
Administration of surveys proved overly cumbersome, and subsequent analysis
and use of survey data turned out to be of relatively low priority, and so this
portion of the evaluation was discontinued mid way through the program.

Technical information about interview methodology and the most recent
interview guide are presented in Appendix D.

CO-SEED Vinalhaven, 2008, Summary Evaluation Report PEER Associates 6



FINDINGS, DISCUSSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

There was near consensus among interviewees that substantial positive change
had occurred over the course of the three years that CO-SEED was formally
active on Vinalhaven. The summary thoughts of one community member
capture a sentiment that was reflected clearly and often throughout the data: “I
definitely see an increase in teachers and student projects that are more
immersed into the community... More people [are] looking at not having the
school be a separate entity.” In a finer-grained analysis, the following four
interconnected pieces of the PBE puzzle emerged from the evaluation data:

Community culture and politics were major factors affecting school change
Increasing curricular coherence helped teachers and promoted PBE
Many PBE projects were successfully implemented on the ground
Claims of success were closely linked to CO-SEED funding and staff
resources

Ll e

The next sections of this report expand upon each
of these themes. For each theme, we first present
the evidence for CO-SEED’s role in that theme
with summary quotes and examples. Finally, we
present a recommendation that follows from the
theme and provide additional discussion of that
recommended action.

Community culture and politics were major
factors affecting school change

A systemic school change process, driven by a combination of energy from the
superintendent and a group of local parents and community members, was well
under way before the terminology of “CO-SEED” or “place-based education”
came to Vinalhaven. In the words of one teacher: “I think [the school culture]
was already changing. I don’t know that CO-SEED was like the catalyst for the
change. I think CO-SEED brought a lot of cool things that went hand-in-hand.”
Administrators and teachers tended to use CO-SEED more as a resource than a
source for positive change. CO-SEED was more tool than template.

Administrative support in general, and the superintendent’s work in particular
were pivotal factors in the larger change process which CO-SEED entered into.
The fact that the CO-SEED program ended at the same time as the previous
superintendent retired set the stage for a powerful test of the sustainability of
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PBE. One telling piece of evidence was that hiring interviews for selecting the
new superintendent included questions about a candidate’s response to
Vinalhaven’s proclaimed commitment to place-based education.

CO-SEED’s supporting (as opposed to leading) role as a force of systemic change
perhaps provided a kind of bridge to the beginning of a new episode of the
change process. Reflecting on CO-SEED’s role in Vinalhaven's “...long term, ten
year march toward change,” one interviewee claimed: “I think we started the
project with cultural change already in progress, and I think we’re ending the
project with moving on to the next stage already in progress.” Several people
spoke of a generational continuity issue in the form of “a whole new wave of
some very active parents,” noting as well that they are “not enough, but more so
then there were for a while.” Many of these younger parents were students in the
old Vinalhaven school. As their own kids

have begun to enter the new school, some “Everybody is empowered.
have become more involved in school It’s still controlled by the
politics. This appears to be reinforcing financial strings and the
philosophical and political tension between influence that runs the place.
some current change advocates and those But everybody believes in [the
who embrace a more traditional approach to | new leadership structure].”
discipline and athletics. - Vinalhaven Administrator

One feature of the Vinalhaven community context that weighed heavily on the
minds of many of the people interviewed was the uncertainty of the island
economy. As one person described it: “Our chamber [of commerce] is
tizzling...there’s lots of businesses for sale...with lobstering not so good last year,
taxes, and everything... there’s a lot of ‘Okay, what’s going to happen?”” CO-
SEED'’s relationship to this dynamic was indirect at best. In evaluation interviews
there were, however, a few thoughtful references made to education in general
and place-based education in particular as hedges against such potential future
changes. For instance, one alternative education student described his attitude
about his hands-on projects in the community by saying: “If the lobstering
economy failed and this turned back into a granite and lumbering town, I know
how to make like a hatchet handle or an axe handle to fit it.”

CO-SEED highlighted and promoted connections with local organizations in the
community outside the school. In response to the Vision to Action Forum CO-
SEED facilitated, one interviewee said “It was really eye opening to see that,
wow!, we have eighty something volunteer organizations in our community.”
The two partnerships that were referenced most often in the evaluation data
were the student-led work to revitalize the Arts and Recreation Center (ARC),
and various projects that have students engaged in a variety of VLT projects and
land trust property explorations.

CO-SEED Vinalhaven, 2008, Summary Evaluation Report PEER Associates 8



Recommendation 1: Place-based education is most likely to flourish on

Vinalhaven if... The new superintendent builds a new and broader coalition of_

support for the current direction of the school.

In the coming years, it may well be that the superintendent role will require less
creating of a new vision and more maintenance and incremental adaptation and
institutionalization of the current vision. Several interviewees described a need
to continue to build support for the school in the community. For example:
“Until we get through that next wave of parents and get them to buy into this
and to own it and to value it and to be invested in maintaining it, we haven't
won.” The island culture will likely come into play here, too. As one person put
it: “When you're dealing with peoples” philosophies it’s hard... You're friends
with all these people for the most part, and you want to stay that way.”

CO-SEED evaluations at other sites have found substantial evidence for the
critical importance of active support from school administrators. This dynamic
seemed very active on Vinalhaven, but with particular emphasis on the
leadership and coalition building capacity of the superintendent. Several people
reported looking explicitly to the superintendent role to keep the momentum
going. In the words of one community member:

So with the new superintendent we know we have to do a new vision. What's
next? Where do we go now? We've got the building, weve got the curriculum,
we've got a lot of good teachers and a lot of good stuff in place. How do we keep
from going back to that bunker mentality? And the economy is going to change
things. We're going to be facing different challenges with the state.

Immediately before CO-SEED came to Vinalhaven there was concern and
contention about the appropriateness of raising additional funds to build a fancy
auditorium at the school. As CO-SEED was ending its formal tenure three years
later, there was controversy brewing about school policies regarding
participation in sports. The topics changed, but the process of active debate and
negotiation about the role, purpose, and identity of the school was steady. This
dynamic seems to be emblematic of the highly politicized context in which all
educational efforts, including PBE, operate on Vinalhaven. The role of the
superintendent as leader and coalition builder seems central. In short, the new
superintendent’s greatest opportunity and challenge with respect to place-based
education on Vinalhaven may well be to maintain momentum and cultivate
continuity in the political and community sphere.

CO-SEED Vinalhaven, 2008, Summary Evaluation Report PEER Associates 9



Increasing curricular coherence helped teachers and promoted PBE

The 2007-2008 school year saw the completion of a document that articulates the
scope, sequence, and specific curricular content focus for each subject for each
grade, K-8. In the words of one educator: “Clearly an enormous impact that CO-
SEED has had is getting the curriculum finalized and executed.” Several
interviewees mentioned the skill and expertise that the CO-SEED staff person
brought to the curriculum development process with comments like: “...then
[most recent CO-SEED staff person name] stepped in and then there were like
these cool meetings [about] the curriculum. I was just extremely grateful for his
help.” The fact that this CO-SEED staff person had skills in curriculum
development and deep expertise with place-based education resulted in PBE
being embedded more deeply into the core structure of the curricular
documentation and practice.

Even though the PBE focus and
language of the curriculum
legitimized the existing practices of
many Vinalhaven teachers and
promoted new place-based
practices for others, there were
some comments suggesting that
the terminology was still an issue.
For example, one person noted:
“’PBE’ as a term was not
understood by the superintendent
candidates, or often not by people in the community. That requires people to
explain it, which usually ends up having positive benefits.”

Building curricular coherence seemed to be connected in the minds of many
interviewees to the notion of school culture. An administrator claimed that “The
whole staff has a much better understanding of what [PBE] means...A base of
curriculum in the community ...[is] best reflected in the different projects that
they presented on the curriculum board...[PBE] has become a much more sort of
how we think about teaching and learning.” This sentiment was echoed by the
educator who described PBE this way: “[during] that training or workshop
before the first day of school, new staff see that it's an important part of our
philosophy here at school and the way we do things.” There is not necessarily a
one way street from curricular focus to a coalescing school culture. One educator
framed them as at least partly competing for limited attention resources: “Our
school focus changed. We worked really hard on including the culture of the
school and then our focus was shifted to curriculum. So, having the school
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“[CO-SEED staff name] made, with us, a really nice, valid, and accurate document of a K-8 scope
and sequence curriculum that will be nice to have for parents and community members to see.”

- Vinalhaven Educator

A clear, developmentally appropriate plan of study
sets the stage for projects that connect students to
their local place. It gives teachers confidence that their
hands-on projects are, indeed, focusing on the topics
and concepts that the school as a whole has decided
fit best with their particular grade level.

Vinalhaven teachers worked with CO-SEED staff in
several ways to bring more coherence to the school’s
curriculum. A comprehensive scope and sequence
chart was created. A curriculum board was developed
so that teachers could share their lessons and
challenges with their colleagues. Each of the “Island”
teams (i.e. grades K-2, 3-5, 6-8, and 10-12) worked
individually with CO-SEED staff during professional
development days. As a team they would review
external curriculum materials and provide feedback
to each other on their own emerging curriculum plans
through “Critical Friends” presentations. Similar
support was provided by CO-SEED staff to the art,
health, drama, and technology teachers.

Teachers would then prepare, often with the help of
their students, PowerPoint presentations and deliver
them to the school board. These presentations
documented how their place-based projects like “Back
in the Day - Exploring Geology and Vinalhaven’s
Quarrying History: An integrated 3rd, 4th, 5th Grade
unit” or the 6™ grade science curriculum involving
testing for red tide, dovetailed with required learning
standards.

“I guess there had been some issues with just the curriculum, but it sounds like our English
teacher this year is really getting a set of curriculum, and it sounds like she’s just, little by little,
trying to get like more, for lack of a better term, involvement in the community.”

- Student from BASIC, the Student Leadership Group at Vinalhaven
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Recommendation 2: Place-based education is most likely to flourish on

Vinalhaven if... The school leader focuses on institutionalizing the PBE _

curriculum and culture, including continued development and refinement of both.

The above recommendation will likely not be news to the school leader or
anybody else at Vinalhaven, yet it seems critically important enough to warrant
stating it explicitly. When speculating on the needs for the coming years after
CO-SEED, the school leader himself said: “It’s [about] continuing to increase the
rigorousness of [parent involvement] and evaluating our curriculum more and
what we’re doing to improve rigor and reaching all learners.” Even though the
team structure set up by the prior superintendent does increase the opportunity
and responsibility of classroom teachers to shape the curricular direction of the
school, the school leader still occupies a unique and powerful platform for
promoting further solidification of curricular practice and culture.

There was next to no evaluation data indicating discontent with the current
direction and status of the school curriculum and culture. People seemed happy
and inspired in this regard. However, there was also no data indicating that
recent gains are permanent. Evaluation of other CO-SEED sites has suggested
that some level of continued investment is likely necessary to sustain the kinds of
school level changes that are often associated with the CO-SEED program. In
Vinalhaven, these might take the form of institutionalizing some of the
curriculum development practices (especially those from the 2007-2008 school
year) that educators claimed were most helpful, such as: release time for
curriculum development in teams; shared, rotating responsibility for creating
content and displays for a curriculum board of some sort; institutionalization of
“Critical Friends” type processes where teachers give direct feedback to peers on
projects in development; and/ or responsibility and support for classroom
teachers presenting curriculum plans to the school board in engaging,
informative ways.

With the expertise and time of CO-SEED staff no longer regularly and readily
available to support curriculum development, the burden for advancing recent
gains will likely fall more heavily to the school leader role to provide (or facilitate
the provision of) the curricular glue. While a clear and coherent curriculum is not
the only component of a vibrantly successful school culture at Vinalhaven, it
certainly seems to be an important piece, worthy of heightened care and
attention from the role of the school leader.

Again, the school leader essentially offered advice to himself during an evaluation
interview: “I think a lot of it’s in place now, it’s sort of assessing and renewal.”
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Many PBE projects were successfully implemented on the ground

One of the most striking features of the evaluation data is the evidence for the
number, breadth, and depth of place-based education projects that were initiated
or documented since CO-SEED came to Vinalhaven. Appendix A provides a
summary list of over 70 CO-SEED-related PBE activities that occurred over the
last three years. There were activities or projects implemented at every grade
level and involving most subject areas at one grade level or another.

Place-based education practice seemed most deeply rooted in the middle two of
the four island teams. The grade 3-4-5 island was perhaps strongest in this
regard, though they required less direct support from CO-SEED resources due to
their prior coherence as a teaching team and their already established emphasis
on connecting student learning to local

resources. Several interviewees made claims “If [our students] go away for
along the lines of: “The biggest changes from  their education, go away for
CO-SEED have been in the middle school.” their work then we'll lose their
This focus on the grade 6-7-8 island was connection to this place as their
likely due to a confluence of factors such as: home. If, instead, they create an
teachers who were particularly ready and ecosystem and economy here

that can allow its population to
thrive, and they learn about
how it can be done here while

interested to really dive in to PBE; curricular
topics well suited for connecting to the
community; resonance between the Island Sang
Institute's CREST program and CO-SEED actual ly seeing it happen, then
goals; and the emergence of a core group of that will g roe them a better

. . understanding of what makes
middle-school aged students who actively , .

. L2 this place so valuable.

engaged in activities such as CO-SEED Vinall Educat
summer institutes and CO-SEED Kids/ - Vinatiaven Sducator
Vinalhaven Youth Zone under the guidance and support of the CO-SEED funded
staff position. Both the K-1-2 island and the high school island had more staff
turnover during the past three years, with the early primary team also being
fairly settled in their more traditional teaching approaches, and the high school
team sorting through the challenge of trying to institute block scheduling more
conducive to integrated, project-based approaches to teaching.

Looking at the content of the various PBE projects implemented at Vinalhaven as
a whole, an interesting pattern emerges in comparison to other CO-SEED sites.
At Vinalhaven, a higher proportion of local project connections were with people
or cultural resources as compared to natural or ecological resources. The pattern
trends the other way at most other CO-SEED sites, even those in urban settings.
This pattern reinforces the claim made in the opening paragraph of Vinalhaven's
curriculum scope and sequence document: “The strength of our school is our
community.”
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The student impacts most evident in the evaluation data centered around
empowerment and engagement. An explicit instance is when an educator

described a student’s effort to create a waste reduction program in the cafeteria
like this:

What he’s looking for from me is information, and I give him information and he
goes and does stuff. He’s not looking to have his hand held. He’s not looking to
tell me there’s a problem and have me fix it, which is certainly what would have
been the pattern in the past. So there’s much more ownership of that.

Another example is the following description a community member made of the
student presentation to the board of selectman:

Because [the students] will be doing the leg work, they see what'’s really involved
in a project. Instead of just saying, ‘Oh we’d like to have a skate park,” and then
the town building it for them... I think they’ll carry that with them in the future
through all their life.

The side bar exemplars on the following pages provide more detailed
information about some of the PBE projects implemented during CO-SEED’s
time at Vinalhaven.

Student artwork from a detailed study of local birds
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The following list of projects was generated in the Spring of 2008 by Vinalhaven teachers and CO-
SEED staff to highlight successful place-based education projects.

K-2 Nutrition and the Community: Teachers and students use their understanding of healthy
food to plan, shop for, prepare and serve a meal to residents of senior citizen housing.

K-2 Calendar: Students work with a community artist and create a calendar based on artwork
focused on local features. A diversity of art techniques such as shadow prints, block printing and
collage are used.

3-5 Back in the Day: Students learn geology through making local rock collections, studying
granite quarrying history and learning about Vinalhaven history through studying the lives of
quarry workers.

3-5 Land Trust Visits: Students make four seasonal visits to Vinalhaven Land Trust properties in
all seasons of the year. Yearly themes such as adaptations, diversity, and habitats connect local
resources to the Maine Learning Results.

6 Red Tide Monitoring: Students assist teacher in using a Department of Marine Resources
protocol to monitor plankton in the waters around Vinalhaven. Their data helps fisheries
scientists decide whether collecting clams and mussels is safe.

7 Dory Construction: Students apply math skills in the making of scale models of beautiful
wooden dories traditionally used in Vinalhaven fisheries.

6-8 Vinalhaven Youth Zone (VYZ): Students decide that Vinalhaven adolescents need indoor and
outdoor places for recreational activities. They research local options and work with town
officials to plan, raise money and hopefully construct a skateboard park and teen center. Student
writing is tied to these local community initiatives.

7-8 CREST: Teachers and students explore the essential question: How will Vinalhaven respond to
development pressure? They create movies of local residents” thoughts, and they conduct research to
document historical housing trends.

11-12 History: Students interview World War II veterans to document their experiences and gain
an understanding of how Vinalhaven and Maine were affected by the war.

K-12 Poetry Festival: Students at all grade levels study poetry, work with community poets, and
infuse poetry all around the community in parking lots, on bulletin boards, in The Wind, and on T-
shirts.

K-12 Coastal and Community Clean-Up: Students at all grade levels eliminate flotsam and jetsam
from nearby beaches and coastal areas. Students clean up downstreet public areas and contribute
to local beautification.
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“[The alternative education] curriculum is almost entirely centered on PBE. The kids have a great
deal of say in what they do... These kids are now going to other kids and saying, "You should stay in
school. Look at us. We were going to drop out and now we're still here.” That is a revolutionary
change, and it changes the whole school and community. These kids could have been, and have been,
negative forces. Now they’re happy, positive, and productive.” - Vinalhaven Administrator

Hands-on projects that connect learning to real life
situations can be particularly meaningful to students
who don’t thrive within a more typical classroom
structure. Vinalhaven adapted the CO-SEED model to
local needs by directing staffing resources toward
mentoring a handful of at-risk students in the
Alternative/ Voc Tech program.

In the 2007-2008 school year, these students completed a
range of projects that served the school and community.
Using an old quarry anvil and forge they built with
steel plates, students created blacksmithing tools, bait
spears, and ornamental hooks. They designed filters for
the school’s biodiesel project. They surveyed and
mapped a site for a school garden, made a proposal to

the school board, then created raised beds and cut
granite blocks to line the garden. They calculated the
amount of cement needed to pour a pad for a new fuel
tank at the Arts and Recreation Center, made a supplies
list, and built an up-to-code, steel-reinforced, concrete
pad. Additionally, they moved other materials, helped
install ductwork, and cut vent holes in the floor for the
installation of a new furnace to heat the ARC, working
with a local HVAC professional.

These students learned how to cut granite and put on a
drilling and splitting demonstration for the whole
school. They met with town officials to plan and
implement a much needed project to upgrade the guard
rails on the bridge over the Vinal River. It involved
replacing 17 stones averaging 750 lbs each with 22
stones averaging 3,300 pounds apiece. They got paid for
their work and the money went into a program to send
them to New York to see buildings built from

Vinalhaven granite and identify their source quarry.

“Besides it being a PBE success, the students who cut the rocks were outcasts of society. There was
a column in The Wind, and they gained respect for having done that. They felt really good about
it.” - Vinalhaven Educator
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“I feel this new wave of energy. These kids have got these visions about what they want to do and
how they can see the [ARC] being used.... There’s all kinds of applause and excitement that they get
for their work and it just leads them to wanting to do more.” - Vinalhaven Community Member

Sometimes community needs and student energy seem
made for each other. This may well be the case with the
work some middle school students are doing to revive the
Arts and Recreation Center (ARC). The ARC is the current
home of the newly created Vinalhaven Youth Zone (VYZ),
a student led effort to create a safe and fun place for kids
to spend productive time together. The ARC, a building
just a couple blocks up from the main harbor, has been a
well used town resource for decades, hosting exercise
classes and other community events. With the
construction of the new auditorium at the school,

however, demand and energy for the ARC has waned.
Students are stepping in.

Building on the work of earlier students and adult
advisors, the Vinalhaven student SEED Team has
constructed a skateboard half pipe in the ARC as a first
step toward a longer term outdoor recreation area
featuring skateboard ramps and other sport equipment
(such as basketball hoops). They have hosted several
dances in the ARG, raising interest and a little money
along the way. Plans are under way for a student run
internet café.

While working toward constructing the outdoor

recreation area, students obtained survey maps of

proposed sites, took measurements using GPS
equipment on location, translated their measurements
onto the maps and created detailed drawings of the
proposed park, as well as 3-D diagrams of possible
structures using computer software. While their
presentation to the Board of Selectmen to ask for space
at the town garage for the skate park was not
immediately accepted, students have made some allies
and gained noticeable respect in the community.

“I would skip my mother’s birthday or funeral for the opening of this half pipe!”
- Vinalhaven student
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Recommendation 3: Place-based education is most likely to flourish on Vinal-
haven if... The leadership team owns and drives on the ground implementation of .

PBE, including documentation and celebration of successful projects.

A sense of grass roots autonomy runs deep in the Vinalhaven community, and
the school can’t help but reflect that dynamic as well. For instance, a student
invoked the pattern of “a new and improved team based structure that runs from
the bottom up” in his application to become part of the student leadership team.
Thus, even if the superintendent maintains momentum and cultivates continuity
in the political and community sphere (per recommendation 1), and the school
leader provides heightened care and attention for institutionalizing the school
culture and curriculum (per recommendation 2), the classroom teachers
themselves will still probably have the most direct influence on the extent to
which PBE continues to grow and deepen on Vinalhaven.

The leadership team, made up mostly of
rotating representatives from each
multi-grade island, is perhaps best
positioned to support ongoing
implementation of PBE projects on the
ground. Evaluation at other CO-SEED
sites has suggested that best practices
transfer most readily through direct
teacher to teacher contact and
conversation. The leadership team
structure at Vinalhaven can be a
powerful force for advocating for the time and space for this kind of peer to peer
feedback and sharing. Making time to celebrate and document successful
curriculum tends to reinforce teacher enthusiasm and honor the genuine
investment of energy that it takes to plan and do the kind of in depth, place-
based, hands-on projects that have become increasing common at this site in
recent years.

For the past year in particular, teacher teams at Vinalhaven have been able to
draw on the support and expertise of CO-SEED staff to nurture, organize, and
facilitate some of the team discussions about PBE project development and
implementation. In coming years, the leadership team will likely need to create
or find mechanisms to keep these learning conversations going if they hope to
maintain and grow their PBE practice to its full potential.
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Claims of success were closely linked to CO-SEED funding and staff resources

When asked about the biggest successes in the previous three years of CO-
SEED’s presence at Vinalhaven, most interviewees mentioned the high leverage
benefit of the mini-grants distributed through the SEED team. The following
quotes from classroom teachers are two among many along this theme:

The funding from CO-SEED has been great. Any time you could think of a
project that you might do... it was almost guaranteed if you were a good teacher
with a good project and good reasoning behind it that you pretty much could pick
up $100 or $300 or even more.

Sometimes money does prevent you from doing something cool. And so that will
be sorely missed to not just have this access to quick money... not for frivolous
things, but really meaningful things that you'd like to do and a lot of times don’t.

Figure 3 shows a list of just some of the things purchased through CO-SEED
mini-grants. When presented in a list like this, many of these may seem like
extras or less than consequential. However, teachers claimed that these small

amounts of funding,
sometimes less than $100,
often made the deciding
difference between doing a
project or not. While
interviewees did not
explicitly state it, there was
a definite tone suggesting
that mini-grants were about
more than the money. They
seemed to embody a
statement that innovative
projects were valued and
encouraged. It could be that
this non-monetary value
was as or more important
than the dollars themselves.

The second, third, and
fourth of the major themes
emerging from the
evaluation data each are
directly traceable to specific

& () *

Weather stations for science and math units
Spotting scope, tripod for field trips to VLT trails
On-line card catalog licensing

Materials for building bird houses, airplanes,
renewable energy Lego-robotics, model dories etc. for
Interactive Fridays

Refreshments for integrated Art and English project
at Roberts Cemetery

Coastal watershed model for science unit

Chess boards for after school club

Supplies for older students to teach younger students
about holidays around the world

Transportation for cultural or research events on the
mainland (including a trip to Boston)

Aprons printed with “Boys Can Cook” for the
Wellness Committee

Finishing the school web site

Model turbines for a wind power study project

A bulletin board to display exciting K-1-2 projects
Bird experts to visit the art class

Subsidy to keep ticket costs down for a school play

CO-SEED Vinalhaven, 2008, Summary Evaluation Report

PEER Associates 20




financial components of the CO-SEED model. CO-SEED staff from Antioch
played a central role in facilitating curriculum development, the reported biggest
impacts of CO-SEED at the middle school level correspond with the decision to
focus on the CO-SEED funded staff position on this age group, and funding for
the mini-grants were a literal line item in the CO-SEED grant budget. This
pattern suggests a positive contribution from CO-SEED, above and beyond the
progress Vinalhaven was already making before CO-SEED arrived.

Recommendation 4: Place-based education is most likely to flourish on

Vinalhaven if... Some group (perhaps PIE) creates a mechanism to continue_

something like mini-grants.

This may be the most challenging of the four recommendations to carry out due
to there not being as much clarity about which group or entity is best positioned
to step in to champion its implementation. The challenge will likely be
compounded by some residual burnout in the community from the recent
successful effort to raise nearly two million dollars from the community to pay
for the addition of the Smith-Hokanson auditorium to the new school
construction. A potential downturn in the local and larger economies could
create further difficulties for raising even a small pool of funds for continued
mini-grants. And, of course, the perennial tightness of school funding makes
seemingly stand alone items such as a mini-grant program particularly
susceptible to budget trimming exercises.

Partners In Education (PIE) is one possible group that could help locate funding
to keep a PBE mini-grant program going, as it seems at least conceptually
aligned with their role in coordinating the Vinalhaven School Enrichment
committee and other related functions. There may, however, be other entities or
mechanisms within the school or broader Vinalhaven community that are better
suited to taking on the task of finding a way to continue a mini-grant program,
but which are simply not reflected in the evaluation data or apparent from the
viewpoint of external program evaluators.

The evaluation data did clearly suggest that the current mechanism of
distribution of mini-grants through the SEED team seemed to work quite well.
That process might need to be adapted if a new group were to take charge of
running such a program.

At less than $5,000 per year, the mini-grants were one of the smaller size line
items in the annual CO-SEED program budget. Even so, it was one of the most
often cited success in the evaluation data. This cost to benefit ratio seems to make
it a high leverage activity for continuation. The words of one educator sum up
the idea: “A little bit of money can go a long way.”
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CONCLUSION

The overarching finding from this evaluation was that the number and quality of
learning activities that connect the school and community increased substantially
during the three years CO-SEED was formally operating on Vinalhaven. Place-
based education became increasingly embedded in the school’s curriculum and
culture.

CO-SEED played a supporting rather than a leading role in the change process.
Many years of successful political leadership within both the school and
community preceded CO-SEED’s arrival, creating a sense of momentum that was
already heading in the direction of more vibrant education for Vinalhaven’s
students. CO-SEED’s model needed to frequently, and sometimes fairly
dramatically, adapt itself to the particular needs of Vinalhaven's existing change
work and political processes, creating many hiccups along the way. In the end,
though, the main effect was to provide additional fuel to Vinalhaven’s “long
term, ten year march toward change.”

This march does not appear to be complete, however. The gains of the previous
several years, though exciting and perhaps even inspirational, do not yet feel
fully and stably institutionalized. Thus, the recommendations that follow from
the evaluation data are all variations on the theme of “full steam ahead on the
current course.” To realize the full potential of a uniquely Vinalhaven flavored
version of place-based education here will likely require concerted effort from
many corners and at several different scales, from district level vision and
leadership down to budgeting for micro-level expenditures. The winds are
favorable and the adventure awaits.

The student-restored sailboat Freya under way
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Appendix A: Summary of PBE Projects Associated with CO-SEED

Grade | Unit | Project or Activity | CO-SEED role | When
Al Place-b?sed Summer Institute Fac111.tat1on, training, Jun 05
Education funding
n/a n/a School Visioning Facilitation Aug 05
Community o Sep 05,
K-12 Service Coastal Cleanup Help event organization 06, 07, 08
9 Maine History L?cture about the geology of Lead presentation Sep 05
Vinalhaven
5 Sc1erTce, Social Common Ground Fair SEED team chaperons Sep 05
Studies
6.8 Science Clam Bed Monitoring at Assistant teaching, Fall 05
Indian Creek logistical support Spr 06
K-8 Art W1r}dfall Arts Festival Materials, event support | Oct 05
Projects
n/a Professional PBE presentation at Island Lead presentation Oct 05
Development Teachers Conference
9 Science Aquifer Project Coauthor grant, data mgt.| 05 - 06
11 Science Biodiesel Project Teach two chem. classes | 05-06
6-12 Cultural Diversity Dfearborn School Visit to Event de51gn', . Nov 05
Vinalhaven implementation, funding
Com | Publication CO-SEED Brochure Editing, printing, distrib. | Nov 05
9 Maine History “Dead History” Project Class supervision Dec 05
Partner CO-SEED Presentation to .
Com Relationships Vinalhaven Land Trust (VLT) Lead presentation Jan 06
Initial idea, weekly Dec 05 -
K-12 | All Curriculum Board updates in beginning, rosent
general support later P
912 Career Foundations for Excellent Coordination Jan 06 -
Development Schools May 06
n/a n/a Presentation to Vinalhaven Lead presentation Feb 06
Cof C
. Collaboration with o
9-12 Economics Vinalhaven C of C Coordination May 06
Al Place—bgsed Summer Institute Fac111'tat1on, training, Jun 06
Education funding
n/a Health Zoey’s Room Club Co-leader Jul 06
n/a Science Lab Maintenance Organization ongoing
K-12 | Professional el . .
Staff | Development Group Facilitation Skills Lead presentation Sep 06
English, Social . 06-07 sch.
9-12 Studies Knowledge Quest Mentoring yr.
. . - Fall 06,
9-12 Alt Program Guard Rail Project Coordination Spr 07
Integrated Logistical support, Fall 06,
10-12 Curriculum Voyage of the Freya website maintenance Spr 07
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Grade | Project or Activity CO-SEED role
Integrated . Fall 06,
K-8 Curriculum Voyage of the Freya Logistical support Spr 07
3-12 PE enrichment After School Clubs SEED Team Grants Wint 07
35 History, Science, Back in the Day Funding, partnership Spr 07
Language Arts development
11 Voc Tech Bait Box Construction Coordination Wint 07
7 Math Dory Construction Funding Wint 07
10-12 | Voc Tech Mechanical Construction Coordination Wint 07
K-8 Health School Garden Funding Spr 07
K-12 | Math, Science Weather Station Funding Spr 07
6 Science Red Tide Monitoring Pro'] ect development Spr 06,
assistance 07, 08
K-12 | School wide Stone Sphttl.n & Coordination Spr 07
Demonstration
9-12 Alt Program Forge Construction Coordination g\;mt- Spr
9-12 Alt Program ;hor;ilhaven Granite in New Coordination Spr 07
9-12 Alt Program Garden Project Coordination Spr 07
12 Voc Tech Lobst'er Boat Upkeep and Coordination Spr 07
Repair
11-12 | History Worlq War Il Veteran's Funding Spr 07
Interviews
Language Arts, . .
Social Studies, Celebrating V'm'alhaven . .. e e Wint- Spr
6-8 . Volunteers, Vision to Action | Training, facilitation
Health, Civic 07
Engagement Forum
3-9 Science Outdoor Adventures Collaboration all year
Al Place-b.ased Summer Institute Fac111.tat1on, training, Jun 06
Education funding
K12 Professional Currlcglum Team Coordination Sep 07
Development Organization
Grade Level Curriculum Board,, Faculty Idea from summer
K-12 and School Board o all year
Teams . institute
Presentations
K12 Professional Cur.gcul.um Team Facilitation Sep 07 -
Development Facilitation May 08
5, Art, Music, Consulting, funding,
9-12 Drama, French Remember Me documentation Oct 07
Culinary Arts,
K-12 | Civic Engage., Windfall Arts Festival Funding, coordination Oct 07
Music, Phys. Ed.
Civic Engage., Arts and Rec. Center (ARC) Idea from summer Sep 07 -
6-8 Student . ) institute, coordination, p
. Revival . present
Leadership consultation
6-8 Math Interactive Fridays Funding, consultation Nov 07-
Y & May 08
CO-SEED Vinalhaven, 2008, Summary Evaluation Report PEER Associates 25




CO-SEED role

Grade |

Social Studies,

Project or Activity

6-8 Math CREST Coordination all year
K-8 Health Dental Hea@th Awareness Funding, consultation all year
and Education
9-12 All subjects Block Schedl%hng Facilitation Nov -Dec
Implementation 07
Civic Engage., Idea from summer Dec 07 -
6-8 Student The ARC Cafe institute, coordination,
. . present
Leadership consultation
Civic Engage., The VYZ (Vinalhaven Youth ¥dee¥ from summer Sep 07 -
6-8 Student Zone) institute, coordination, resent
Leadership consultation P
9-12 Voc Tech ARC Construction ?dea} from summer Wint -Spr
institute, coordination 08
Student BASIC (Building A Dec 07 -
10-12 | Leadership, Sustainable Island Coordination
. 1 . present
Sustainability Community)
Art, Science, . . . . Apr 08-
6-8 Sustainability Greenhouse Design Project | Project assistance present
K-12 | Language Arts Poetry Week Project assistance Spr 08
. Hiring of New . Wint -
K-12 | School Policy Superintendent Consultation Spr 08
9-12 Aspirations Career Education Coqrdlnate compunity Mar 08
business people
35 Langurf\ge Arts Land Trust Poetry Grade level teams Apr 08
and Science support
6 Science Wind Power Funding, project support ;)IZ-OS sch.
10-12 | Voc Tech School Storage Shed Consultation 2?08 sch.
K-2 Math’ Soc1e.11 Nutrition in the Classroom Unit devglopment Spr 08
Studies, Science consultation
Health, Science, ) .
9-12 Social Studies Curriculum Development Consultation Spr 08
All, . Meetings w/ . Fall 07 -
Com School Policy Superintendent Consultation Spr 08
All, s Long Term Sustainability of . May -
Com Sustainability PBE in Vinalhaven Consultation Jun 08
All Farewell to George,
Corln Graceful Ending [ Celebration of School/ Planning Jun 08
Community Partnerships
All Sustainability Meetlr.1gs w/ newly hired Consultation Jul 08
Com Superintendent
All Graceful Ending [ Celebration .Coordmatlor?, Jul 08
Com implementation
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Appendix B: Interview Methods and Interview Guide

For each round of interviews, the schedule of participants was created by
Vinalhaven school staff, with direction from the Antioch staff person, and input
from the evaluation team. Interviews had a “semi-structured” or “open” format
in which a basic set of ideas was pursued, but the conversation was flexible
enough to follow in the direction of whatever emerged as most interesting or
relevant. This type of interview is particularly useful in program evaluation
because it creates engaging interactions that help us understand both the process
and the outcomes of a program, including what participants know and like about
the program, how they have been affected by the program, and what they think
should be different. See next page for the 2007-2008 interview guide.

All interviews were conducted at the Vinalhaven School (except one phone
interview) by various combinations of three evaluators from PEER Associates,
Inc. The interviews were recorded, and extensive field notes were typed in real
time. Once the interviews were completed, most were transcribed. Some were
deemed to be lower priority for transcription, either because the field notes were
in excellent condition, or the interview was less relevant to the evaluation. In
those cases, field notes only were used for the analysis.

After fieldwork was complete, interviews were coded to illuminate key emergent
issues and answer the evaluation questions. Specifically, evaluators used the
following protocol for analyzing the data, using NVivo qualitative analysis
software to organize and code the data:
1) Wait until the vast majority of data has been collected.
2) Read through all the data (making minimal notes) for the purpose of
clarifying the context and getting a holistic impression of the data set.
3) Create an initial list of 5-20 themes that seem to reflect the data.
4) Code all data according to the theme list, while remaining open to the
emergence of new themes, sub-themes, and meta-themes.
5) As the remaining data is collected, code it according to the theme list.
6) Look within the data from each theme, sub-theme and meta-theme and
recode as necessary to establish clarity and coherence within each
level.
7) Generate an outline of the findings and discussions section of the
report based upon the final theme list.
8) Write up the narrative based upon the outline, pulling in data from
transcripts to support as appropriate.
9) Drafts were reviewed by one or more colleagues on the evaluation
team, including final approval by the Principal Investigator.
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Appendix C: CO-SEED Logic Model
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Appendix D: Evaluation Plan, 2007-2008
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Island Communities

No school should be an island, isolated from the world around it. But off the
coast of Maine, a small number of year round island communities, reachable only by
boat, strive to preserve their schools as the soul of their communities. Without the
school, there is no island community. Ranging in size from a handful to 220 students,
these island schools face a unique set of environmental, cultural and curricular challenges
that are representative of isolated rural schools throughout the country.

In the later part of the 19" century, coastal commerce kept as many as 300 year-
round island communities alive. Granite from the quarries of many Penobscot Bay
Islands—Deer, Vinalhaven, Swan’s, Hurricane, Green’s—built many of the public
libraries, churches and federal buildings from Buffalo to Washington D.C. Fishing stocks
were ample and supported a diverse fishery. Schooners carried herring, farm products,
lumber, and horse nets to eastern coastal markets. Sheep were pastured on grassy
islands, free from predators and not needing expensive fencing. Maine’s island
communities flourished, and so did a wide array of island schools. As quarrying ceased
and fisheries changed, many of these communities became ghost towns, unable to
support stores, businesses, and schools through the long Maine winter. Many survive as
summer communities, reborn each May, but the schools have been converted to rental
cottages or historical museums, no longer the center of community life.

Fifteen year-round communities survive supported by regularly scheduled
passenger and automobile ferries. Half a dozen are in Casco Bay in the Portland area,
some dependent on jobs in the city for their economic livelihood. Four are way out—
Monhegan, Matinicus, Isle au Haut, and Frenchboro—with infrequent winter ferry
service, tiny schools, small fishing fleets, and stalwart populations of 50 to 100. In the
closer reaches of Penobscot Bay, Swan’s Island, Islesboro, North Haven, and Vinalhaven
support larger year round communities and schools—even three small but vibrant K-12
schools. One eighth grader recently described Vinalhaven in a My Place essay for her 7"
grade English class,

I live in a place where the ocean waves crash on the shore and the lobster
boats sway in their grasp. The fish swim under the influence of our silver shining
hooks. There are boats everywhere from the shore to the red ferry buoy out in the
harbor... (When) summer rolls around, the people come like ants to honey for the
lobster that we sell—the sweet butter-dipped gem that basically holds our island
together. (islandgirl)

On Vinalhaven, community and school leaders have been working to improve their
school over the past decade.

It’s a long way from Young Achievers in urban Boston to the Vinalhaven School—
culturally and geographically. Students at Young Achievers are 95 percent children of
color, representing a wide range of ethnic heritages; a high proportion of them receive free
and reduced lunches. The natural world they explore exists mostly in cemeteries, urban
parks, and the Arboretum. At the Vinalhaven School, the student population is 99 percent

No School is an Island... Sobel 1



white, the ethnic diversity is a bit French Canadian, many students work with their parents
in the fishing industry, and the natural world plays a prominent role in everyday life. But
the challenges of engaging students in learning and connecting school and community are
similar. And both communities are actively involved in weaving place-based education
into the ethos of the school. Exploring the evolution of place-based education in
Vinalhaven and comparing it to Young Achievers allows us to see the core principles that
characterize place-based education in its many manifestations around the country. We’re
reminded of the rephrasing of an old John Donne quote in a Jefferson Airplane song, “No
man is an island; he's a peninsula.” This has been the goal of place-based education in
Boston and Maine—connecting the school to the mainland of the community so that they
school becomes less like an island and more like a peninsula.

The Vinalhaven School

Walk in the school doors in Vinalhaven and it doesn’t feel like many nameless and
placeless schools in the United States. Straight ahead is a rough-cut granite wall, hewn by
island craftsmen. The drill holes and shear marks testify to the hard labor needed to shape
stone. Last year Tristan Jackson’s students in the Alternative Education program learned the
same skills while cutting slabs to line schoolyard garden beds and for a road barrier on a
bridge up by Vinal Falls. They also learned that granite weighs 160 lbs./cubic foot and that
seemingly impossible things are doable if you put your hands and minds to them.

Up above the granite wall floats a small fleet of lobster boats suspended from the
ceiling, each about two feet from stem to stern, each one a bit different. Artist Diana
Cherbuliez worked with a number of local craftsmen to create an installation that
mirrored lobster boats at anchor down in Carver’s Harbor. Due to more than a bit of
foresight and ingenuity, the boats in the school always face into the wind, just like the
boats in the harbor. They’re all connected to a weather vane on the roof of the school
that keeps the boats, and everyone in school, attuned to the wind direction, which you
can decipher from the compass rose inlaid in the floor, directly beneath the boats. When
it blows out of the southwest, lobster fisherman prepare themselves for a rough day and
people riding the ferry to Rockland consider taking Dramamine.

The surround of the sea is a constant presence. In the poem “Island Born,” Harold
Vinal wrote,

My mother bore me in an island town,
So I love windy water and the sight
Of luggers sailing by in thick moonlight;
I wear the sea as others wear the crown.
(Little, 1997, p. 14)

Nowadays, it’s lobster fishing that many of the students wear as a crown. The students’
dads, uncles, or aunts fish, their teachers’ spouses work at the lobster co-op, and their
cousins go seining for herring on summer nights to lower the cost of lobster bait.
Starting early, children often work on their parents’ boats. Another recent eighth-grade
My Place essay captures the island work ethic:
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When me and my dad get up in the morning. it is dark and a little cold out.
We jump in to the truck to go to the store. We stay and talk for a while, then we
get our coffee and head off.- We get our oil gear at the shop and then get the skiff
going. All you can hear is the seagulls flying overhead looking for an open bait
box. You can feel the water hitting you in the face but it feels good.

We get to the boat, tie the skiff up on the mooring, and start the boat. We
check if we have any bait and we head off and all you can hear for the rest of the
day is the engine, seagulls, and other boats. We get to the first string and haul it
up. We check to see if the lobsters are the right size, throw back the little ones,
then reset the traps. We haul a couple hundred traps a day. We stay out all day
until around supper time and then head back to sell our catch. We tie up on to
the mooring and we are on our way home with a hand full of money and sleepy

eyes and ready to do it again tomorrow. Just another day on a lobster boat.
(Montana94, 2007)

By the time they’re in high school, some students make more money lobster
fishing than their teachers make at school. This can be a boon or a curse. Talking about
a student placed on suspension for not doing his homework, one teacher commented,
“He doesn t care if we suspend him because he'’s planning to go haul tomorrow.” Since
the fishing season stretches from about April to December, many students have their own
boats and fish after school and on weekends during the spring and fall as well as full time
in the summer. And when push comes to shove and they’ve had their traps in the water
too long, or they’ve got to get them out of the water because winter’s coming, students
can be tempted to haul instead of working on those Algebra II assignments. In the past,
keeping them in school with their sights aimed on college has been challenging when it’s
reasonably easy to make $50,000/ year fishing without a college education. But things
are changing.

The Challenges

Ten years ago, the Vinalhaven School was in rough shape. The building was old,
cold, drafty and not conducive to learning. Administrators came and went. Some
teachers did the same, or if they stayed, they were there forever, and then no
administrator could work with them. There was little coherence in the school—no
agreed upon curriculum, not much collaboration among the faculty, a ragged discipline
policy. There wasn’t much parental faith in the school-—why should students, especially
boys, stay in school if they weren’t going to college and were planning on fishing. And
there wasn’t much connection between local businesses, the environment, the fishery, and
the curriculum. Graduates either didn’t apply to college, or if they went to college, they
only stayed for a few semesters and returned back to the island. It was a different
situation than characterizes many small rural schools throughout northern New England.
The common complaint is that students graduate, go to college, get jobs in the city, and
never come back. There’s a net loss of young community members. But in Vinalhaven,
the opposite is true. High school graduates stick around, or they return home after being
away for only a few years.
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To summarize, the facilities were sub-standard, high administrator turnover led to
a lack of faculty collaboration, no clear vision and mission existed, coherent discipline
and attendance policies were lacking, many graduates were unmotivated to pursue higher
education, and there was little connection between the school and the community. As a
part-time teacher from those days said recently, “The school was like an old jalopy—it
barely held together.”

With the arrival of George Joseph, a new superintendent in 1998, however, the
school began to turn around. Joseph started down the long road of pulling the school
together. He required teachers to collaborate, and he collaborated with the Island
Institute, a non- profit organization that has served the islands and communities of the
Gulf of Maine since 1986, to bring interesting young teachers to Vinalhaven. He worked
with the community to convince them that regular attendance and higher education were
important goals. And, to give students, teachers, and community members pride in their
educational endeavors, he launched a campaign to convince islanders and the state
education department that Vinalhaven needed a new school. Many years of negotiation,
finagling, and extra fund-raising on Joseph’s part led to construction of one of the most
learning-conducive facilities in the state.

Four classroom wings, or islands, provide classroom space for the K-2, 3-5,
middle school, and high school students and teachers. The comfortable library and media
center serve as the architectural heart of the school. An ample gym, an excellent
technology lab, a science lab, and a life skills room surround this center. There’s also a
teacher-designed art studio/classroom and one of the finest theater facilities along the
coast of Maine. The main building is complemented with an Applied Technology
workshop where some of the most innovative place-based education projects have
flowered in the past five years-- student built rowing dories, a completely refurbished 30-
foot sail boat, and alternative energy collection devices. Vinalhaven students do real
work, grounded in the cultural heritage of working waterfronts.

Once the building was complete, Joseph recruited an energetic young teacher to
serve as School Leader rather than Principal. The task was to build a collaborative
leadership team rather than to simply impose order. Mike Felton had gotten his start on
the island as a high school history teacher through the Island Institute’s Island Fellows
program. As a Bowdoin graduate and captain of the football team, Mike had the
leadership skills, savvy, and drive to take on the 14-hour-a-day job of creating a new
school culture that was as promising as the new facility. Together, Joseph and Felton
worked to find innovative and energetic teachers who both understand how to make the
curriculum come alive and have the integrity to live in the raw physical climate and
pressure cooker social context of an isolated community.

When place-based education facilitators from Antioch New England came
knocking at the door four years ago, the school was still brand new, the curriculum was
still looking for coherence, the students were still unruly, and the community was still
wondering if the end product justified the vast amount of money they had spent to build
the new facility. Community complaints about the cost of the school were a part of the
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daily discourse on the fish wharves, in the checkout line at the IGA, over beers at The
Sandbar. A comment at a recent annual meeting of the Vinalhaven Land Trust is
illustrative. When the Land Trust director proudly announced that the new land trust
offices had been built on time and under budget, one member of the audience yelled out,
“Maybe you should head up to the school and lend them some of your expertise.”
Another overheard comment at one of the island quarry swimming holes came from an
off-islander who owned a house on the island. “I wish I didn 't have to rent it year-round,
but that school is so darned expensive that I can barely afford my taxes.”

In trying to convince the Antioch New England CO-SEED facilitators that the
school was a good candidate for the school change facilitation and professional
development services it offered, George Joseph said, “We 've built this beautiful building
and we've gone way out on a limb to try to convince these folks that education deserves
this support. Now we ve got to deliver a program that lives up to these increased
expectations.” CO-SEED took on the challenge.

The Teachers Care Too Much

It’s important to tease out the different strands that have made a difference in the
culture change at the Vinalhaven School. The paradigm and methods of place-based
education have provided one strand. We will focus on these below. But the
administration and teachers in the school have also worked hard, in a variety of ways, to
foster a more positive culture. These culture changes are illustrated by comments from a
recent evaluation conversation about the way the school has changed in the last four
years. Sue Dempster, the school librarian for the past ten years, reflected,

Part of the change is that we 've moved from having lots of good players
on the staff to having a really good staff team. Now, the school is much more
community-based and connected to the strength of the community.

And the students are starting to notice. In the past, when we tried to have
a student council, it never worked. Now, the students are really invested in the
student leadership team. They recognize that the teachers and administration are
listening to their concerns and they re willing to step up and take responsibility.
They like that the curriculum is more challenging.

Before, the students knew they could get away with stuff and they played
one teacher against each other. Now they realize that we talk to each other and
know what’s going on. One student noted this change saying, “The teachers care
too much about us.”

[ realized things were different this year after the first two weeks of
school. All the sudden it dawned on me. I hadn't heard one student say, “This
school sucks!” We’ve gone from being a school that just exists to a town and
school that really cares about its kids. Its a different school and the students have
self-esteem. They re proud to be from Vinalhaven. (SEED team conversation, 28
Nov 07)
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The cultural evolution over the past decade in Vinalhaven has been from
community engagement to discipline to collaborative leadership to solidifying
curriculum to becoming grounded in place. This is obviously an oversimplification as
many of these changes have been overlapping. But the school leadership has been savvy
in holding to a first-things-first mindset, recognizing that change is incremental and that
some changes need to precede other changes. Sue’s comments provide a useful
framework for looking at the contributions of place-based education in Vinalhaven.

Connecting the school to the strength of the community.

George Joseph recognized the value of a building project to pull a community
together. He called on all aspects of the community, from parents to local contractors to
designers to artists to the summer community, to visualize and build a new school. He
advocated with the state to understand that the Vinalhaven situation was different and
that state guidelines therefore needed to flex to provide for the right solution. There
hadn’t been a new K-12 school built in Maine in 30 years, so all the design parameters
didn’t quite fit. He was the advocate with the State Department of Education for what
the community needed. He stretched the community’s resources, but he did it in a way
that built common purpose. The result was a facility they could be proud of if the other
pieces fell into place.

Simultaneously during this period a number of parents and townspeople members
realized that the community needed to complement the educational program at the
school. Vinalhaven is first and foremost a fishing community, but it also has its share of
seasonal and year-round artists. Community members wanted to make sure that the core
curriculum was complemented with arts education and after-school programs. Thus,
over the decade, Partners in Education (PIE) and the School Enrichment committees
emerged to enrich school programs. From funding a full-time art teacher to funding a
full-time drama teacher to then raising almost $2 million to create a top-shelf performing
space in the school, these committees have made a wide range of artistic opportunities
available to students and community members.

The Vinalhaven Land Trust (VLT) has also played a serious role in connecting
students to the local landscape. Unlike many land trusts that focus primarily on land
acquisition and protection, the VLT has put substantial emphasis on education programs
that connect students with the land and sea. It supports curriculum-based Land Trust
field trips, before- and after-school Outdoor Explorers programs, issues-focused problem
solving (i.e. studies of saltwater intrusion into drinking water wells), and summer sailing
and camping programs. In addition, the Land Trust provides funding to support field
trips to Tanglewood Environmental Learning Center on the mainland, multi-days trips to
hike Mount Katahdin, marine research, and professional development for teachers. The
hope is to enhance the curriculum, increase academic learning, and develop a love of the
land that will foster long-term stewardship of Vinalhaven resources.

This diverse set of school/community collaborations provided the rich soil in
which place-based education has grown on Vinalhaven.
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A school that really cares about its kids.

One of the preconditions of an effective academic program is a culture of order,
respect and responsibility in a school. We don’t mean to suggest that a Law and Order
mindset is necessary. Rather, that there is a sense of clear expectations, appropriate
consequences, and follow-through that everyone understands. When Mike Felton arrived
as School Leader, he inherited a culture rife with casualness. Because dentist
appointments and shopping and sports often required being away for the day on the
mainland, students and parents treated attendance casually. The unspoken understanding
was that the needs of lobster fishing often trumped the need to be in school for high
school students. In addition, in-school conflicts between students weren’t treated in a
consistent fashion, and parents often sided with the students rather than the
administration. One of the major tasks in the first few years after moving into the new
building was the creation of a culture of discipline.

New policies for attendance and in-school behavior were hammered out,
explained to students and parents, and then enforced conscientiously. The casual
tolerance for alcohol consumption on the senior class trip was curtailed. Suspension for
inappropriate behavior was implemented consistently. A homework club was created to
make it clear that “Yes, everyone has to do their homework™ and that the teachers were
there to help make that happen.

To demonstrate that the school was responsive to all manner of learners, the
school also invested in a sophisticated vocational technology program to complement its
college prep programs. This led to the creation of a comprehensive shop facility and a
full-time voc tech staff person and more recently the creation of an alternative education
program for students who have a hard time staying in academic classes. These program
developments, in addition to the support of the arts, means that there’s a place for
everyone at the school. Taken together, this has led to a school where, “the teachers care
too much” about the students. Students may sort of miss the laissez-faire days when they
could get away with poor behavior, but they also feel recruited into serious educational
pursuits as a result of higher expectations.

From lots of good players to a really good staff team.

Once the new school opened, the superintendent recognized the need for a
collaborative leadership model to draw all teachers into shaping the culture of the school.
In addition to hiring a School Leader rather than a Principal, the Superintendent
simultaneously created a Leadership Team with representatives from the four school
islands—the K-2, 3-5, 6-8, and 9-12--and the school counselor. One teacher from each
of the islands serves on the Leadership Team, which meets on a weekly basis, for a two-
year term. Mike Felton, the School Leader, handles many of the day-to-day problems,
while the Leadership Team develops long-term policy and culture and serves as a vehicle
of communication with all the staff.

To address the isolation of teachers from each other, the administration created a
schedule that allows for grade-level team meetings on a daily and weekly basis. Each
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team of four to six teachers has a short daily meeting and a longer weekly meeting to
coordinate logistics, integrate curriculum, and discuss students. At each level, teachers
share some responsibility for teaching all of the children in that grade level island. For
example, in the 3rd- through 5"-grade island, teachers provide math and reading
instruction for students in their own grade and then coordinate language arts, social
studies, or science for all three grades.

Over the past two years, as part of pulling the curriculum together, curriculum
teams have also been created. So there’s a science curriculum team with the science
specialists from K-2, 3-5, 6-8, and 9-12. Similar cross grade curriculum teams exist for
social studies, language arts, and math. The challenge for these teams is to look
vertically across the grades to eliminate redundancy and create developmentally
appropriate learning sequences. For instance, the social studies team recently created a
plan articulating how research projects should get conducted at each grade level island.
And the language arts team created a chart specifying the writing product expectations in
narrative and expository writing across the grade levels. Arts, technology, and
health/physical education teams engage in similar cross-grade planning. As a result,
most teachers are part of at least two collaborative teams, one with a horizontal and one
with a vertical focus.

More recently, each grade level team has taken responsibility for a monthly
curriculum presentation. In September the 3™ through 5™-grade team presented its
Vinalhaven Granite unit from the previous year. In October, the 6™ through 8™-grade
team presented the Red Tide Testing unit that happens in the spring. In November, the
K-2 team presented the field trip program done in conjunction with the Vinalhaven Land
Trust. Each team portrays the project on the entranceway bulletin board and also creates
a PowerPoint to present the project at the monthly school board meeting. This both pulls
the members of the team together and communicates the rich, often place-based
curriculum, to community leaders.

After a recent beginning-of-school professional development day, 5"-grade
teacher Gloria Smith and vocational technical coordinator Mark Jackson organized a late-
afternoon rowing outing for new and old staff. Jackson is the coach of the high school
rowing team. The 16-foot dories were handmade by voc tech students and are manned
by eight rowers and a coxswain. Made for ocean rowing, the boats are much wider and
sturdier than sculls, and the oars are similarly beefier. The Vinalhaven team competes all
around New England, and their co-ed team often beats all-male teams from other schools.
On a hot, still late-August afternoon, Sobel joined teachers and learned to feather blades
and synchronize strokes. As the group glided through an islet-laden bay, they stopped
for an exploration of Wharf Quarry where some of the largest granite columns ever
carved in the world were crafted.

This rowing outing is the kind of professional development that illustrates Sue
Dempster’s comments about culture change in the school. Handcrafted rowing dories
and the sport of ocean rowing emerges out of centuries old island traditions unique to the
coast of Maine. Engaging students and teachers in preserving these traditions connects
the school to the strength of the community. Similarly, rowing together is a great
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metaphor for moving from lots of good players to a really good staff team. In the
beginning our oars clacked together, a rhythmic cadence eluded us, and we couldn’t track
a straight course. By the end of the afternoon, paddling back towards the landing with
the sun at our backs, we were a synchronized team, just as the teachers in the school now
experience themselves. And a school that really cares about its kids also needs to care
about its teachers. What better way to show this care than to support hearty physical
exercise and exploring cultural heritage as an integral part of professional development.

Curriculum Grounded in Place and Community

Three simultaneous curriculum initiatives are serving to improve the quality of
education in Vinalhaven. First, School Leader Mike Felton has put primary emphasis on
stabilizing the curriculum and connecting it to the Maine Learning Results. In the past,
the curriculum was too much based on the whims of the teacher. Then, when that teacher
left, the new teacher had to make it up anew. Now there’s an emergent curriculum that
everyone agrees on. Second, to connect high school students to the wider world and
provide increased academic challenge, the school now offers a few AP courses and
provides access to synchronous and asynchronous on-line courses. Third, with support
from Antioch New England facilitators and a half-time place-based educator, there’s been
an increased effort to ground the curriculum in the unique character of the Vinalhaven
environment and culture. All three of these initiatives serve both to increase the rigor of
the curriculum, improving academic achievement, and to increase the community’s
understanding of and satisfaction with the school program.

With regard to the initiation of place-based curriculum, it’s important to recognize
the excellent pre-existing projects that had already set the tone in the school and
community. The most grand and impressive was the total overhaul and restoration of a
30-foot sailboat by the voc tech students over the course of two years starting in 2003.
Mark Jackson led this project with vision and grit. He and his students stripped the
donated boat down to its hull and then built it up from scratch, from carpentry to
electronics, to installing the engine, from plumbing to navigation equipment to designing
the sails. Mark and his students accomplished this monumental task, learning with one
another as they proceeded from one step to the next. The capstone was sailing the boat,
the Freya, from Vinalhaven to Florida in the fall and back north in the spring (2006-2007
school year) with student crews rotating in for 3-4 week stints. The students documented
their travels and their reports were integrated into the curriculum back at the school. On
a smaller scale, Pat Paquet, the middle school math teacher, often has her seventh-grade
students construct model rowing dories as an application of geometry and algebra skills.
Both of these endeavors stem from the long history of boat design and building on
Vinalhaven and throughout Penobscot Bay since the early19™ century.

Let’s look at some of the other innovative curriculum projects unfolding on the
island. Many of these projects emerged out of a summer professional development
institute that involved CO-SEED teachers, students and community members from across
New England. All participants were involved in content area workshops and courses in
mixed groups. Then each school/community worked together to identify goals and
projects for the year. Other projects emerged during in-school professional development
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days facilitated by the Antioch New England place-based educators. Still others just
emerged out of teacher’s independent spirit and because the culture of the school
supports innovative projects that ground learning in the community.

Nutrition and the Community: Grades K-2. The five food groups, the food
pyramid, and healthy snacks are often part of the early grades social studies and science
curriculum. But it’s still hard to make this content relevant to young children.
Carbohydrates? Proteins? Maybe not. But certainly fruits and vegetables are
graspable. The Vinalhaven K-2 teachers’ solution was to engage students in eating
healthy snacks and preparing healthy meals. Research on changing school lunch
programs has found that one way of encouraging children to try new goods— think
spinach salad, couscous, potato-leek soup—is to give them the opportunity to prepare
these things in the classroom or a school kitchen. If students have a hand in preparing
things, seeing how different foods are prepared, they’re much more likely to taste them
and like them. Engaging students in this process can further learning science content.

First, the teachers focused on healthy snacks—what are examples of healthy
snacks. Why are they good for us? Where can we find them? What the difference
between having a candy bar versus an apple for snack? The teachers created a bar graph
to show the number of healthy snacks during snack time each day. During this unit, one
parent indicated to a teacher indicated that her child was demanding that mom should
shop for more healthy snacks so her snack would go up on the bar graph during the math
activity. What a great example of good curriculum shaping healthy eating habits in the
community.

Additionally, teachers wanted to extend the learning into the community through
serving a healthy meal to seniors at the assisted living center. This gave the curriculum a
higher purpose, built relationships, and spread the message of eating better throughout
the community. Children planned meals, composed ingredient lists, went shopping at
Carver’s Market, helped prepare the meal, and served it to island elders. To practice for
the trip to the market, the kindergarten teacher set up a classroom store so children could
practice shopping within a budget and use money to buy groceries.

What started out as a science unit now involves reading and language arts in
choosing menus and preparing lists, math in figuring out quantities and costs, and social
studies in understanding how different aspects of the community work together to take
care of its citizens.

Back in the Day: Grades 3-5. Learning geology is part of the Maine State
Learning Results. One specific guideline states:

Students will gain knowledge about the earth and the processes that change
it. Students will be able to:
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Elementary Grades 3-4 1. Describe differences among minerals, rocks,
and soils.

Middle Grades 5-8 5. Classify and identify rocks and minerals based on
their physical and chemical properties, their composition, and the
processes which formed them.

The problem with much geology instruction is that it often stays classroom and
book bound. Teachers and students rarely go outside to actually see rocks in sifu, and
most students learn the definitions of metamorphic, igneous, and sedimentary rocks and
then quickly forget them. Encouraged to adopt a more place-based approach, the grade
3-5 teachers wanted to use Vinalhaven’s history to connect the learning to the real world.
Moreover, they recognized the value of integrating social studies and language arts into
the study. The result was Back in the Day: Exploring Geology and Vinalhaven’s
Quarrying History.

In the classroom, students used textbooks to learn the basics about rocks and
minerals, how rocks are formed, and how to use simple tests to identify specimens.
Moving outwards, teachers then required students to become rock hounds and create their
own personal collections noting physical properties, dates when rocks were collected,
and locations. Since many of the students wound up collecting granite, the teachers
turned to focusing on the history of granite quarrying on the island, using students’ first-
hand experiences swimming in abandoned quarries to help them understand how
building stone was extracted by quarrymen.

The next phase was to collaborate with the directors of the Vinalhaven Historical
Society to use their resources to expand the historical components of the curriculum.
Students found the headstones of quarrymen in an island cemetery, posed for photos
modeled after historical photos, and wrote historical fiction based on the lives of
workers. A writing prompt tied to this unit was designed to give students experience
analogous to the prompts on the state learning assessments. One third grader wrote:

A new granite worker was hired to cut granite at Boom Quarry. They paid
him a salary of 75 cents a day, which was enough to provide food for his family
and live a good life.

Once he was working with some polishing tools at the bottom of a ledge
when a cutting tool was unintentionally kicked off a ledge and headed straight for
Arthur. The man yelled to Arthur to get out of the way. Arthur had just enough
time to get out of the way, but the cutting tool hacked into his leg as he was
moving away.

He cried out in pain and the sharp tool was lodged into his leg. He was
rushed to a doctor. The doctor said he could take out the tool and it had hit his
bone and there was nothing he could do about his broken leg. Arthur later
moved to Alabama to live a non-dangerous life. ~ (Max Morton, 3™ grader)

The teachers found that the writing-in-place experience, with stimulation derived from
historical photos, graveyard explorations, videos about quarrying, and first-hand
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explorations, tended to increase the volume and quality of the students’ writing. This
finding resonates with findings from many other place-based education initiatives.

The geology unit ended at the Historical Society and a student presentation
attended by many parents, some of whom were visiting the museum for the first time.
One parent went home and returned later with an artifact to donate to the museum. The
use of a community resource to enhance the curriculum led, in small ways, to students
and parents understanding more deeply the heritage of Vinalhaven.

Marine Science and Red Tide Monitoring: Grade 6. Oceans serve as the
integrating theme for the sixth-grade science curriculum in the middle school. Amy Palmer
covers numerous aspects of physical and biological sciences throughout the year. One
central feature is a refrigerated saltwater tank in the classroom that allows her to have marine
creatures on hand for investigation. Students collect organisms on after-school Tidepool
Adventures conducted by the Vinalhaven Land Trust on a section of rocky coast about a mile
from the school. Sixth graders lead introductory mini-touch tank investigations with first
graders so that all students start to learn their marine neighbors.

To introduce scientific protocols, Amy has the students do grid square surveys of
schoolyard organisms to prepare them to do similar surveys of intertidal zones. Some
students also get to go off island to participate in the Mt. Desert Island Youth Watershed
Forum, a project sponsored by a local water quality coalition that supports environmental
research and community education. In the spring, students get to apply all their learning
about marine systems when they participate in Maine’s Department of Marine Resources
volunteer monitoring program with its focus on important health issues in Maine’s coastal
communities.

Red tides, for example, are caused by four species of phytoplankton—tiny plants
in the water. When nutrient levels, water temperature, and weather conditions are just
right, these four species of phytoplankton can grow voluminously. Some evidence
suggests that high levels of organic pollutants and agricultural run-off from rivers into
coastal bays are increasing the frequency of red tides. When these phytoplankton
(Alexandrium, Dinophysis, and Gonyalux to be specific) become abundant, filter feeders
like clams and mussels concentrate them in their tissues. Eating contaminated clams and
mussels can cause severe problems for consumers including diarrhea, amnesia, paralysis,
and in some cases, death.

Maine DMR trains volunteers to collect water samples and microscopically survey
them for the offending phytoplankton. Amy Palmer is a trained volunteer, so she has her
sixth graders participate in the challenge of collecting samples, analyzing them, and then
sending reports in to the state. Since red tides are most common in months without R’s
(May, June, July, August), this project appropriately fits into the last six weeks of the
school year and serves to pull together many parts of the curriculum. It also provides a
valuable opportunity to look at real data. By graphing data on dissolved oxygen, salinity,
and temperature in relationship to the population density of specific phytoplankton,
students start to understand how ecological factors affect populations. Good curriculum
and service to the public health community go hand in hand in this project.
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“Remember Me” at Roberts Cemetery: High School Integrated Arts. Each
fall, the arts teachers at the school—there’s a half-time music teacher, a full-time visual
arts teacher, and a full-time drama teacher--and the French teacher collaborate to do an
integrated project. This year, because of the school’s increasing focus on the Vinalhaven
community, they based their project on one of the local cemeteries.

Drama teacher Irene Dennis and art teacher Erica Hansen knew they wanted to
create learning opportunities that would connect students to island history and give them
an opportunity to express and enhance their own sense of place. After collaboration with
the Historical Society and a logistical assessment of cemeteries to determine ease of
access for an outdoor event, they settled on Roberts Cemetery. They then focused on a
subset of people buried there. Parameters of choice included gender, a range of
occupations and industries, and individuals whose stories were dramatic or touching.
Students did historical research about their character and, through a series of well-
scaffolded writing prompts, developed a monologue in the first person for that character.

The idea was to choose a fictional day in the life of their character and convey the
significance of that moment to the audience. Students critiqued each other’s accounts,
decided who would perform which ones, then created costumes germane to the late-19™
century. The theatrical performance happened at dusk, with the full moon rising, on a
crisp October evening. Each performer was illuminated only by candle and moonlight.
Some students showed sides of themselves that others had never seen. There was the
shy, reticent girl who portrayed her character with compelling drama. The class clown
took on a very serious demeanor and found new ways to impress an audience.

Provocative stories emerged, based on the historical record: a 16-year-old girl
shot while ironing, tragic deaths of young children, quarrying accidents, disappearances
at sea. One character was named Aunt Lizzy, Queen of the Horse Net Factory, which led
everyone to wonder, “What are horse nets and was there really a horse net factory that
employed 100 people on Vinalhaven?” Good drama can lead to good historical learning.

The printed program for the evening included additional monologues, in French,
written by the French I students, based on the lives of Quebecois immigrants. The
French teacher, Susan Philbrook, observed that “Initially, the students said, ‘You want us
to write a monologue in French? No way! This is just French 1.’ But because we used
the set of writing prompts from the drama teacher, they came together and in the end the
students said, ‘Hey, that’s pretty cool, we really did it.””

Interspersed between the performances of the monologues, the music teacher
directed the 5™ graders in a performance of an original song written by an islander. It
described her relationship to her grandfather and his work in the granite quarries. This
was one of the few times the song had ever been performed, and most community
members had never heard it.

After the monologues and music, audience members followed candlearia lined
paths to find candle-illuminated silhouette installations based on the lives of the
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characters in the play. These images were set at gravestones scattered throughout the
cemetery—hands reaching up out of water representing a character who had drowned, or
granite quarrying tools for a quarry worker. The images resonated with the narrative
from the monologues.

There’s genuine enthusiasm at school and in the community for curriculum that
has real audiences, with content drawn from the fabric of the lives of students’ ancestors.
Best of all, the project served to address the school’s two stated goals for the year— an
emphasis on increasing the academic rigor of the curriculum and a commitment to
increased connections between the school and the community. The connection to the
community was demonstrated by the size of the audience—more than 200 people showed
up and attended the reception in a nearby, renovated schoolhouse. The quality of
writing, use of historical resources, and commitment to refined presentation are
illustrative of the increasing rigor of the curriculum.

Vinalhaven Youth Zone (VYZ): Making a Place for Adolescents. For more
than five years, teens on the island have been lobbying for both a skateboard park and
some kind of away-from-school and in-town teen center. There have been many false
starts, but in 2007, things began to look up. At the CO-SEED summer institute in 2007,
the Vinalhaven Youth Zone rose to the top as one of the primary goals for the year.
Tristan Jackson, the Alternative Program teacher and place-based educator in the school
that year, assumed leadership. Tristan had grown up in Vinalhaven, had long been active
in community affairs, and knew the networks; he was well positioned to actually get
things done.

Tristan convened a group of middle school students who were invested in making
things happen and commenced regular in school and after school meetings. Though they
started out focusing on the skateboard park, the idea about an indoor meeting place--a
teen center--also emerged as a priority. Simultaneously, a community arts organization
with a building known as The Arc, was deciding whether to close or re-invent itself.
Their building needed work to be brought up to code and to become suitable for winter
events. Furthermore, membership on their board of directors had waned. Tristan
recognized that The Arc was a suitable location for a teen center, and the real-world
challenge of bringing the building back to life was just the focus students needed.
Students envisioned an internet café/indoor sports and meeting space that could serve
both the teen and adult community in town. They set to work creating a series of events
that would raise money for the building rehabilitation and model the kinds of purposes a
revitalized Arc could serve. During the rest of the school year the VYZ team of students
carried off a Halloween Ball, a Thanksgiving Supper, a Valentine’s Dance, a Spring Fling
and an Arts and Activities Auction to raise money for the renovations. Ping-pong tables
were donated and a set of skateboard ramps were constructed to provide a temporary
indoor skate park. Skateboarding now happens three afternoons a week and a teen
center has been born.

Work on the outdoor skateboard park also proceeded. Possible sites were scouted

and one option in the center of town was explored in depth. Tax maps were located and
a community member who is an architect and surveyor worked with students to survey
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the area and create a site plan. This work was done in conjunction with the seventh-
grade math curriculum. One student—generally turned off to math--created alternative
designs for the actual features in the park, a great applied geometry project for him. In
late September, the VYZ students made an initial presentation to the Selectpersons Board
and the Town Manager. The students prepared testimony, practiced it, got feedback and
modeling from Tristan, and then performed admirably in front of the board.
Selectpersons expressed concern about the location and the need to relocate some public
works functions to accommodate the park, but at least things were rolling. Audience
members at the hearing were enthusiastic about the idea and offered support and other
location ideas.

One of Tristan’s challenges has been to figure out ways to have this community
activism work dovetail with the requirements of the curriculum so work students are
doing can replace, rather than be on top of, regular classroom assignments. For instance,
persuasive writing is a component of the middle school language arts curriculum.
Wouldn’t it make sense to have students’ testimony for why a skateboard park is
necessary serve to fulfill the persuasive writing requirement in the curriculum? And, as
mentioned above, making scale maps of the proposed skatepark involves the application
of mathematical knowledge and skills. Students might also create a questionnaire to be
distributed to townspeople to assess their support of a park—another applied
mathematics project. Of course, there are also social studies curriculum aspects here;
understanding how to shape decision-making at the local level is a good case study for
understanding how bills become law. When curriculum and community development
resonate, memorable learning can be the result.

Making Sense of School Change

One of CO-SEED’s emergent school change mantras is: the right change at the
right time. Schools develop just the way people do. Just as there is developmentally
appropriate curriculum, there are developmentally appropriate change initiatives. To
help understand this perspective, we’ve started to tinker with Maslow’s Hierarchy of
Individual Needs in the creation of a Hierarchy of School Needs. Maslow contended that
it is important to recognize that some needs are foundational and that other needs rest on
top of these. For instance, it is difficult to help someone focus on self esteem, a higher
order need, when physiological needs for food, shelter, and clothing, more foundational
needs, aren’t being met. Similarly, it’s hard for a school to focus on place-based
education needs when it has an order and discipline problem. This is like asking
someone to conserve energy when they are wondering where their next meal will come
from.

A Hierarchy of School Needs helps assess where schools are at and what kind of
school development program they need for their current state of development. (See
Figure X) This model recognizes that physical space and social fabric needs precede the
needs for comprehensive curriculum and place-based education approaches. Certainly, a
school works on many improvement fronts simultaneously, but without a focus on the
most essential tasks, headway is difficult. In Vinalhaven, once the physical space needs

No School is an Island... Sobel 15



were met with the new building, educators there started working on creating a culture of
respect, trust and responsibility in the classroom and throughout the school. Parallel to
this, the school created both the grade level teams and the leadership team to create staff
coherence. The main task over the past couple of years has been curriculum
documentation and alignment with state frameworks. In concert with this, an emphasis
on connecting the curriculum to the community has emerged and is now becoming a
central goal. Too much emphasis on this three or four years ago would have been
premature; now the students and staff are ready for it.

Figure X. A Hierarchy of School Needs
(based on Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs for Individuals)

Individuation:
The Need to Adapt
to the Uniqueness

of each Student
and Staff Member

Sense of Place:
The Need for Curriculum
and Policies
to be Grounded in Place

Curriculum Documentation:
The Need for a Clear,
Developmentally Appropriate Plan
of Study

Staff Coherence:
The Need for a Collaborative Relationship
between Staff and Administration

Social Fabric:
The Need for an Atmosphere of Respect, Trust and
Responsibility in the Classroom and at all School Events

Physical Space:
The Need for Comfortable, Healthy and Safe School Facilities

The same processes have been at work at Young Achievers in Boston over the
past five years. Prior to the implementation of CO-SEED, the principal had put major
emphasis on improving the physical space of the building and creating an atmosphere of
respect, trust and responsibility. Once these were in place, she similarly focused on the
development of collaborative grade level teams and numerous forms of shared
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leadership. Recall that a major component of the work at Young Achievers has been
changing the role of the teacher’s aide to the role of community teacher. Community
teachers tend to be adults of color from the community. The school aspires to providing
them with professional training, increasing their responsibility in the classroom, and
bringing these positions up to greater parity with the classroom teacher’s position. These
strategies address the staff coherence need at the third level in the hierarchy. Similarly,
many community teachers have been encouraged to attend the CO-SEED summer
institute where they are placed in leadership roles working with teachers and community
members from other schools to give them the opportunity to see their own competence.

Parallel to the emphasis on curriculum documentation in Vinalhaven, similar
curriculum work has taken place at Young Achievers. Teachers have developed a
comprehensive matrix framework that tracks curriculum from month to month. These
curriculum documents explicitly indicate how the math and language arts curriculum are
taught through project and place-based learning. And when teachers move on, they leave
behind a well-articulated curriculum that preserves the schools commitment to
integrating academics, social justice, and place-based education.

It’s interesting to observe parallel initiatives in each school. Take the middle
school bathroom campaign at Young Achievers and the teen center campaign in
Vinalhaven. Both emerged out of students’ desire to improve the quality of their own
living environments. In the urban setting, in an old building, the students were offended
by the quality of their sanitary facilities and thought they deserved better. In the rural
setting, students were disappointed by the lack of social facilities attuned to their needs
and had the energy to bring them into reality. In both cases, teachers tried to harness the
genuine energy of their students to make change and tie this energy into innovative
curriculum. It’s the same deep spark operating in two very different social and
environmental settings.

Another parallel can be found in the use of cemeteries. At Young Achievers, the
first and second grade teachers use nearby Forest Hills Cemetery because it’s the nearest
patch of nature available. On Vinalhaven, both the third through fifth grade and the high
school teachers are using cemeteries to connect students with their cultural heritage. In
both urban and rural areas, cemeteries are often accessible from elementary schools.
School buses don’t need to be scheduled to get there, there’s a wealth of language arts,
math and science curriculum easily available, and there’s not a lot of competing uses.

The point is, place-based education isn’t just a rural thing, urban thing, or a
suburban thing. It’s a new way conceiving of the relationship between school, the
community, and the environment. This statement from a soon-to-be published parent
curriculum document on Vinalhaven conveys this idea nicely.
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Connecting School and Community

The curriculum at Vinalhaven School takes advantage of the rich natural and
cultural resources of our island community as a vehicle for teaching about Maine and
the wider world. Vinalhaven's granite has built America's cities. Vinalhaven's fisheries
feed America's people; Vinalhaven's people provide models of independent and self-
sufficient lifestyles. The strength of our school is our community. Drawing on this
strength, we use our local landscapes, businesses, fisheries, community organizations
and people to provide real life connections to the world of learning.

Our approach to education is based on academic rigor student engagement, team
teaching and multi-age learning opportunities. In kindergarten through fifth grade our
core curriculum is enhanced through studying island culture—quarry studies, oral
histories of community elders, coastal clean-ups. While continuing to be grounded in
island culture, our middle curriculum goes ashore and helps students elaborate new
skills based on the study of Maine's place in American history. In high school, the wider
worlds of literature, history, the arts and sciences, and complex mathematics take hold.

Vinalhaven s unique landscape and culture shape the curriculum.
Many hands and hearts built the school. Please continue to lend your hearts and hands
to enhance and enlarge our shared learning community.

Isn’t this the way education should be everywhere? No school should be an
island, but rather a peninsula--off to itself a bit, but connected to the wider worlds of first
the community, then the region, the state, the world. And schools should certainly be
about learning, but they can also be about developing an affection for and a commitment
to home places, like the affection expressed by one middle school student.

Vinalhaven has always been my home and it always will be. I love the
peaceful nights and the busy mornings. The morning rumble of kids going to
school. The stores and restaurants serving customers their morning coffee and
doughnuts, before they set out for a long day ahead of them. The people who go
out on the lobster boats work hard all day long. Vinalhaven is little, but it is full
of hard working people, which is what I plan to be when I get older. I am proud
to be from Vinalhaven... Always have been, always will be.

(midnight12, 2007)

No School is an Island... Sobel 18



References:

islandgirl, My Place essay, Rob Warren’s Learning Blog at vhisland.learningblogs.org, fall 2007.
Art of the Maine Islands, Carl Little, Downeast Books, Camden, ME, 1997, p. 14.

Montana94, My Place essay, Rob Warren’s Learning Blog at vhisland.learningblogs.org, fall 2007.
SEED Team Evaluation discussion, personal notes collected by David Sobel, 28 Nov 2007

Morton, Max, writing assignment from Heather White’s 3™ grade class, Vinalhaven School,
spring, 2007.

Vinalhaven School: Connecting School and Community, K-8 Curriculum chart,
Vinalhaven School publication, Vinalhaven, ME, to be published summer, 2008.

midnight12 , My Place essay, Rob Warren’s Learning Blog at vhisland.learningblogs.org,
fall 2007.

No School is an Island... Sobel 19



	Foreword: Two Views
	Executive Summary
	Introduction
	The CO-SEED program
	The General Research Context
	The Specific Evaluation Context

	Findings, Discussion, and Recommendations
	Community culture and politics were major factors affecting school change
	Recommendation 1: Place-based education is most likely to flourish on Vinalhaven if... The new superintendent builds a new and broader coalition of support for the current direction of the school.

	Increasing curricular coherence helped teachers and promoted PBE
	Recommendation 2: Place-based education is most likely to flourish on Vinalhaven if... The school leader focuses on institutionalizing the PBE curriculum and culture, including continued development and refinement of both.

	Many PBE projects were successfully implemented on the ground
	Recommendation 3: Place-based education is most likely to flourish on Vinal- haven if... The leadership team owns and drives on the ground implementation of PBE, including documentation and celebration of successful projects.

	Claims of success were closely linked to CO-SEED funding and staff resources
	Recommendation 4: Place-based education is most likely to flourish on Vinalhaven if... Some group (perhaps PIE) creates a mechanism to continue something like mini-grants.


	Conclusion
	Appendices 
	Appendix A: Summary of PBE Projects Associated with CO-SEED
	Appendix B: Interview Methods and Interview Guide
	Appendix C: CO-SEED Logic Model
	Appendix D: Evaluation Plan, 2007-2008

	CO-SEED Vinalhaven 08 Eval Report Open Sobel chap only.pdf
	Figure X. A Hierarchy of School Needs
	Connecting School and Community



