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Multi-Party Mobilization for Adolescent
Literacy in a Rural Area: A Case Study of Policy
Development and Collaboration

By Edmund T. Hamann and Julie Meltzer

Between 2001 and 2005, the state of Maine shifted the focus of its statewide high
school improvement efforts to include an explicit focus on adolescent literacy. One
trigger for that change in focus was a 5-school adolescent literacy initiative previously
launched in a rural county under the federal Northeast and Islands Regional Educational
Laboratory contract. This monograph describes the multi-party mobilization that led to
the creation and implementation of the adolescent literacy project and explains the link
between that modest rural effort and the change in state-level reform efforts. The project
was designed and implemented at the intersection of what we know about adolescent
literacy development, systemic educational reform, and rural education. The case study’s
basis in and ties to those literatures are noted. Because of this “location” at the interface
of research, practice, and policy, the story is one of understanding local and state

needs from a variety of perspectives and looking at how a focus on literacy might address
these needs. Thus ethnographic strategies designed to capture group and individual
processes for making change were appropriate methodological tools to ground this
monograph. The project promoted a new focus on adolescent literacy across content
areas as a lever for school improvement in five participating high schools in one rural
county. As reflected in the education reform literature, this required teachers,
administrators, and other participants to understand and subscribe to the new focus.
Because of the participating schools’ rural isolation, limited resources, lack of nearby
expertise, and learned skepticism towards externally initiated change efforts, the

project also required the mobilization of multiple partners, each of whom could
contribute resources, expertise, credibility, and/or access that made the project more
viable and sustainable. This multi-party collaboration seems to have helped convert

the county-focused effort into a vehicle for a broader state-level pursuit of high school

improvement.

Key Words: educational partnerships, school reform, adolescent literacy, rural

education, high school change
An earlier version of this paper was presented at the April 2005 American Educational

Research Association (AERA) annual meeting in Montreal, Canada.
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Executive Summary

The Maine Department of Education’s (MEDOE) framework for high school
improvement—~Promising Futures—included only a single reference to literacy when
it was released in 1998. By 2004, through MEDOE'’s Center for Inquiry on Secondary
Education (CISE), adolescent literacy across the content areas was a key component of
state-supported high school improvement efforts. Between these two dates, MEDOE
personnel joined several other institutional entities to support an adolescent literacy
initiative launched at five rural high schools in 2002.

The Adolescent Literacy Project, as that partnership came to be known, was supported
by the two Maine education commissioners who served during the project’s duration
and was carried out by The Education Alliance at Brown University and its partner,

the Center for Resource Management (CRM), as part of the federally funded Northeast
and Islands Regional Educational Laboratory contract. This monograph describes the
multi-party collaboration that supported the project. It offers a detailed depiction

of what happened locally, regionally, and systemically as five high schools in one

rural Maine county agreed to adopt research-based changes in teaching and learning

to improve literacy development. As a case study, this monograph focuses on what
occurred at the county, state, and partner levels (rather than at the school level) to
depict who mobilized, how, why, and in response to what opportunities and concerns.
This systemic orientation is important. One clear lesson learned from the project was
that a systemic approach to educational reform in rural schools must go beyond a single
local district to include partners from other entities and levels of the educational system.

The adolescent literacy project asked partners to think and then act differently. It asked
each partner to consider literacy across the content areas as a new organizing logic
for classroom practice and school-wide change, then to act on behalf of this newly
prioritized goal.

By the project’s end, it had succeeded in being the longest, externally initiated,
continual improvement effort in which any of the five target high schools had
participated. In May 2005, all of the participating schools presented sustainability
plans for continuing the work beyond the period of funding and all of the project
partners had explicitly identified adolescent literacy as central to their institutional
missions.

Multi-Party Mobilization for Adolescent Literacy in a Rural Area: A Case Study of Policy Development and Collaboration
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The adolescent literacy project illustrates a number of key issues relevant to the promotion
of adolescent literacy across the content areas as a vehicle for high school improvement:

= A multi-school initiative can be a catalyst for capacity building (e.g., creation
of the University of Maine’s graduate courses in adolescent literacy and
development of local literacy expertise) to ensure ongoing support for schools.

m  Adolescent literacy is a topic around which diverse educational entities
(institutions of higher education, local educational consortia, schools,
state education departments, etc.) can rally, each finding its messages and
implications salient.

m A “getting to ready” period may need to precede comprehensive adolescent
literacy projects, particularly those requiring educators to change their teaching
and learning strategies.

m Both coursework and on-site teacher coaching are necessary to support shifts in

classroom teaching and learning.

m By having a reflective responsive design—monthly meetings at each school
preceded by careful planning and followed up by careful review—an emphasis
on literacy can be pursued consistently and insistently.

m  Lack of turnover in key intermediary positions (e.g., head of the county
consortium and monthly professional development provider) can prevent a
literacy initiative from foundering in an ongoing cycle of orientation and trying
to build credibility.

The adolescent literacy project also suggests a number of implications for the study and

improvement of rural education:

= Multiple entity mobilization is possible, perhaps even necessary, to sustain a
long-term, multi-dimensional rural education initiative.

== Rural sites can be sites of acute need. The types of need experienced by an
individual school may vary substantially from the needs experienced by other
equally rural schools.

m Resource and infrastructure scarcities need to be addressed if research-based
professional development is going to be viable in rural areas.

= Rural educators who participate in change efforts need not do so for exactly the
same reasons as project promoters.

m  Even well designed plans require some element of serendipity.

m  Coordination of efforts between individual local sites and regional or state
entities is necessarily multifaceted and requires efforts by more than one
individual and from more than one type of partner.

Multi-Party Mobilization for Adolescent Literacy in a Rural Area: A Case Study of Policy Development and Collaboration
THE EDUCATION ALLIANCE at Brown University



The partners who coordinated efforts to launch and sustain the adolescent literacy
project in Maine moved what might have been a small, peripheral, low-impact initiative
to something with extensive statewide implications. This took someone in a catalyst
role, in this case, The Education Alliance and CRM, along with willing collaborators

at the state, university, county, and local levels. That project supporters in each of

these institutions mobilized on behalf of the project is a tribute to educators at all of
those levels who recognized that collaborative efforts to improve education in high
schools are not only relevant and worthwhile, but also possible. Converting what works
according to the research into what might work in practice in a specific rural context
required multi-party mobilization to create the necessary capacities, structures, and
activities. Whether contemplating adolescent literacy, systemic school reform, or rural
education, that is an important story to tell.

Multi-Party Mobilization for Adolescent Literacy in a Rural Area: A Case Study of Policy Development and Collaboration
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|. Adolescent Literacy is a Rural Education Issue
That Involves Multiple Partners
[

Current federal educational research policy emphasizes the importance of determining

how to help the millions of students not meeting grade-level expectations to become
more successful. Increasingly, there has been a focus on the large role academic
literacy development (or the lack of it) at the middle and high school level may play in
students’” abilities to meet challenging content-area standards, handle the demands of
postsecondary education, and function proficiently in the workplace and civil society
(Biancarosa & Snow, 2004; Moore, Bean, Birdyshaw, & Rycik, 1999).

In 2001, as part of the first phase of the Adolescent Literacy Project, an effort funded
primarily by the federal Northeast and Islands Regional Educational Laboratory contract
(the LAB contract), author Julie Meltzer conducted an extensive review of the research
on adolescent literacy within the context of school reform. This review was translated
into the Adolescent Literacy Support Framework, a synthesis of recommendations from
the literature across several fields for engaging adolescents with literacy in the context
of content-area teaching and learning (Meltzer, 2001, 2002). The framework describes a
research-grounded hypothesis—that effective systemic incorporation of explicit literacy
instruction and promising literacy support practices across the content areas will help
underachieving high school students fare better academically (see the framework
summary in Appendix A). The framework does not, and cannot, answer two important
[ complementary questions—first, what kind of mobilization is required and by whom
to create the necessary capacities, structures, and activities to convert a research-based
framework into successful and enduring practice at the school level? Second, if schools
are rural and have resource challenges, what do policymakers and intermediaries
outside of a given school need to do to ensure sustainability of such practices?

In 2002, the next phases of the LAB’s Adolescent Literacy Project were launched: (1) a
technical assistance initiative to promote adolescent literacy as a strategy for school-
wide change at five high schools in a rural Maine county; and (2) an applied research
study to document the implementation of that assistance and thereby make the lessons
of this initiative accessible to others. This monograph, a study of the multi-party
collaboration and action, is part of that applied research effort.

This monograph offers one detailed depiction of what happened locally, regionally,
and systemically as several high schools in one rural Maine county agreed to adopt
research-based changes in teaching and learning to improve literacy development. As a
case study, this monograph focuses on what occurred at the county, state, and partner
levels (rather than at the school level) to depict who mobilized, how, why, and in
response to what opportunities and concerns. This systemic orientation is important.

Multi-Party Mobilization for Adolescent Literacy in a Rural Area: A Case Study of Policy Development and Collaboration
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For almost 20 years, if not longer, high schools have been loci of substantial reform-
oriented attention (e.g., Boyer, 1983; Lightfoot, 1983; Sizer, 1983, 1984). However,
despite that attention, high schools have not typically become more successful
learning environments for most of their students. The point here is not to label high
schools as “good” or “bad,” but rather to suggest that American high schools have

not, in aggregate, gotten better. The flatness, nationally, of high school students’ NAEP
achievement scores over time attests to this lack of improvement (Campbell, Hombo,
& Mazzeo, 2000; Grigg, Daane, Jin, & Campbell, 2003). Although the explanations for
the failure of high school reform are complicated, two major explanations emerge:

(1) longstanding resistance of high schools to reform efforts (Lee, 2001; McQuillan,
1998; Muncey & McQuillan, 1996; Sarason, 1990) and, (2) over-reliance on key
personnel to initiate and sustain those reforms that do succeed (Fink, 2000; Wolf,
Borko, Elliott, & Mclver, 2000). In other words, high schools are hard to change, and
even when they do make purposeful change, it is often temporary, disappearing when a
teacher retires, a principal moves, or a superintendent is fired.

As Fink (2000) clarifies, schools are entwined in larger systems—educational, political,
and economic. If an individual school attempts to initiate comprehensive change when
the larger system of which it is part does not, the school, though improved, will be

out of equilibrium with the system’s supports. The result can be a school pressured to
return to equilibrium (i.e., to drop its innovations/improvements) or seen as an anomaly,
implementing a change effort that other schools cannot reproduce (see Davidson and
Koppenhaver, [1993] for a description of system-wide adjustments in support of three
middle school level school-wide literacy efforts). In the case of rural schools, the sites
for systemic change likely extend beyond the level of an individual school district. Rural
districts often have only one or a few schools, have severely limited resources, and/or
are attempting to manage schools across multiple townships and territories and have
only loosely coupled management structures. Their governance structures are either
locally bounded, or territorially bounded, which is often a mismatch for funding (tax
structures) and decision making (political processes).

Our case lays out the participating organizations and partners in the adolescent literacy
project and offers many individuals’ rationales for participating (see glossary for a list of
key project participants). None of the involved parties could have mustered or sustained
full mobilization on their own. This study, therefore, portrays one type of collaboration
that may be necessary for a substantive effort to change teaching and learning in rural
high schools. For the 5-school project described here, the partners’ collective actions
supported monthly on-site technical assistance for interdisciplinary teams of high
school teachers (who were charged with developing and sustaining a school-based
literacy initiative), on-site support by a literacy coach (offered only during some portions
of the project), teachers’ engagement with online tools developed and hosted by Brown
University, and teachers’ participation in graduate coursework in literacy education
through the University of Maine and other teacher professional development through a

county-level education consortium.
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Originating from the technical proposal for the LAB contract that was drafted in 2000,
the project was enacted with the participating schools between April 2002 and May
2005. The 3-year enactment period coincided with a period of increasing pressure

on Maine high schools to improve how they served their students. The federal No

Child Left Behind Act was passed just as the project was beginning. At the state level,
the press for high school reform that had been launched with the publication of
Promising Futures: A Call to Improve Learning for Maine’s Secondary Students (Maine
Commission on Secondary Education, 1998) continued. Despite this policy pressure
and the fact that the participating schools were struggling with substantial numbers

of students not meeting standards, adolescent literacy as a catalyst for whole school
change was not a strategy with which most local high school educators were familiar
as the project began. Yet in June 2003, just 18 months after the first attempts to recruit
schools had begun, several individuals—representing the participating schools, a county
educational consortium, technical assistance providers, and the MEDOE—were able

to compellingly describe the project, its logic, and its early successes to a meeting of
the LAB Board of Governors held in Portland, Maine. Eighteen months after that, at a
December 2004 meeting of Maine high schools in the state capital, Maine’s education
commissioner, Sue Gendron, identified adolescent literacy development as a key
improvement priority for all the state’s high schools. By the end of the funding period,
more than 100 educators from the county had participated in some form of content-
area literacy professional development through courses and book talks during the

three years of the project, nine had trained to become content-area literacy mentors,
and 26 teachers from the five participating schools had completed a 6-credit graduate
course developed and offered by the University of Maine as part of the project.’
Furthermore, in May 2005, all of the participating schools presented sustainability plans
for continuing the work beyond the period of funding. By May 2005, all of the project
partners explicitly identified adolescent literacy as central to their institutional missions.
Tracing how the concept of adolescent literacy as a “lever” for school reform developed
from an unfamiliar concept to an operative rationale supported by educators at the
local, regional, state, and university levels is one part of the story related here.

The adolescent literacy project asked partners to think and then act differently. It asked
partners to consider literacy across the content areas as a new organizing logic for
classroom practice and school-wide change. Then it asked partners to act on behalf of
this newly prioritized goal. Thus, the adolescent literacy project faced the challenge that
any policy implementation effort faces; the involved partners needed time, space, and
support to reconcile their new goals and new charges with their existing roles, priorities,
and responsibilities (Grant, 1988; Marris, 1975; O’Brien, Stewart, & Moje, 1995).

" In total, 35 teachers from the target county took the 6-credit course in 2002, 2003, or 2004, but two
were not from the five target schools, one did not complete the final course requirements, two took jobs
at other schools, and four subsequently left teaching altogether. Hence, the May 2005 tally of new capacity
in the five project schools equaled: 35-2-1-2-4 = 26.
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Key project partners worked to develop nuanced understandings of what was meant
by a “school-wide adolescent literacy initiative” and helped to enact initiatives at the
participating schools. More specifically, partners collaborated to create:

m  New structures, like locally and regionally offered professional development
coursework on strategies to improve students’ content-area reading

comprehension

i

m  New roles such as “content-area literacy teacher mentor,” “adolescent literacy

coach,” and “school implementation coach.”?
m New online and in-person communication networks

m  New or modified state policies, like adapting the championing of the statewide
high school reform framework—~Promising Futures—so that it deliberately
included space for a focus on literacy (see Appendix B for the 15 core practices

that comprise Promising Futures).

In short, partners created new capacities and practices that aligned with research
recommendations and that did not exist prior to the project.

McLaughlin (1987) has suggested that studies of policy implementation need to be
sensitive to chronology. Sometimes it is premature to appraise implementation based on
student outcomes (e.g., did dropout rates change or did more students meet standards?).
In those cases, the research focus is better directed at considering process outcomes. As
Erickson and Gutierrez (2002) have noted, “A logically and empirically prior question to
‘Did it work?” is ‘What was the it?—'What was the treatment as actually delivered?””

(p- 21). An appropriate assessment of project value at the partnership level might be:
Did the implementation yield different structures, policies, and practices? And were
these new processes more likely to generate success than the ones they replaced?
Although we see what occurred as promising, we cannot assert that the structures and
processes described here will continue to thrive. However, it is possible, both at the
school and partner level, to begin to assess project success according to Cuban’s (1998)
criteria of longevity, popularity, and adaptability. We can outline what occurred and can
affirm that there are new local and systemic structures, policies, and practices in place
at the time of this writing that were not in place at the beginning of the project. We can
also affirm that project partners thought that their participation in the project supported
their focus on important issues and on strategies to address them. Most substantively,
we can identify new attention from MEDOE to adolescent literacy in the content areas.
Over the course of the project, this topic evolved from being an area of interest of

Commissioner Albanese to a focal strategy for state support of high school improvement.

2 As is further described later, Ken Quincy was the adolescent literacy coach, Lenore Saxon was the school
implementation coach, and several educators, including Ken, trained to be adolescent literacy content area
mentors.
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Underpinnings for Studying a County Wide Literacy Initiative

This case is covered by the overlapping traditions of policy implementation studies
(Mclaughlin, 1987; Odden, 1991), ethnography of education policy (Hamann, 2003;
Sutton & Levinson, 2001), and ethnography of bureaucracy (Heyman, 2004), where a
focus of inquiry is how policy gets adapted and regenerated by intermediaries as they
convert a blueprint into practice. Young (1999) has observed: “The research frame one
uses dictates, to a large extent, the way one researches the problem, the policy options
one considers, the approach one takes to policy implementation, and the approach
taken for policy evaluation” (p. 681). The growing body of literature on education policy
implementation argues that, at every tier of the educational system, implementation is a
process that entails a complex web of interpretation, negotiation, bargaining, managing
ambiguity, and exercising discretion (Coburn, 2003; Elmore, 1980; Goggin, Bowman,
Lester, & O’Toole, 1990; Hamann & Lane, 2003, 2004; Honig, 2001; McLaughlin,
1987; and Spillane, 1998). From this perspective, individuals take action based on their
sense of what is, what can be, and what is supposed to be, thereby affecting the policy

as implemented in practice.

As Rosen (2001), an anthropologist, has noted,
In the domain of education, when we perceive that children or
schools are not performing as we imagine they should, we seek or
construct stories to explain why, and to orient our efforts at addressing
perceived problems. Education policy is implicated in these myth-
making processes: any plan of action, recommendation for change, or
statement of goals involves (either explicitly or implicitly) an account
of purported conditions and a set of recommendations for addressing
them. (p. 299)

Policies can be defined as part problem diagnosis and part action strategy intended
(viably or not) to address the identified problems (Levinson & Sutton, 2001). For
example, two related problem diagnoses have undergirded the standards movement:

(1) it is unclear what high school students need to master, so state-by-state expectations
of what students should know and be able to do across the content areas should be
delineated; and (2) in a knowledge economy, students who do not master a minimum
threshold of skills will not be ready to meet adult responsibilities (Fuhrman, 2001; Smith
& O’Day, 1991). In terms of state educational policy, Maine responded to these problem
diagnoses by articulating content area standards—the Maine Learning Results—and

by directing attention to changing high schools to support more students to meet the
articulated standards. However, particularly in the county targeted by the project,

the second strategy of changing high schools was not sufficiently clear, compelling,

or robust at the time the project began, as measured by the number of students not
meeting expected standards.
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The adolescent literacy project described here can be viewed as a multi-part strategy
that was intended to resolve certain identified problems. Partners were asked to agree
on three key points:

m  Maine needed to improve the quality of its high school educational

experiences.

m The lack of systemic support for adolescent literacy at the high school level
was hindering student academic success.

m The target county would benefit from external intervention.

Then partners needed to concur with and participate in the strategies for the resolution
of these “problems.” To do this, partners needed first to reconcile these concerns with
those more closely related to their own context, purposes, and missions. The proposed
adolescent literacy project intersected with several problem diagnoses at the state,
university, and regional levels. This allowed potential partners to agree (or disagree)
that the project was “close enough” or complementary to their current charters.

Other problem diagnoses were also foundational to the project. Since 1965, the federal
government has supported regional educational laboratories based on the premise that
state departments of education, school districts, and schools need regionally coordinated
applied research and technical assistance. In the 2000-2005 round of the regional
educational laboratory contract awarding, the federal government’s request for proposal
(RFP) asked that efforts target low-performing schools with the goal of converting them
into high-performing learning communities. Thus, this project was proposed within a
federal context that sought to gain knowledge about how to assist and “turn around”
low-performing high schools and that was intended to operate within a fixed time
frame (i.e., the 5-year grant cycle ending in 2005). The project was developed within

a working context that prioritized state, regional, and school-level partnering with an
external educational laboratory. Literacy was conceptualized, in this case, as a “lever for
school reform” and thus was consistent with the theme of targeting whole schools for
intervention (as opposed to a more targeted effort with math teachers, for example). The
federal request for proposals also mandated that the regional educational laboratories
direct a portion of their activities to rural areas of each region. This is one reason that
this case study is explicitly tied to the research on rural education.

The adolescent literacy project also fit easily within the state-level problem diagnosis
that Maine’s high schools were weaker than were schools serving younger students
and thus needed state-level support and attention. That conclusion emerged from

an analysis in the mid-1990s of Maine’s NAEP scores, which were well ahead of the
national average at 4th grade, somewhat ahead in 8th grade, but only middle of the
pack by 11th grade. The formation of the ad hoc Maine Commission on Secondary
Education in 1996; the publication of Promising Futures as a framework for high school
change in Maine in 1998; and the creation of the Center for Inquiry in Secondary
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Education (CISE) within MEDOE, in 1998, were all strategies to address the concern
about weak high school performance. An additional state-level diagnosis—that the
county where the project was implemented had significant educational needs—also
shaped the project.

Because the project drew on a number of problem diagnoses and strategies, it
complemented other ongoing efforts and was ideal for attracting attention and support
from partners with related agendas. Yet this same virtue also meant that preserving the
identity of the project and its stated aim to focus on academic literacy development
was, at times, difficult. From the technical assistance provider’s standpoint, adolescent
literacy was the reason for the project. Over time this became a more and more
important rationale for the other partners too. Initially, however, partners participated in
the project for a variety of other reasons—for example, to further the work of Promising
Futures, to gain contact hours required for professional development purposes, to bring
resources to a region that needed them, and so forth. Over the course of the project,

it became clear that one important thing that needs to happen locally, regionally, and
systemically for research-based, literacy-related changes in teaching and learning to be
adopted, is alignment between the problem diagnoses and ensuing strategies of action
that prompt different parties to participate.

Project Background

This case addresses the time period from the summer of 2000 to the end of the LAB
funding of the on-site portion of the project in the spring of 2005. This 5-year span

is split into three sections—planning, mobilization, and institutionalization—that
correspond approximately to mid-2000 through February 2002, the beginning of
2002 to June 2003, and then from the Portland meeting in June 2003 forward to the
spring of 2005. On-site project implementation began in schools in the spring of

2002 and continued through the spring of 2005. As the labels imply, there was no
adolescent literacy initiative during the first phase, just plans to launch one. During
the second phase the emphasis was on getting all of the constituent pieces up and
running. Although some were still unsteady, all of the component pieces were in place
by the June 2003 LAB Board of Governors meeting. At that meeting, the operating
conditions of the project changed, particularly beyond the county, because the project
was now deemed sufficiently viable, public, and able to be a source of lessons and
recommendations for sites elsewhere. Although ending this case study at the end of
the federal funding period is somewhat arbitrary, after the spring of 2005 there was no
longer a LAB-funded external agent assuring that the multiple efforts being pursued
across project schools and at the county level remained aligned and complementary.

Seven institutional formations figure significantly in this case study: (1) The Education
Alliance at Brown University, (2) its partner, the Center for Resource Management
(CRM), to which it is formally related through the LAB contract, (3) the Maine
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Department of Education (MEDOE), including CISE, (4) two campuses of the University
of Maine, (5) the newly created Maine Adolescent Literacy Project Advisory Council,
(6) the County Educational Consortium, and (7) superintendents, principals, and
teachers from five high schools. Although five different schools participated in the
project, they are considered as one bundled entity in this case study because the

focus of this project was not the ways in which the schools and the school-level
implementation differed. The county consortium was created by the member school
districts as a vehicle to pool resources and create opportunities that the tiny constituent
rural districts on their own could not obtain. However, because it is located separately
from any of the district offices and because it has a county-wide charge, the orientations
and perspectives of its personnel are not the same as those who are leading the
individual schools and districts. Therefore, for the purposes of this case study the county
consortium is considered a separate entity from that of the participating schools.?

The roles, responsibilities, proximity to the county, and interests of each of these
institutional players vary. Indeed cooperation, initiative, and follow through across that
variation are core elements of this case. To better understand the context of the case,
the next section reviews relevant literature in the areas of adolescent literacy, secondary
school reform in Maine, and rural education, particularly as these pertain to the history
and socio-demographic realities of the county within which this project was launched.
The literature review is followed by a description of the research methodology used to
develop this case study. Sections 1ll, IV and V depict what occurred during the phases
of the project from the vantage points of multiple players. Segment VI summarizes
analytical themes in the case study that may have implications for other collaborative
partnership projects serving to support rural school improvement. Taking advantage

of the time this case study was written—just at the end of LAB funding of the external
supports for the five high schools’ adolescent literacy efforts—Section VI also asks if

a different configuration of local and regional partners could sustain and further the
initiative. This question is posed as part of an analysis of the factors that appear to have
supported the planning, launching, and consolidation of the partnership.

® For reasons touched on again in the methodology section, the institutional partners mentioned here are not
equally identifiable. In general, we have identified our own organizations and those that are large, singular,
and publicly prominent (e.g., Maine Department of Education and the commissioners) for which hiding
their identity would require distorting the story. On the other hand, pursuant to our IRB agreement, we have
kept anonymous all identities of individual participants and institutional entities that are at more local levels.
See the glossary on p. 75 to keep track of individuals and institutions.
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lI: Context and Methodology
[

The adolescent literacy project was constructed at the intersection of multiple
overlapping topic areas. The relevant literatures that contributed to the project’s

design and implementation include adolescent literacy development, high school
improvement, and rural education. To better situate readers, we have summarized
some key points from each of these literatures that emerged as particularly pertinent.
The summaries differ from a more conventional literature review in two ways: (1) some
connections to the case are noted within the summaries, so readers will not need to
keep reviews of three topic areas in mind before seeing how they connect in subsequent
sections, and (2) there is an intentional re-creational logic to the telling. None of the
project partners began with a nuanced understanding of all of the activities related to
adolescent literacy that were necessary for the project’s launch and operation. Likewise,
partners did not necessarily realize the impact of the realities of rural education and
high school improvement on the implementation of an adolescent literacy initiative

at the school level. Following these summaries, we describe the methodology used to
construct this case study.

Adolescent Literacy Research

There are many academically struggling adolescents who have not developed or do not
demonstrate literacy skills at the level expected by the secondary school curriculum
(Alvermann, 2004; Carnegie Corporation, 2001). In fact, the Alliance for Excellent

_— Education (AEE) estimates that six million middle and high school students are reading
below grade level (Joftus, 2002). Students with special needs make up only a small
fraction of this much larger student population. The vast majority are students who
struggle with academic reading and writing across the board and those who are “below

aw

average,” “average,” or even “above average” readers and writers in some areas, but
who nonetheless struggle to meet standards in other content areas and to independently
carry out academic literacy tasks. To address these students’ needs, the literature
supports school-wide literacy initiatives that include such components as coaching,
strategic interventions, and support across the content areas (Biancarosa & Snow, 2004;
Joftus, 2002). Students who enter high school 1 to 3 years behind in terms of reading
may need additional support, including more time and opportunities to practice in order
to accelerate their academic literacy development. Literacy interventions should include
a focus on vocabulary development and text structures, more authentic opportunities

to read and write, and explicit reading and writing instruction within the context of
content area teaching and learning (Biancarosa & Snow, 2004; Meltzer, 2002; Meltzer
& Hamann, 2005).
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There have been several recent extensive reviews of the educational research on
adolescent literacy that describe what we know so far about adolescent literacy support
and development (e.g., Alvermann, 2001; Biancarosa & Snow, 2004; Curtis, 2002;
Kamil, 2003; Meltzer, 2002; Strickland & Alvermann, 2004). To be able to articulate
and work toward a vision for literacy support and continued development for all
students across content areas at the secondary level, the various project partners needed
to understand several key ideas from that literature.

Literacy, and the more specific terms academic literacy and advanced literacy, refer

to a vast array of interrelated cognitive sub-skills and habits of mind that pertain to
learning both generically and within particular academic disciplines (e.g., Colombi

& Schleppegrell, 2002; Langer, 2000; Lee, 2004; Schoenbach, Greenleaf, Cziko, &
Hurwitz, 1999). Although the rudimentary skills of phonetic decoding and knowing
conventions of print are pieces of literacy, so too are more complex competencies such
as comprehension and production skills like genre recognition, context recognition,
understanding tone, knowing cultural referents, knowing how to use analogies and
irony, and knowing how to share empirical evidence. The pieces of literacy should

not be misunderstood for the whole. The literature clearly supports the integrated use
and development of reading, writing, speaking, listening/viewing, and thinking skills

to address academic literacy development at the secondary level (e.g., Langer, 2000,
2001; Meltzer, 2001, 2002; Meltzer & Hamann, 2004, 2005). However, despite the
fact that reading and writing are two primary instructional vehicles for learning in each
of the content areas, literacy development at the high school level, until recently, was
assumed to be the responsibility of the English department. Indeed the first challenge of
the project was to help partners understand that this was not a project designed for only
English language arts teachers.

Developing academic literacy habits and skills requires coordinated concerted support
across content areas. This is critical because the academic disciplines require different
types of literacy habits and skills and although someone may be on grade level in an
area where s/he has received excellent instruction or has particular interest, this may
not be the case for that student in other subject areas (Alvermann, 2001). It is also
important to note that just by being in school, not all students at the middle and high
school level make a full year’s worth of literacy progress during each school year.
Therefore, a student who enters ninth grade on grade level may not be on grade level a
year or two later without targeted, purposeful, ongoing literacy development as part of
content-area teaching and learning. Even some temporarily successful students may not
sufficiently develop their literacy skills to be able to adequately pursue more advanced
tasks. Remedial reading and writing courses and centers are widespread at the
university level, indicating that many average or good readers are finding themselves
unprepared for literacy demands at the post-secondary level (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2000a; Scarcella, 2002). Also, English language learners (ELL), a
fast-growing population, have widely varying literacy skills in their first languages. These
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students often face limited assistance in simultaneously building content knowledge and
developing academic literacy in English (Meltzer & Hamann, 2004, 2005). Because of
these varying issues, adolescent literacy education must involve mainstream content-
area teachers in helping students address literacy-related challenges.

A second initial challenge for some project partners was understanding that the
adolescent literacy project was not an intensive intervention program for struggling
readers who arrive at high school reading at a “below basic” level. (Recent estimates
indicate that only a small percentage of adolescents who have difficulty with academic
reading and writing are still struggling with basic decoding [Curtis, 2002].) The five-
school project was not a program specifically for students requiring basic remediation in
reading, nor would it directly address those students’ needs, other than to highlight the
need for additional intervention. In selecting appropriate intervention programs, project
partners had to understand that the initial processes of “cracking the code” and learning
to read are quite different from academic reading across genres and purposes. Selected
reading programs had to reflect that understanding. In addition, the developmental
level and world experience of the adolescent learner are quite different from that of

a young child (Alvermann, 2001). Teachers working to improve the academic literacy
skills of adolescents can reference life experience, genre and language conventions,
and content knowledge as tools for adolescents’ further literacy development. As Martin
(2003) and Walsh (1999) have noted, even immigrant adolescents with limited prior
schooling bring to the classroom an awareness of storytelling conventions, humor, and
the plasticity and adaptability of language. Unlike early readers, those adolescents who
struggle the most with academic literacy usually have some literacy skills (Alvermann,
2003; Lee, 2004; Moje et al., 2004; Obidah, 1998). These are resources upon which
skilled teachers can build. One premise of the project was that participating schools
would have intensive interventions in place for beginning readers and that the project
would work with content-area teachers to address the academic literacy needs of the
rest of the students.

For the project described here, several other research-based issues pertaining to
adolescent literacy were necessary for partners to understand including: motivation
and engagement, content-area literacy instruction, teacher professional development,
and literacy supporting structures and leadership. Each of these topics is important

for the effective literacy development of adolescents (Meltzer, 2002). Because of their
different project-related tasks, however, project partners with varying proximities to
the classroom required different nuanced understandings of the particulars of effective
intervention.
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The research on motivation and engagement with regard to literacy indicates that:

m= Students’ motivations to read and write are highly variable and dependent on
purpose, perceived value, self-efficacy, interest, and context (e.g., Alvermann,
2001, 2003; Baker & Wigfield, 1999; Dornyei, 2001; Guthrie & Knowles,
2001; Jetton & Alexander, 2004; McKenna, 2001; Meltzer & Hamann, 2004;
Ruddell & Unrau, 1996).

m= Sustained engagement in reading and writing tasks is what leads to improved
learning (Guthrie, 2001).

m  Classroom environments and teacher actions can sustain and encourage, or
undermine, student motivation with and engagement in academic literacy
tasks (e.g., Alvermann, 2003, 2004; Harklau, 2000; Ivey, 1999; Langer, 2000;
McCombs & Barton, 1998; Obidah, 1998; Ruddell & Unrau, 1996; Van den
Broek & Kremer, 2000).

Classrooms that promote student engagement and motivation to read and write are
characterized by connections, interactions, and responsiveness (Meltzer, 2002).
Such environments differ substantively from those encountered in most high school
classrooms, including English language arts classrooms (Langer, 2000, 2001).

The literature on content-area literacy instruction (e.g., Alvermann, 2001; Biancarosa
& Snow, 2004; Curtis, 2002, Kamil, 2003; Meltzer, 2002; Meltzer & Hamann, 2005)
stresses explicit teaching and modeling of before, during, and after reading strategies.
The research also recommends developing meta-cognitive skills, like rereading, making
connections, questioning, predicting, visualizing, clarifying, and summarizing. It
recommends:

m  Frequent assessment of student reading, writing, listening/viewing, thinking,
and speaking

m  Use of varied groupings to support instruction

m Frequent use of higher order critical thinking tasks

m  Authentic reading and writing

m [nquiry-based instruction and learning

m Both general and content-specific vocabulary development

m The explicit teaching of text structures found in various disciplines

m  The use of an apprenticeship model to assist learners to become competent
readers, writers, thinkers, and speakers of each content area (e.g., readers of
history, mathematical thinkers, and scientific writers)
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Because few came to the project with a comprehensive understanding of these tasks, it was
to issues like these that the partnership needed to direct attention and capacity building.

Partners also needed to understand what the research tells us about effective teacher
professional development generally and content-area reading professional development
specifically. Effective teacher professional development requires that teachers work
together on relevant materials over time (Eidman-Aadahl, 2005; National Staff
Development Council, 2001). In a study of 44 middle and high school teachers

from 25 schools (14 schools that were “beating the odds” in terms of academic
performance and 11 that were typical), Langer (2000) identified six characteristics of
teachers’ professional lives and workplaces that were associated with improved student
achievement in reading, writing, and English:

(1) Orchestrated, coordinated efforts to improve student achievement
(2) Teacher participation in a variety of professional communities

(3) Structured improvement opportunities that offered teachers a strong sense
of agency

(4) Valued commitment to the profession of teaching
(5) A caring attitude toward colleagues and students
(6) Deep respect for lifelong learning

These six principles support the strategy that was pursued in the county as part of this
project. Although schools had flexibility in how they pursued the task of implementing
the adolescent literacy framework, they were encouraged to develop, cultivate, and
sustain a professional development culture at the project level in order for it to happen
at the school level. One outcome of this project was an understanding of the important
role the partners played in creating and maintaining these principles in the lives of the

participating teachers and administrators at these far-flung small rural schools.

Most secondary level teachers, including English teachers, have not had any courses in
content-area reading. Such a course is not required for secondary certification in most
states, including Maine (Romine, McKenna, & Robinson, 1996). Many secondary teachers
resist taking on reading as one of their teaching responsibilities (Greenleaf, Schoenbach,
Cziko, Mueller, 2001). This was true of the majority of teachers in the participating
schools in the beginning of the project. They recognized that many of their students had
not developed the necessary academic literacy skills to be independent users of reading
and writing. However, directing class time to these skills competed with other class
time priorities. It also involved pedagogical tasks and roles with which teachers felt
uncomfortable. Content-area reading instruction is seen as “foreign” for many teachers
because it challenges the dominant paradigm of teacher-directed instruction in high
school classrooms (e.g., an IRE instructional model where the primary speech acts are

teacher initiation, student response, and teacher evaluation; see Mehan, [1979].) At
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the participating schools, teacher feedback about professional development repeatedly
emphasizes the enormity of the pedagogical changes required to improve content-area
learning and the shifts in participating teachers’ perceptions of their teaching since the
beginning of the project. Not all teachers were willing or able to make that shift, even with
the project resources available to support them. Across all participating schools, however,
teachers were less resistant to the need for this shift than at the beginning of the project.

Support for content-area literacy development requires not only an enhanced
knowledge base about teaching and learning, but also assessment, planning, lesson/
unit design, and other skills that many teachers have never been asked to develop. The
development of comfort and competence with these skills as well as the conviction that
they are needed and useful takes time. Vying with a literacy focus for teachers’ time
are external accountability mandates and changes in practice such as the expectation
to integrate technology through the use of laptops. There are also limited resources to
support teachers” development of these capacities. The professional development task
is complicated by the fact that teachers, like other learners, learn in different ways.
Professional development thus needs to support heterogeneous learning styles and
occur in a variety of formats. For the project, this meant that several forms of teacher
professional development needed to be sponsored, designed, and offered. This was a
large task, one in which partners featured prominently and which was not anticipated
prior to the start of the project.

Adolescent literacy is a relatively new issue on the national educational agenda. The
International Reading Association’s Commission on Adolescent Literacy issued its policy
statement in 1999 (Moore et al., 1999), spurring more focused attention on literacy at
the secondary level. The current emphasis on adolescent literacy is perhaps a “fourth
wave” of secondary school reform if one accepts Desimone’s (2002) characterization of
the comprehensive school reform movement as a “third wave” (p. 434) precipitated by
the publication of A Nation At Risk (National Commission on Excellence in Education,
1983).* (In Desimone’s taxonomy, the first wave refers to the standards movement and
the second to efforts to improve home-school communication, teacher preparedness,
and capacity.) This fourth wave has emerged from a concern of both education
researchers and policymakers that structural educational reforms have not adequately
improved teaching and learning (Elmore 1996, 2002, 2004; Goodman, 1995; Howley
& Howley, 2004; Jennings, 1996; Spillane & Zeuli, 1999). This concern is coupled

with an outcry from the business community about the extensive resources being
placed into remedial reading and writing (upwards of $1 billion in 2004) for workers

at all levels, including college graduates, and the finding that the vast majority of high
school dropouts and prison inmates have limited literacy skills (Allen, Almeida, &

* Goodman (1995) also refers to a “third wave” of education reform, using the work of Reigeluth (1987)
to create a different chronological starting point. According to Reigeluth’s historical taxonomy, “first wave”
refers to one-room schoolhouses in an agrarian society and the “second wave” includes reforms appropriate
to support industrial society.
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Steinberg, 2004). In Maine, project partners did not start with a common understanding
of adolescent literacy as a fourth wave of high school reform. As the case demonstrates,
however, it is an accurate representation of the general understanding of educators

at the local, regional, and state levels as a result of the project. This raises intriguing
questions about how educational partnership endeavors carried out at the intersection
of policy and practice can generate new policy and potentially new conceptualizations
of educational reform.

Systemic Education Reform at the High School Level

The adolescent literacy project sought to precipitate school reform in the five
participating high schools. Thus it needed to be reconciled with concurrent attempts at
high school reform in Maine, whether these were federal policy, philanthropic largesse,
or efforts by MEDOE or the state legislatures. Twenty years ago, the nearly simultaneous
publication of A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in Education,
1983) and a number of books on the state of American high schools (e.g., Boyer,

1983; Lightfoot, 1983; Powell, Farrar, & Cohen, 1985; Sizer, 1984) made the case for
substantive adjustments in the structure, practice, and purpose of high schools. Since
then, there has been a growing concern that traditional high schools will never serve
all, or even most, students well. In Maine, that concern generated two related reform
initiatives—the standards movement and the comprehensive school reform movement.

In the early 1990s, Maine adopted the Common Core of Learning, later renamed the
Maine Learning Results. This framework articulated content standards for almost all
subject areas (including visual arts, reading, writing, science, health, mathematics,

and social studies). The intent was to help teachers and the public to understand and
buy into common instructional goals for all students (MEDOE, 1997). As in most other
states, the development of state standards also led to the development of standard-
aligned standardized tests, the Maine Education Assessments (MEAs). Unlike in some
other states, however, the MEA was deliberately not developed as a high stakes test.
Indeed, it was stipulated at the time of its creation that MEAs could not count for more
than 10% of overall student assessment and that local school districts were responsible
for crafting local common assessments (LCAs) that were to be the primary vehicle of
measurement. This LCA task stems from a historic distrust in Maine to centrally imposed
educational policy (Ruff, Smith, & Miller, 2000). It also means that districts were
facing the large task of crafting assessments at the same time the adolescent literacy
project was proposed. None of the participating schools had made much progress on
this task at the time the project began and many were scrambling (as were schools
throughout the state) to “put something together.” Although this need and the work

of the adolescent literacy project were related, school personnel did not immediately
recognize the overlap between the project and the assessment mandate. Local concerns
that disproportionately affect rural schools related to school consolidation, sudden
resource unavailability and cutbacks, and policy compliance (see the section on rural
schools below) further complicated the issue.
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The second relevant reform strand in Maine was comprehensive school reform.
Commissioner Albanese, whose later suggestion initiated the adolescent literacy effort,
convened the ad hoc Maine Commission on Secondary Education in the mid 1990s.
In 1998, that commission published Promising Futures, a voluntary framework for high
school reform. Strongly influenced by the Coalition of Essential Schools philosophy—
Coalition founders Ted and Nancy Sizer were two of only four non-Mainers involved in
drafting Promising Futures—this framework was clearly located within the high school
reform movement and the comprehensive school reform movement that emerged

after A Nation At Risk. Since “[Tlhe Commission agreed on the importance of an
overriding strategy for whole school change: no single core practice could make a
significant difference alone, and they were embedded in one another and needed to
be undertaken as a whole,” it recommended 15 integrated core practices (Donaldson,
2000, p.103) (see Appendix B).

Promising Futures’ primary purpose was to promote change in school structures and
cultures. Though teaching and learning changes were implicit goals, recommended
changes in these domains were not elaborated to the same degree as structural changes.
Recognizing the importance of connecting to existing state initiatives and the limited
explicit attention in Promising Futures to teaching and learning, one of the earliest
documents produced for the adolescent literacy project was a worksheet clarifying how
it aligned with Promising Futures, which itself has little to say about literacy. The word
appears only once in Commissioner Albanese’s September 1998 cover letter to the 74-
page document, identifying Promising Futures as part of a strategy “to elevate literacy to
a level where Maine citizens are among the best educated in the world.”

Shortly after Promising Futures was published, MEDOE received permission to tie it
into the new federally funded Comprehensive School Reform Demonstration project
(CSRD). In 1999, and again in 2001 and 2002, dozens of Maine’s 140+ high schools
applied to the state for federal funding to implement CSRD and, in the process,
described their plans for pursuing several of the recommended core practices from
Promising Futures (Hamann & Lane, 2003, 2004; Hamann, in press). Two of the project
schools were among these applicants (one successfully, one not). By 2005, 33 Maine
high schools had been awarded $50,000 per year for three years through CSRD.> As
part of MEDOE, CISE had the double directive of promoting Promising Futures and
overseeing the CSRD program. In 2002, Maine’s Mitchell Institute received $10 million
from the Gates Foundation to coordinate with CISE to further roll out Promising Futures
under the Great Maine Schools Project.

® For the first four years of CSRD implementation in Maine—1999-2000 through 2002-2003—Education
Alliance staff provided technical assistance and evaluative support to CISE’s CSRD implementation, but
those efforts were not coordinated with the implementation of the adolescent literacy project.
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Promising Futures, CSRD, and the Great Maine Schools Project all pertain to this case
study in several ways:

(1) These three activities were points of emphasis and attention amongst potential
supporters of the adolescent literacy project at the state level.

(2) Promising Futures provided a change framework not inconsistent with the
Adolescent Literacy Support Framework.

(3) Several high schools in the literacy project’s target county had received
funding to implement CSRD and/or the Gates initiative. This meant,
depending upon the site, that the work carried out as part of the adolescent
literacy project needed to be coordinated with Promising Futures or that
the prospective participating school chose not to join the project because

of its involvement in the other initiatives.

(4) The state and the Mitchell Institute created a Promising Futures support
infrastructure that could be used as a vehicle for sharing the efforts of the
participating schools with other Maine high schools.

By 2004, CISE, in collaboration with the Mitchell Institute, had begun to include work
from the adolescent literacy project schools as an element of state-initiated professional
development activities. In a December 2004 interview, Bob Simpson, CISE’s liaison to
the county-based adolescent literacy project, noted that CISE had added a position for
an adolescent literacy specialist and suggested that promoting adolescent literacy would
be a primary function of CISE in 2005 and 2006.

For her initial work for the project—the drafting of the Adolescent Literacy Support
Framework—Meltzer (2001, 2002) examined adolescent literacy research within the
context of educational reform (e.g., Davidson & Koppenhaver, 1993; Langer, 2000;
O'Brien et al., 1995; Peterson, Caverly, Nicholson, O’Neal, & Cusenbary, 2000;
Schoenbach et al., 1999) to identify the institutional and leadership capacities required
to initiate and sustain school-wide literacy initiatives at the secondary level and develop
quality teacher professional development in content-area reading. The intent of the
project (and one thing that distinguished it from merely being a teacher professional
development initiative) was that adolescent literacy support and development would

be connected with school structures, policies, and procedures related to curriculum,
instruction, assessment, leadership expectations, school vision and mission, and
resource allocation. Therefore, content-area academic literacy support and development
were seen as levers for whole school reform. This was a substantive shift for schools and
partners previously conditioned to think of explicit reading instruction at the secondary

level as primarily or exclusively remedial.

As a final note about whole school reform, it is worth considering the findings of
Wolf and colleagues (2000) regarding exemplary implementation of the externally
initiated Kentucky Education Reform Act. According to Wolf, the success of reform
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implementation (success demonstrated by improved student achievement) was related
to teachers’ stance towards learning—specifically the willingness to try new strategies
and to trust colleagues’ efforts—and towards leadership. The county-based adolescent
literacy project required teachers to undertake a great deal of learning and changes in
practice, and it asked school and district leaders to create and support the conditions
for such learning to take place. It follows that the planning and interactions between
project partners would largely relate to the presence or absence of enabling conditions.

Rural Education

Maine is 1 of 12 states where the majority (74.8%) of students attend rural schools;
Maine trails only Vermont as the state with the greatest percentage of rural public
school enrollment (National Center for Education Statistics, 2000b). Therefore,

the traditional opportunities and challenges of rural education, 