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Greetings Board Members, Community
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Introduction
A little over a year ago, I applied for the position
of School Superintendent here at Washington
Central. My research showed that Act 46 had
merged the local communities’ schools to form a
“new” school district. I also learned that the
various communities had a long tradition of
supporting their schools’ educational programs.
I recognized that the district was in the start-up
phase and I knew the work would be both
challenging and rewarding as the combined
districts has an immense potential to improve
student growth and achievement.
But before I get into the ‘what, when, why and
how’ of what is my ‘Entry Plan’ document, let me
give you a very brief history of my educational
background and what led me to Central Vermont.

My Background
I entered the educational profession due to my
mother, who served as a Learning Disabilities
Teacher Consultant in Newark, NJ for over 38
years. I admired my mother’s work and knew she
made a difference in the lives of the children she
served. My mother, an orphan raised by the State
of New Jersey, demonstrated to me that through
education, anything was possible.

I earned my Bachelor of Arts in Social Studies
Education at University of Delaware and
followed it with a Master’s in History from Rutgers
University. I continued my education with a 6th
Year Degree in Education Administration and my
Superintendent Certificate from the University
of Connecticut. My first educator position was in
the Stamford (CT) Public Schools as a high school
social studies teacher educating English Language
Learners. I accepted a new posting in Stamford as
Program Director for Newcomer and SIFE
(Students with Interrupted Formal Education)
Education. This led me to become an Assistant
Principal at Scofield Magnet Middle School. While
a member of the Stamford educational team I
started and led the Chinese “student exchange
program” to enrich our students and traveled
several times to China with my students to learn
about the Chinese educational programs. This was
an amazing opportunity for my students, my
fellow traveling educators, and for me, and served
to increase my knowledge and understanding of
why education is so important. I next became
a Turnaround Principal at Windham (CT)
Middle School. After three years, I ultimately
left Connecticut and returned to New Jersey
where I served as Vice Principal of the Rafael
Hernandez School (K-8) for the Performing Arts,
and Principal at American History High School in
Newark, NJ. During those years, US News
and World Report awarded American History
High School both the Silver and Bronze Medals
of Distinction. I next served as Principal of
Torrington (CT) Middle School, where I advocated
for students with learning disabilities and worked
to improve their educational opportunities.

My Approach
to Education
If I had to describe my approach to education, I
would call myself a public-school warrior as my
experience has shown that education is the great
equalizer. The shape of our communities and our
democratic country is driven by our children’s
educational opportunities. This has been proven
by my life experience, and I am driven to making
sure that every single student, regardless of race,
creed, culture, orientation, or socio-economic
background can be successful. My role as a
Superintendent leading a public school system is
to sustain and grow an educational program that
breeds graduates who can step out, confidently, in
the direction of their dreams.
When I thought about being able to lead a
newly combined district - six formerly independent
districts now operating as one - I could already
imagine the synergies, cost savings, and
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collaboration that could form the basis of a
powerful and effective school district. When I
was offered the job, I recognized it was going to
be challenging, moving again with my wife and
new baby girl Zadie. Granted, I could not have
anticipated the difficulties involved in keeping six
schools open during the Covid-19 pandemic.
But, thanks to the hard work and sacrifice of my
educational team and the patience and
understanding of the parents in this district,
we’ve been able to accomplish much despite the
limitations it has put on us.

My First 100 Days
My first 100 (school) days here have now passed,
and in this Entry Plan document I will lay out:
1. The steps taken to learn more about our
communities and the unique yet united schools,
and the people who work in them.
2. The challenges that lie ahead as we begin to
implement initiatives and strategies to bring this
district to a higher level.
It would be impossible to begin any document
related to the past year without first mentioning
Covid-19 and the unparalleled impact it has had
over the past year on our schools, families,
children, and lives. None of us could have
imagined when we closed the schools for two
weeks last March that so many districts across
Vermont would still be closed a year later. Who
could have predicted Zoom meetings and Google
classrooms and hybrid learning? And yet, through
the remarkable and herculean efforts of so
many - teachers and staff at the forefront we managed to keep our schools open and
our children safe.
What was accomplished during the 2020-21 school
year was nothing short of heroic!
During all this, though not as quickly as I might
have liked, I conducted meetings with a wide
segment of constituencies - community members,
teachers, administrators, paras, Union leaders,
Board members, parents, and students - to learn
about the key events, issues, and concerns that
influence, or have influenced the school system.
I wanted to learn firsthand - through the lens of
each distinct group - about the values, norms,
expectations, and goals our communities have for
their schools - not only to better understand the
district’s priorities, but also to develop strategies
for achieving those priorities.
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Listen, Learn, Observe
My promise and commitment through all of
this was to listen, learn and observe before
suggesting or implementing any changes. In the
process of interviewing these different groups, I
asked measured questions (with some variations
depending on who I was interviewing) to ensure
some comparability from one interview to the
next. In reviewing the feedback to those questions,
I was able to learn what each group perceives as
the district’s main issues, needs, challenges, and
successes. The information obtained from those
meetings - and surveys - will form the foundation
of the strategic plan we will soon be developing to
guide the direction we will take as a district in the
coming years.
In addition to my observations, meetings,
surveys, and conversations, I initiated a
Curriculum Management Review to help the
district’s educational team better understand if
the work we are doing truly reflects the goals we
have set. We must be certain that we are doing
what we say we are doing. I believe this kind of
self-examination is not only helpful, but necessary
if we really want to get a clear picture of what
is happening in our classrooms relative to our
student learning outcomes. The Curriculum
Management Review was a district-wide selfexamination (NOT evaluation) that, when
implemented, will lead our district to better
serve our students, families, and communities.
Finally, this Entry Plan document will share what
I learned from my meetings, conversations, and
surveys: in essence, what you believe needs to be
addressed and/or changed in the months and
years ahead.
Over the years of my educational career, I have
come to understand that real change, if it is
going to be successful, requires understanding,
commitment, and buy-in from every stakeholder.
No one person can mandate what matters - it must
be a shared vision of where we want to be and how
we want to get there. I have also come to realize
that everyone wants to see “progress” but making
changes necessary to achieve that process can be
difficult. The work becomes easier when we can
begin to visualize the future.
I hope you will find this Entry Plan interesting
and informative, and I look forward to leading this
effort
as your Superintendent in the years to come.
		

Bryan Olkowski, Superintendent
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My first 100 days:
Implementation of
the Entry Plan
Covid-19 recap
If any one thing defined my “first 100 days” it
would be Covid-19. From my first day on the job,
I was tasked with finding a way to re-open six
schools to in-person learning while keeping our
students, teachers, administrators, and staff safe.
Fortunately, I quickly discovered that teams had
already been formed to look at every facet of
school life, and what it would take to re-open
schools on time for fall instruction. I also learned
that these team members had essentially given up
their traditional summer vacations to make this
happen, and when I saw the commitment,
professionalism, and expertise of these teams,
I actually relaxed a little bit. I knew we could
make it happen.
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During the summer of 2020, committees looked
at transportation, food service, testing, use of
facilities, social-emotional needs, learning
management systems, sanitizing protocol, personal
protective equipment… and so much more. As
the school year began, we tweaked and tightened
our protocols, limited our travel, and made the
sacrifices necessary to keep our schools open - one
of just five districts in Vermont to do so. Today, as
we round the corner towards spring and the one
year anniversary of the pandemic, our schools are
safe, our children are learning, and life is about as
“normal” as it can be.
None of this could have happened without the
patience, understanding, and support of our
teachers, parents, students, and communities,
and for that I am profoundly grateful.
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First 100 Days:
Activities
1. Board Retreat - During

my first three months, I met with the Board in a
retreat setting to discuss governance (district vs
supervisory union) and goals (aligning the district’s
mission and vision) in two distinct areas:
• How to improve governance to grow the board’s
capacity to govern, and
• How to improve student learning.
During this retreat, we set goals, discussed the 		
differences between a Supervisory Union and a 		
School District; how education is changing in
Vermont; the changing demographics within 		
Washington Central; the challenges we face now
and the challenges that are coming; and what the
Board is looking for from its Superintendent. We
agreed that all of these discussions need to be an
ongoing conversation.
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2. Town Visits - during the summer

and fall, in addition to visiting each of our schools,
I spent some time visiting and exploring each town
within our district in order to get a sense of what
makes them unique as well as what they have in
common (no, not hills and trees). I enjoyed these
visits because they gave me a better idea of where
our students are coming from, not only as they
enter our elementary schools, but when they come
together at U-32.

3. Listen, Learn &
Observe before
suggesting or
implementing change.
Beginning in the late fall/ early winter, I began
meeting with four initial constituencies:
Administrators, Board members, Association
(Union) members, and Central Office staff. I sat
down individually with each group and asked a
number of specific, and common, questions.
Areas of discovery included: relationships,
perceptions, curriculum, equity, goals, trends,
influencers, and expectations.

Questions specific
to the Association
included:

Questions specific
to the Admin Team
included:

• Please describe the relationship between the 		
				Association and the Superintendent; the
				Association and the Board; and the Association
				and the Leadership Team.
• What is your image of our schools? How do you
				see our district relative to other school districts?
• What are the challenges for the Association given
				the current educational climate in VT?

• What goal(s) would you like to achieve in your 		
				schools and what makes achieving those
				goals difficult?
• What is the nature of the relationships between 		
				the superintendent and the principals; the
				principals and other principals; the central
				office and the principals/system/community?

Questions specific
to Board members
included:
• Why did you seek election to the Board?
• What do you hope to accomplish as a
				Board member?
• What is the “matching behavior” between what 		
				you say we will accomplish versus how we are 		
				spending our money?

Questions specific to
the Central Office
staff included:
•.What would you like to accomplish in
		 .your position?
•.What is the nature of the relationship between 		
		. the CO and the Superintendent; the CO and the
principals; and the CO and the community.
•.What are your job descriptions? What are your
most pressing short / long term tasks?
•.Describe your recurring tasks?
•.Describe any special projects
•.What has to be done before the return of school?
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Questions specific to
the Teachers included:
• What do you expect from your Admin team,
from the Superintendent, from the Central Office
staff, and from the Board?
• What goals do you have for the district?

Questions specific to
Parents included:
• What goals do you have for the district?
• What do you expect from your students’
teachers, from the Superintendent, from the
Central Office staff, and from the Board?
• What do you see as the “must haves” in
the district?

Common questions
asked of all six groups:
• What are we doing well?
• What could we be doing better?
• What are your expectations of the Superintendent?
• What groups or individuals have a major
influence on the schools?
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First 100 Days:
Curriculum
Management Review
In February, we undertook a 3-day curriculum
review to examine what we are teaching and how
we are teaching it, and to assess whether what we
are teaching is aligned with our stated student
outcomes. [The results from the review will be
available in a different publication soon.]

First 100 Days:
Summary
From these meetings, conversations, surveys and
reviews, a fairly clear picture of the challenges we
face; the opportunities we enjoy; and the work
that lies ahead has slowly come into focus. With
these in mind, work can now begin on developing
realistic goals and a strategic plan for achieving
those goals.
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My first 100 days:
What I learned
One of the first things I wanted to understand was
which groups have traditionally had the greatest
influence on our schools. Based on my meetings
and surveys, the answers were almost universally
the same: Parents/Community members, Teachers,
and Administrators. Following those three groups
the four “runners up” were the School Board, Students, Union, and Superintendent.

When asked ‘What are
we doing well?’ the
most common
responses were:
We have solid, trust based relationships with our
communities (i.e. our budgets pass, people trust
us fiscally and academically); we have high quality
teachers and good retention; we are very supportive
of students and go the extra mile for them; we
have a good (and growing) sense of trauma
informed practices; we have solid leadership in
place and we provide a solid education; and we are
good at keeping kids safe (e.g. through Covid-19).
Also mentioned as positives: we have good
communication, collaboration, and we provide
one another with a high level of caring and
support. It was also mentioned more than a few
times that our Teacher Advisory (TA) at U-32
is awesome.

When asked ‘What
could we be doing
better?’ the
most common
responses were:
We need consistency, alignment, and equity
across the district with regards to MTSS, SPED,
Assessment, and Tier One instruction. We need to
begin thinking and acting like a single district. We
need alignment (both vertically and horizontally)
at the elementary level so that all students arrive
at U-32 equally prepared. We need a written
curriculum in order to improve equity among
schools and students; and we need district wide
standards for what proficiency means.
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Also mentioned as areas that could use
improvement were better communications
(although this was also mentioned as a strength);
greater equity for students who struggle or come
from marginalized homes; and more transparency.
Other general themes for what we need to do
as a district in the coming months and years
included: Aligning the money we spend with
the goals we have set; developing better socialemotional supports for students; creating greater
equity for families that are less affluent,
connected, or vocal; fixing Special Educational
students’ outcomes; providing a clear path to
graduation via proficiency based learning; and
creating a college or career mentality (i.e. kids
should have a direction when they leave U-32 and
be prepared to succeed in that direction). It was
reported by a small number of responders that
U-32 could improve how it prepares students for
life after high school.

When asked ‘What are
the Must Haves’ at
WCUUSD? What programs
need to be supported?
(Only parents were asked this question) the top
five responses in order from highest to lowest
were: The Arts, Athletics, Foreign Language,
STEM, AP Courses. Other ‘must haves’
included Core Academics, the ECO program,
technology, Phys Ed, Health Ed, and Community
based learning.

I also wanted to know:
What are your
Expectations?
Teachers, Parents, Central Office staff, Admins
and Board members were asked what their
expectations are from the new Superintendent, and
from one another. The most commonly mentioned
themes included: [for the Superintendent]: listen;
understand your communities and schools; be
transparent, be collaborative; communicate; listen
to new ideas; support your administrators and
teachers; focus on outcomes/equity; Make
decisions and lead.

In addition to the previous
questions, I also gathered
recent statistics on the
district with regard to
test scores, graduation
rates, enrollment, etc

Our graduation rate, while steady
over a number of years, dipped
below the Vermont average rate of
85.1% in the 2018-19 SY.*

			 				
				
				
				
				

2014-15 88%
2015-16 88%
2016-17 90%
2017-18 90%
2018-19 82%

U-32
557
556
543

VT
554
549
545

Our SAT Critical Reading scores
dipped below the VT state average
in 2020

Year
2018
2019
2020

U-32
583
581
553

VT
565
559
559

US
533
531
528

Our enrollment numbers have
been in steady decline for the
past four years.

Our SAT Math scores dipped
below the VT state average in 2020

Year
2018
2019
2020

Here is What
I learned:

US
527
528
523

								
				
				
				
				
				
				

2014-15 - 1593
2015-16 - 1584
2016-17 - 1585
2017-18 - 1594
2018-19 - 1590
2019-20 - 1574
2020-21 - 1487

Our cost per pupil is the highest in Vermont at $19,408. Are we investing in the right areas to
improve our students’ educational and life outcomes?
*We do not have the 2019-20 rate yet.

The most commonly mentioned themes for
teachers, administrators and staff were: be kind;
be caring; be respectful and be empathetic.
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Questions that need to be addressed include:
• How can we improve the educational
outcomes for all of our students?’
• How can we improve our
			 graduation rate?
• How do we achieve equity and
			 consistency in our elementary
schools?
• How do we think and collaborate
as one district
(vs six independent entities)?

• How should we align our curriculum,
instruction, and assessment?
• What is the best use of our limited 		
financial resources to improve student
outcomes given declining enrollments,
aging buildings, increasing
social-emotional needs, and changing
demographics? In other words, what
do we feel is most important, and
does it align with our student
learning outcomes?

Next Steps
With the completion of both the Entry
Plan and Curriculum Management
Review, we are now in a position to begin
putting together a Strategic Plan that will
guide the district to where it wants - and
needs - to be to attract and retain high
quality teachers; and prepare students for
success after graduation.
While no final decisions have been
made in this regard, it is my hope that a
wide range of constituencies (students,
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teachers, staff, administrators, community
members) will want to participate in the
planning process. We will look at the data
gleaned from both the Entry Plan and
Curriculum Management Review; we
will look at recent and future trends
(enrollment, test scores, graduation rates,
college acceptance); we will examine our
resources (infrastructure, technology,
etc.); and we will chart a path forward
towards improving student achievement
and outcomes.

Washington Central
Unified Union School District
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