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The Challenge 
In 2014, Venicia Ferrell joined Hampton City Schools as the K–12 science curriculum 
leader. At that time the district’s scores on Virginia’s science Standards of Learning (SOL) 
assessment tests were below state standards at the elementary level. For the 2013–2014 
school year, the district’s pass rate was at 63.6 percent, almost 7 percentage points 
below Virginia’s minimum expected pass rate of 70 percent. Twelve elementary or PK–8 
schools in the district missed the 70 percent state benchmark in science. 

As Ferrell observed the district’s classrooms in action, it became immediately clear to her. 

“In science, there must be hands-on investigation and there must be inquiry. It just has to  
be there,”  Ferrell said.

With her belief of what resources needed to be in the curriculum to teach science 
effectively, Ferrell needed to find a program that both engaged students with a more 
hands-on approach and got teachers enthusiastic about teaching science again.

Enter FOSS 
Around this time, Ferrell learned about Full Option Science System™ (FOSS®). With an 
emphasis on learning science by doing science, FOSS seamlessly blends engaging, 
hands-on science investigations with science writing, language development, reading in 
informational texts, online technology, outdoor experiences and formative assessment. 
This multimodal combination leads students to construct increasingly complex 
understanding of science concepts over time. 
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District Increases 5th Grade State Assessment Pass Rate
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While Ferrell was interested, she wasn’t completely sold. That 
is, until she and teacher specialist, Shannon Pohlman, attended 
a FOSS session at a National Science Teachers Association 
(NSTA) conference. Ferrell along with teacher specialist, Betsy 
McAllister, also visited Frederick County Public Schools in 
Winchester, VA to watch FOSS in action in classrooms. 

Ferrell tested the waters by implementing a fourth-grade pilot 
program. Pilot teachers received in-depth training from expert 
FOSS consultant Teresa Auldridge and implemented two 
modules during the second semester of the school year. With 
support from the division’s curriculum specialists, elementary 
science pass rates increased to 67.4 percent in the pilot year. 
With this success and positive feedback from pilot teachers, 
Ferrell presented the curriculum to the school board and it was 
adopted at fourth and fifth grade across Hampton City Schools. 

Discovering a Love for Science 
The response from students was immediate—and 
overwhelmingly positive. Teachers sent pictures to Ferrell of 
students thoroughly engaged in their hands-on investigations, 
developing and graphing their own data and making real 
connections to it.

“What I like about science labs is that we get to do hands-on 
activities and they help me learn better. I enjoy how fun and 
constructive they are.” 

 —Zanae, Burbank 5th grade student

More importantly, students had a firm grasp on the material, 
could link science vocabulary to real-world vocabulary and 
clearly articulate their hypotheses. 

“My days of giving all the vocabulary on day one and hoping 
they can remember all the terms is over. I would be shocked 
why they couldn’t remember 15 new vocabulary terms, but 
once I gave them something to connect it to, they couldn’t 
wait to find out the word for what they just learned.”

 —Shaye Robinson, 5th grade teacher at Burbank 

Not only were they learning science, they were doing science. 
One student was so enthralled by FOSS, even though he was 
sick, he insisted his mother bring him to school, because he 
didn’t want to miss a minute of science. 

For Hampton City teachers, FOSS completely changed their 
outlook on teaching science. 

“FOSS has made me look for any hands-on method to teach 
science,” said Shaye Robinson, “I got away from having students 
copy definitions and hoping they’d remember, to creating lasting 
memories with them and connecting the material to the science 
terms after. I’ve made it enjoyable for my students and myself.” 

Ferrell says a change in perspective is perhaps the biggest shift 
she’s seen among teachers. 

Soaring Test Scores 
The enthusiasm showed in the test scores. For the 2015–2016 
school year, the elementary SOL pass rate soared to 76.4 
percent, well above the state’s 70% pass rate benchmark and 
only 3 schools (compared to 12) were below the benchmark. 
One school, Bassette Elementary, skyrocketed from a 33 percent 
to a 70 percent pass rate in one year, something Ferrell calls, 
“unheard of.” 

“The FOSS program provides teachers with the tools and 
strategies to help students become engaged in science and 
gain a deeper understanding of content. The kits that come 
with the program are fantastic. They contain what is needed 
to complete a hands-on, inquiry based lesson that aligns 
with our content, curriculum and rigor. FOSS doesn’t just 
allow students to learn science but to DO science and become 
engrossed in the scientific process, which ultimately leads to 
an appreciation of science and the ability to critically think. 
Overall, FOSS has led to an increase in student achievement 
and engagement.” 

 —Jennifer Thomason, 5th grade teacher at Bryan

She credits the teacher’s enthusiasm coupled with the 
personalized professional development support she received 
from Virginia FOSS sales consultant Kip Bisignano for the 
success of the program across the district. 

“Our implementation was so successful because of the follow up 
from my staff and the follow up from School Specialty,”  Ferrell said. 
“Kip was with us every step of the way. If something wasn’t clear, 
help was just an email or phone call away. A lot of companies are 
only focused on the sale, but that wasn’t the case here. The follow 
up was phenomenal.” 

A Future with FOSS 
With fourth and fifth graders at Hampton City Schools well 
on their way to unparalleled science success, eighth graders 
began learning science through FOSS during the 2017–2018 
school year and teachers will receive on-going support through 
training sessions and in-class lesson demonstrations with FOSS 
Consultant Roxane Dupuis. Word of the district’s achievements 
has the community buzzing, with former teachers and 
parents approaching her on a regular basis to marvel over the 
turnaround. 

“A former teacher told me that science is becoming synonymous 
with Hampton City Schools,” said Ferrell. “Everywhere I go, people 
are talking about the science scores. It’s amazing.”
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