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Who is this guy?
● Assistant Superintendent, Pentucket 

Regional in W. Newbury, MA
● Principal, Melrose Middle School & 

Lincoln Elementary in Melrose, MA
● Special Education Team Chair
● Teacher
● Doctoral Student at University of 

Southern Mississippi
● Contributor to MA Dyslexia Guidelines
● MA Literacy Champion
● Curriculum Matters Network
● Keynote Presenter & speaker at many 

conferences and events



How did you get here?

2

2018 - Started as Assistant Superintendent in 
Pentucket

● Consistently dropping student performance 
● 50% Proficiency rates
● No consistent curriculum/instructional 

expectations
● 43% in MA for accountability 

1 2007 - Started as Principal at Lincoln School
● 50% High Needs
● Historically Lowest Performing School in district
● On verge of NCLB state intervention
● No consistent curriculum/instructional 

expectations
● 23 Languages in the homes of 400 students



We Can’t Intervene Our Way Out of A 
Tier 1 Problem

&

This is about much more than some 
“shifts”



This is a systems issue - not just a 
curriculum or teacher training 

issue.

A plan to overhaul the system is 
what is needed. It provides the 

why and the how.

W. Edwards Deming:

“Every system is perfectly designed 
to get the results it gets.”

“A bad system will beat a good 
person every time.”



The Simple View of Implementing a Tiered 
System for Teaching Literacy



Annual Growth for All 
Catch Up Growth for those who are behind 

We only have so many 
things we can actually 
do and influence as a 
manner of providing 
tiered instruction and 
intervention to 
students learning to 
read.*
(adapted from Dr. George Batsche)
The Levers Needed

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Odqu-M8cONYVAM6xOia34Ni3C6ncA5FF/view?usp=sharing


Why, how & what - Simon Sinek



Data drives 
these stories

Every step along the way - 
Data served as a catalyst for 
change, an anchor for reality, 
and the measuring stick for 
success.



If your only tool is a hammer…
everything starts to look like a nail

Correlation exercise to help make the case:

F and P BAS (or any other leveled assessment) - will not 
predict reading outcomes.

In Pentucket - It was wrong on 4 out of 5 kids
● Takes forever to do
● Gives you no actionable data as to why a student 

may struggle
● Looks at everything like a comprehension issue - 

when if we look at the rope - almost nothing is 
actually that simple.



People do not fear change. 
They fear irrelevance.

— Brene Brown



As the Principal 
of Lincoln 

Elementary in 
Melrose, MA



80%
of K-3 students met or exceeded the 
Composite Benchmark on DIBELS 8 
Literacy Assessments in the Spring of 
2022.

This is of GREAT significance 

Pre-Pandemic in 2018-19 - it was
 68% 

DIBELS 8 Legend

Above Benchmark = Core 
support; Negligible risk

Nearly all at 40th percentile 
nationally

At Benchmark = Core 
support; Minimal risk

About 80% at 40th 
percentile nationally

Below Benchmark = Core 
instruction + Strategic 
support; Some risk

About 80% below the 40th 
percentile nationally

Well Below Benchmark = 
Core instruction + intensive 
support; At risk

About 80% below the 20th 
percentile nationally



2021-
2022



2021-
2022





School Growth & Performance Data from Fall 2022 to 
Winter 2023 - I-Ready Reading - gr. 2-8



Pentucket schools increasing 
percentile rank

In 2018 - the Pentucket schools were in the 43rd percentile of all 
schools in Massachusetts for overall accountability performance.

We began that year implementing a Tiered System for literacy and math. We focused on 
Skillful Implementation of High Quality Curriculum, using predictive data assessments to 

target instruction and intervention, and established schedules and personnel 
management to provide students with what they need, when they need it.

In 2022 - the Pentucket schools are now in the 64th percentile of 
all schools in Massachusetts.



So what are some key things we did?

● Teacher PD - both knowledge and curriculum based PD - 2018 and ongoing
● Book Studies - 2019 and ongoing
● Implement Fundations 2018, Heggerty 2019, Wit and Wisdom 2021
● Data meetings (kid by kid) (whole class, school wide and district wide) - 

2018
● Admin & Leadership PD - 2018
● Assessment change - predicting screeners & assess to the point of 

breakdown- 2019
● Tiered Schedule - 2019
● Literacy Coach and Coordinator - 2021



Decades of teacher 
development & curriculum 
implementation will weigh 

heavily on teachers trying to 
implement new and better 

aligned curriculum.

The balanced literacy practices, 
routines and understandings 
are embedded into so many 

systems - it is like getting rid of 
a lingering hangover.



Meredith Liben & Sue Pimentel
Placing Text at The Center
https://achievethecore.org/page/3186/a-short-guide-to-
placing-text-at-the-center-of-learning

https://achievethecore.org/page/3186/a-short-guide-to-placing-text-at-the-center-of-learning
https://achievethecore.org/page/3186/a-short-guide-to-placing-text-at-the-center-of-learning


What does it require? - Curriculum, Instruction 
and Systems

● An understanding that Language Comprehension is different than Reading Comprehension.
● A system to assess to the point of breakdown - and provide targeted intervention. 
● Ensure students become proficient with decoding and build fluency - without undermining it
● An understanding that ALL students need to read and engage with complex text.
● How to teach with complex text and scaffold for things like grammar, syntax, vocabulary, 

etc. You can’t teach kids to read complex text with easier texts. You must use complex text
● Making Inferences and other reading “strategies” that were taught through repeated 

practice are actually more dependent on knowledge, vocabulary and background 
information than practice of the skill.

● Writing connected to text with explicit instruction at the sentence level. 
● Reading a volume of conceptually related texts - to build knowledge



What does it require? - Leadership drivers and 
shared beliefs

● We need to lead a system for annual growth for all and catch up growth for those who are 
behind

● We don’t want to undermine the good instruction with an attempt to “balance” the approach
● Tiers are not locations or people - they reflect the intensity, frequency or format of instruction
● Schedule & Data leadership  that allows for you to “pull levers” when needed
● We need to “Skillfully Implement” high quality curriculum 
● All students are general education students first
● Lead with data but listen for the whole story
● A leader who can make the system changes work - and a partner who can support the 

instruction and curriculum implementation
● It takes time but be persistent and dogmatic about student success



Want to hear more of me?

Case Study Melissa & Lori Love 
Literacy Podcast

GLEAN Ed Leaders 
Podcast



How to contact me:
Brent Conway
Assistant Superintendent
Pentucket Regional Schools
bconway@prsd.org

About Brent Conway - 
www.brentconway.com 
Twitter @pentucketteach

http://www.brentconway.com

