
Ripley Central School, Ripley, NY
EL Education Curriculum and Focus on Character 
Boost Achievement in Rural School

Case Study

School Profile

Ripley Central School, located in rural New York State, is 
small but strong. Its 167 students in grades preK–6 face 
similar challenges as students across rural America. But after 
four years of implementing EL Education’s K–8 Language 
Arts curriculum and building school culture through small 
advisory groups called Crews, they’ve discovered that 
literacy and character are a portal to success no matter where 
students come from.

2016-17 Demographic Data

 » 3% Hispanic/Latino

 » 97% White

 » 75% Students eligible for free or reduced-priced meals

 » 9% Students with disabilities

EL Education Curriculum Implementation

Adoption

For years, Ripley Central School was on New York State’s 
“focus district” list, indicating that students were chronically 
underperforming in both literacy and math. Seeking solutions, 
its principal attended a training for New York educators in 
2014 and was intrigued by the active pedagogy and complex 
texts embedded in EL Education’s K–8 Language Arts 
curriculum. Could this work for Ripley’s students? Ripley 
leaders invited an EL Education coach to facilitate a workshop 
with all staff on instructional techniques built into the 
curriculum that elevate student thinking, voice, and work. 

From there, the school never looked back. In 2015 they began 
to implement EL Education’s Language Arts curriculum 
in grades 3–6, and they instituted daily Crew meetings, in 
which students circle up with their teacher to learn about, 
practice, and reflect on the school’s character traits (see the 
character growth card below). They spent the following year 
becoming deeply familiar with the curriculum’s detailed 
lesson plans, and, in 2017-18, deepened their implementation 
with additional professional development support from EL 
Education.

Professional Learning

Ripley’s leaders instituted a systematic, shoulder-to-shoulder 
approach for supporting teachers as learners. EL Education 
School Designer Cindy Rice and instructional leaders 
unpacked the curriculum with teachers at both a micro and 
macro level. They examined how the curriculum provides 
worthy challenges for all students and how the engagement 
strategies used in the lessons capture students’ attention 
and foster students’ growth mindset. Teachers practiced 
protocols for collaboration and close reading and “test-
drove” the assessments to develop a deep understanding 
of what students would know and be able to do at the end 

“I believe in my heart that 
the work EL does across the 
three dimensions [mastery of 
knowledge and skills, character, 
high-quality student work] is 
what raises students up. The 
traditional metric is what the 
world sees, but what’s behind it 
is character and quality work.”
Michelle Helmer, Instructional Specialist



of each module. Teachers learned strategies for managing 
independent reading foundations centers that support 
students to practice skills that were introduced in the 
content-based modules. You can see a video of Ripley sixth-
graders working in these centers at Vimeo.com/120007209.

One of the centerpieces of the first year, according to 
Helmer, was learning techniques for building character at 
the same time as they were teaching reading. “We embed 
social and emotional learning into every component of the 
day.” Teachers created learning targets for each grade level 
that mirror the school’s character traits. Then they taught 
students to track their own progress on character growth 
cards. In daily Crew meetings, during behavior interventions, 
and in conferences with parents, students used their 
character growth cards to reflect on and set goals, not just for 
achieving better grades, but also for learning more effectively 
through collaboration with their peers and persistence in 
creating high-quality work. “We are a small school and you 
see the same people all day long, year after year, but strategies 
like these and restorative practices that start in Crew help us 
focus on operating like a family rather than an institution,” 
explained Helmer. 

EL Education provides schools and districts with professional development, coaching, and resources 
to support two types of partnership: 

 » School network partners: Schools that implement EL Education’s full school design and its unique approach to curriculum, 
instruction, culture and character, assessment, and leadership.

 » Literacy partners: Districts and schools that adopt EL Education’s K–8 Language Arts curriculum and work 
with EL Education to support its implementation and impact.

u Learn more at ELeducation.org

Positive Impacts

The combination of frequent, high-quality professional 
development and an unwavering focus on character through 
challenging academics enabled teachers and leaders to hold 
each other accountable and support each other through 
curriculum implementation. All their hard work began to pay 
off in 2017-18, when New York granted Ripley high-progress 
Reward School status—an indicator of high achievement, 
high growth, and no significant gaps between subgroup 
achievement levels.  

Results

Achievement trends over three years for both the overall 
student population in grades 3–5 and for economically 
disadvantaged students show a remarkable shift toward 
proficiency (levels 3 and 4) in New York literacy standards. 
During the first three years of implementation, the number of 
students overall testing at or above proficiency climbed from 
10% to 32%. Students testing far below profiency (level 1) fell 
by 29% (see figure below).

Among economically disadvantaged students (75% of 
students at Ripley), the number of students meeting or 
exceeding standards (levels 3 and 4) climbed steadily from 
8% to 27% in the same period.

Based on strong gains in literacy scores, Ripley teachers 
and leaders are continuing to innovate in ways they hope 
will sustain the momentum of growth. “My advice for other 
teaching colleagues,” says teacher Karen Kondrick, “is to take 
the time to look into all the resources. Be creative with the 
time in your schedules. The rewards are well worth the time 
you are going to spend up front.” 

Ripley Central School Elementary
1-2 Grade Character Growth Card

Student Name:  _______________________ Teacher Name: ______________________

Grade:  ____________ Benchmark: September    November     March      June

4-exemplifies strength, 3-demonstrates strength, 2-occasional weakness , or 1-lack of this strength impedes learning 

Character Strength Learning Targets My Ratings 

 Grit
∙ I can finish what I start.
∙ I can keep trying even when it is really hard.
∙ I can practice to reach my goals.

 

 Optimism
∙ I can do it, I stick to it!
∙ I can do my best every time.
∙ I can let it go.

 

 
Self-Control 
(Work)

∙ I can control my body. 
∙ I can use my materials correctly.
∙ I can follow classroom directions and routines

 

Self-Control 
(Interpersonal)

∙ I can use nice words when talking to friends and adults.
∙ I can take turns.
∙ I can listen carefully and track the person speaking.

 

 Gratitude
∙ I can say please and thank you.
∙ I can be thankful for my friends.
∙ I can be thankful when someone helps me.

 

 
Social 
Intelligence

∙ I can explain my feelings with words.
∙ I can help to solve problems.
∙ I can ask questions when I do not know what to do.

 

 Curiosity
∙ I can show excitement about my learning.
∙ I can ask my own questions.
∙ I can learn all by myself.

 

 Zest
∙ I can share my ideas.
∙ I can raise my proud hand.
∙ I can try new things.

 

Economically Disadvantaged Students Meeting or Exceeding 
Proficient (NYS ELA Test Results 2015-17)
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Students Well Below Proficient–Level 1 
(NYS ELA Test Results 2015-17)

http://Vimeo.com/120007209
http://www.ELeducation.org

