23.3 FALL 2007

What'’s Essential About Elementary Schools?

= ";‘-'4

Bl s

Cespublications”



Never Arrive:
Teachers Reflect on
A CES Elementary
School

by Mary Helen Spiri and Pamela |. Ayres

What is a Coalition elemen-

tary school? In the Chesapeake

Coalition of Essential Schools

network, each of our schools has

made meaning of the ten Common

Principles in very different ways. However,
because our schools came to us not neces-
sarily through the philosophically noble pursuit
of principles, but through the funding opportunity
of Comprehensive School Reform, CES journcy s
within our network have been especially warty. Our
schools are all regular public schools in repular public

schoaol districts, in a state with a strong state voice and students. You don’t implement CES, you embrace
in both funding and directing PUH"V schooling. Our it: there is no standard set of p!'cdcfl‘llul n.lltcnmcs,
schools are not smaller than ncighboring schools, but rather the possibility of remarkable changes in the
nor managed with any greater degree of autonomy, very heart of a school community.

nor exempt from state testing or district curricula
that prepare students for proficiency in such testing.
Students enroll in our schools because they live where
the school is, not because their parents are looking
for something different or better. Teachers and princi-
pals, likewise, generally find their way to our schools
through normal district hiring practices, some of
which are less personal than others.

Despite these realities, many of our elementary
schools have grown into fine L',\.ll”]‘llt‘.\ of what CES
brings to pre-kindergarten through fifth grade school-
ing. Principals, teachers, community members, and
sometimes district administrators have come to see
the value in centering education not on a checklist of
purported “best practices” — implemented step-by-
step and without reflection - but rather on a philoso

phy of schooling that requires and inspires teachers
to redefine their expectations for themselves, their
colleagues, their students, and their communities.
This has proven the most difficult aspect of the CES

One such community is Salem Avenue Elementary
School in Hagerstown,, a small city in western
journey in our L‘IL‘I'I'IL‘I'I[.I.I‘)' NL‘]thL\‘, whs.'l'c too many ]\.1.“-\.[‘““{. Salcm Avenue il’i[lk‘d CES 1n 2004. Its 51‘1“’
teachers have had too much experience with basal '

7 of fifty teachers, paraprofessionals, and administra-
readers, mathematics pacing guides, and myriad expec tors serves 650 students. Two-thirds of these students

tations for teaching that disempowers both teachers live in poverty; one-third is African-American



or Hispanic. As in many Title I schools, the staff
members have been somewhat transient. The school
has weathered three principals in the last four years;
during the same time period, many teachers have
been promoted to district leadership roles or trans-
ferred from the school for other reasons.
change,” bemoans Vicki Kane, a kindergarten teacher
who has been at Salem Avenue for 15 years. “It’s

been almost impossible to stay focused on anything.”
Nevertheless, at this point in their CES journey, Salem
Avenue’s teachers can speak thoughtfully about the
hard work involved in becoming a principled elemen-
tary school.

“So much

What Makes a CES Elementary School Different from
Other Schools?

Teachers at Salem Avenue describe the differences
between a CES school and other schools in terms

of student engagement, expectations, and support.
Amanda Weighley, a second grade teacher who began
her career last year, describes the difference between
her CES experience and her training to teach: “There’s
a lot more student centered learning; it’s not all about
the teacher. Students get more out of their learning
because they are responsible for it.”

Linda Green, a veteran teacher of 28 years on the same

second grade team, believes, “You're involved in the
learning process, but the students take ownership of
what they learn. They want to do it. You present them
with a door, but you're not the leader going through
that door. They're running toward it; they want to do
it. Now teaching is interesting. If you could see how
much second grade students can accomplish!” Craig
Eicher, a first grade teacher who began his career as

a high school teacher, adds, “Students are engaged

— they’re hands-on, reflecting on their work, talking
about their work. As their teacher, 1 try to go for
something different, think outside the box, something
to prove that students can do it. Once you try it, it’s
like, “Wow!"”

Craig’s expectations of himself and his students are
central to Salem Avenue’s success. Sandy Burger,

a fifth grade teacher with 23 years of experience,
describes it this way: “When you see the kids coming
in you think they might not make it. You get rumors
from lower grades. Every teacher makes predictions
and develops 2 mindset that CES helps you get vid
of. Every kid can learn. You just have to find the way
that’s best for them, get them involved. With CES
you give every kid a chance to be engaged in learn-
ing. Every kid has an opportunity.” Rebecca Bland,
another highly experienced fifth grade teacher, adds,
“When it comes to students exhibiting their learning,
they work so much more diligently. They don’t mind
increasing rigor if they know that their thinking is
honored and valued in the community.” Capturing

- Year-long es

- Focus questions per reading ¢

- Six schoolwide habits of mind, dcveloped in colhbomnon
with parents

Purposeful Collaboration and Reflection g

- Daily grade-level planning

- Regular opportunities for collaboration across grade levels

- Peer observation supported by administration

- Clear processes for collecting, making meaning of, and
responding to data

- Disciplined action research projects at each grade level
PK-5

Attention to Issues of Equity

- Strategic disaggregation of data, including student work

- Heterogeneous grouping in all classes
- Structured intervention programs, inchuding extended
school year

- Parent participation database; outreach to those underrep-
resented

- Frequent use of National School Reform Faculty protocols
as part of classroom instruction to increase participation

Rethinking community engagement

- Schoolwide exhibitions of learning twice each year (com-
munity attendance 750+)

- Parent attendance at Fall Forum sponsored by school

- Math forums for parents of students in grades 3-5

the kindergarten perspective, Vicki Kane offers,
“How much kindergarteners are able to do shocked
me. There’s no room for “You’re not going to get this
because you're only five.”” Dan Fowler, a second-year
third grade teacher, captured the intersection between
his expectations of himself and his students: “My goal
this year was to personalize and differentiate, espe-
ually for my students with disabilities, and T did that
by expecting more from all kids. I'm proud of what
they accomplished in the classroom and on the state
test.”

Purposeful collaboration among teachers, and, to a
lesser extent, among parents, is key to Salem Avenue’s
CES journey. “We share instructional ideas and

ways to motivate individual students. 1f we think we
understand how a certain student ticks, we share.
We don’t have to be the monarch of our room. We
send students to each other’s rooms if they need
another touch for a while. We are very welcoming of
all students,” asserts Rebecca Bland. Sandy Burger,
another member of the fifth grade team, adds, “We
got better about planning. We had to work around

Continued on next page
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county assessments and their objectives and could pull
out big ideas. We started planning on Friday nights
until 7 or 7:30. You have to let your guard down and
share and cooperate. The team has to be willing to
work together and work across grade levels as well.”
Dan Fowler offers, “We allow each other to come into
classrooms, which is a huge step ~ so much feedback
from other people, not how well you did, but a differ-
ent spin, also cool feedback. We respect the differences
in each other. We trust each other.”

The Ten Common Principles at Salem Avenue
During the 2005-06 school year, as appreciation for
the power of the CES Common Principles began to
grow, Salem Avenue’s teachers and parents reached
consensus around six school-wide habits of mind
which form the core of instruction at the school.
Honoring these habits of mind is challenging in an
clementary school, where much of the early instruc-
tion in reading and math is skill-based, but teachers
work diligently to marry essential skills and content
to the lives of the community and the children.

The habits of mind have helped the school community
to understand the Common Principles as philosophy
rather than checklist. “Both teachers and kids have

to be motivated to think continuously about using
minds well. And getting students to use their minds
well now drives our teaching and planning,” states
Linda Green, second grade teacher. Sandy Burger asks
students always to ask themselves, “What is it I need
to be able to do to think and learn?” This question

reminds her that “every student is valuable, worth-
while, special. They are the most important part of .
their own education.” Amanda Weighley adds, “The
habits of mind are in the forefront. When we do plan-
ning, we make sure that work is personalized; we have
students reflect on their work.” Kindergarten teacher
Vicki Kane understands that positive habits of mind
begin by “letting students figure out if they were

right or wrong. With teacher as coach, I am not the
only person talking, the only person whose opinion
or experience matters.” Dan Fowler adds, “The prin-
ciples are interrelated. I like ‘less is more” best. Once
you put something out there for the students, you

can extend from it, not pushing or rushing, which is
where tone of decency comes from. The problem with
other approaches is trying to fit too much in, in too
little time.”

Rebecca Bland describes her understanding of the
Common Principles in this way: “I know the spirit of
them and feel that this spirit is alive in my teaching. 1
am constantly thinking about habits of mind, expecta-
tion, motivation, and ownership of student learning.

I am becoming aware of individual students and what
would help them become engaged. I work to build
enough of a relationship with students to understand
how they learn best, and then I communicate that to
the student. That’s what they can take with them rest
of their life. I cry for all the times I didn’t know that,
all the times kids have been discouraged because I
didn’t know to help them learn how they learn.”

As a CES affiliate center, Chesapeake CES respects

and celebrates the character of each of our schools.
We encourage school communities to explore and
embrace the Common Principles, and, like the Salem
Avenue staff that is so invigorated at discovering



Never Arrive: Teache

what students can do, we are continuously impressed
at the quality of the adult work that transpires. We
believe that CES is more journey than destination. We
believe that a school is able to call itself a Coalition
school when its people begin to speak in terms of this
journey, and when the journey is grounded in ever-
deepening understandings of the Common Principles.

Salem Avenue has entered the 2007-08 school year
with 10 new classroom teachers as well as many
remaining staff teaching in different grade levels or
intervention positions. However, for the first time

in three years, the administrative team will return to
the school. This strength, coupled with notable gains
for students in state testing for the first time in many
years, has brought a sense of qualified optimism to the
school community. While administrators and teach-
ers continue to believe in the power of the Common
Principles and the need to continue their CES journey,
they acknowledge the added challenge of so many
new staff in their plans to move forward.

School leaders are strategically retooling plans for
engaging teachers and parents in continued reform.
Salem Avenue’s staff spent its first day together in
August at a local ropes course, developing the adult
relationships so essential to continued success. Each
grade level team will engage in a carefully constructed
action research project that supports the Common
Principles. And the PTA president, a vocal but novice
advocate of CES, will join the school/district team
attending Fall Forum in Denver. Interestingly, the
challenges inherent in so much change are actually
helping school community members to revisit, clarify,
and protect that which they believe is essential at
Salem Avenue. Salem Avenue has learned the great
secret of the power of CES: a school never arrives. It
continues to revel in the ride, the bumpier the better,
arriving at a place only to discover that an even better
place awaits.

Pamela ]. Ayres serves as Associate Director of Chesapeake
CES and Director of the NSRF Maryland Center of
Activity. She retired from Carroll County Public Schools in
Maryland in 2004 following 30 years of work as a teacher,
reading specialist, principal, and most recently Director of
Minority Achievement and Intervention Programs.

I Mapy HHelon Gniri an sdneatar with 25 vears of exne-
rience, has been a teacher, principal, and central office
administrator in rural, suburban, and urban school districts
ranging in size from 1,800 students to the School District of
Philadelphia. She is the Executive Director of Chesapeake
CES.

The Promise of CES Elementary
Schools
Continued from page 3

heights. And it must start with the very young so that
we don’t spend the second half of schooling having to
undo the first half!

Deborah Meier is on the faculty of New York University’s
Steinhardt School of Education, as senior scholar and
adjunct professor. She is a board member and director of
New Ventures at Mission Hill, director and advisor to the
Forum for Democracy and Education, and on the Board of
the Coalition of Essential Schools.




Nature's New
Educational
Mandate: No Child
Left Inside

by Jodi Paloni, Marlboro School

It's 11:30 am, and the energy has

shifted in the third/fourth grade

classroom. Eyes begin moving from

math work to the clock on the wall.
Students begin whispering the “R”

word. Even students who have not yet
mastered telling time with an analog clock
know that “the big hand on the 9” means it’s
time for recess.

I'd like to be able to say that my exciting math curric
ulum has the ability to stem the recess tidc, but we
all know, recess is a powerful force. We've all heard
the universal response to the question, “What’s your
favorite subject in school?” And, at The Marlboro
School, a K-8 rural public school, in the foothills of
the Green Mountains in southern Vermont, recess is
“way cool.”

Flere, young children roam the woods, make mud
bridges in the stream, climb trees, and play tag among
the meadow thicket. Older kids play a variety of
sports on the playing field and hang out on student-
made wooden benches. In winter, there’s sledding,
snow sculpture, and snowball fights. Kids return

to the building for lunch 30 minutes after the long
awaited release, red-cheeked, smiling, and chatting
about plans for the next recess. But is 30 minutes of

outdoor time in a six and a half hour school day really

enough?

According to child advocacy expert and author
Richard Louy, 30 minutes isn’t nearly enough. In his
book Last Child in the Woods: Saving our Children
from Nature-Deficit Disorder, he discusses the events
which have led our culture to move indoors and the
subsequent consequences, a national trend of child
hood Ulu'ait_\, dvprv\\inn, ‘lllu.l Attention Deficit
Disorder, Louv highlights the increasing difficulties
in getting kids outdoors: competition with screens,
media-exploited fears, more homework, and a
decrease in natural areas.

But there is hope! With a little understanding, some
risk-taking and careful planning, courageous teachers
can strongly influence the opening of windows and
doors for our nation’s children while keeping up with
mandated standards, personal ethics, and the CES
Common Principles.

The results? Healthier, happier kids with increased
creativity, broadened thinking skills and, according

to Louy, better GPAs and higher standardized test
scores! The benefit is kids who will grow up to shape
the success of our relationship with a world in which
we hope to survive. It’s a great book. I wish I had
written it. For the past 25 years, I have been dedicated
to environmental-based experiences and curricu-

lum. Indoors and out, with kids of all ages and with
adults preparing for a teaching profession, I'll try to
persuade anyone who will listen.

[n the teacher-training course I offer at Antioch New
England University, one activity asks adult students
to access one of their most vibrant middle childhood
memories and express the experience in a creative
presentation. In all cases, memories involve a special
place or treasure, almost exclusively nature-related. .\

Whether it’s a neighborhood tree fort, a family vaca-
tion on a lake, finding a bird’s nest with a broken egg,
or engaging in some covert ritual in the elements,

each memory is brought alive in the present due to its



sensory-potent content. People describe the essence of
memory vividly and often comment on the loss they
feel in “growing up.” Never has a student described a
school-based experience.

In my classroom, we bring nature news and outdoor

treasures from home for our over- pr;pu!ﬂtd science
table, keep ongoing personal nature )mnmu and

write poems about spotted salamanders. Wi

the streams and rivers of our local watershed becausc
kids discover in 2 morning meeting that their homes
are all connected by it and ger an idea. “H icy, Jodi!

Let’s walk it as far as we can!”

They learn Vermont history from reading the stone-
walled landscape, math by building bird boxes, and
computer skills designing field guides. They read My
Side of the Mountain, play with solar-powered cars,
and tell stories from the point of view of a frog. And
all the while, we are well within the boundaries of the
duly noted and ever-present standards.

One cold November day last fall, I found myself
standing around a fire with 21 eight, nine, and ten
year-olds, cooking moose meat and venison on sticks,
listening to kid-perfected Abenaki storytelling and
passing around a birch bark basket full of seeds and
berries. 1 paused, realizing we were in the center of a
quintessential teaching moment that I've since used as
a touchstone for why the natural world and academic
skill development are inseparable.

That day was student-directed, strongly hands-on,
expansive in the principle “depth over breadth,” and
steeped in academics. It was an event culminating a
trimester-long Vermont Studies Unit on the Abenaki
people. The preparation for this event involved
reading, writing, research, oral communication, and
computer skills. Each student became an expert on
one aspect of Abenaki life and presented work to the
class. This approach personalizes the learning as kids
chose topics in which they find personal meaning.
Students presented an interactive demonstration or
activity, thus incorporating the “exhibition” approach,
and each student learned and retold a story from the
Northeast Woodland tradition. Creating curriculum
that involves a variety of activities makes the content
accessible to all students.

The event involved community interaction as well.
Parents fed the fire, local hunters sent in freshly-
harvested meat, and a trip to the local food co-op
yielded dried herbs and spices from wild plants
which can be identified in our local plant communi-
ties. Bringing history to the “here and now” for the
nine year-olds by connecting it to the forest they use
every day at recess takes print-based curriculum to
a tangible dimension. This is the “stuff” that sticks.
The excitement leading up to the event kept a poten-
tially inaccessible topic alive for three months. This

Nature’s New Educational Mandate

is where embracing “less is more” pays off. After

kids understood who lived here before us, how the
Abenaki people stewarded the land and learned from
the animals, they spent the next four months immersed
in the natural history of the forest community and
publishing a field guide to the Marlboro School play-

ground.

On the last page of Last Child in the Woods, Richard
Louv tells about his own quintessential moment and
writes, “These are the moments when the world 1s
made whole.” Not every day in my classroom is like
the day around the fire, and I can assure you I didn’t
spend any extra time outside my regular teaching week
making this happen. But a large part of my every day
work is devoted to the co-creation of a variety of expe-
riences that connect people to the outdoors and each
other.

Nature writer Thomas Berry wrote, “Teaching chil-
dren about the natural world should be treated as one
of the most important events of their lives.” Crafting
clay identification markers for the nature trail at our
local park, producing an original musical that high-
lights integrated learning from a year-long thematic
study on water, and interviewing a neighbor who
manages his five acre meadow for Monarch butterflies
are just some examples of how progressive education
in the elementary grades can keep kids place-based and
grounded in the natural world. We are forging instruc-
tional memories for kids to draw from as they become
the land stewards of the future.

What’s truly needed is a full-on infusion of nature-
based literature, projects, learning stations, field trips,
and systems-based year-long initiatives into the lives
of our nature-starved children. It’s what kids do natu-
rally when the screens are shut down and the doors
left open. Let’s not forget the very basic yet endan-
gered experience of simply breathing in some fresh
air. Fresh air is essential for healthy bodies and brains,
encouraging the flow of oxygen in supporting all tasks
in a school day. Get kids outside, moving their bodies
and interacting with their surroundings and you will
notice more focus in reading circle and math class.
Courageous teachers are the ones to do it!

And while figuring out just how and when to make
this all happen, don’t forget that recess is just around
the corner.

Jodi Paloni lives and teaches third and fourth grade,
surrounded by the beautiful and diverse forests of Marlboro,
Vermont. She wants everybody to know she’s taught lots of
urban/suburban kids, too! She welcomes responses to her
thoughts at jpaloni@verizon.net.



Essential Literacy
Partnerships at the
South Lawrence East

Elementary School
by Mary A. Toomey

Since joining the Coalition of

Essential Schools in February

1999, the South Lawrence East

Elementary School has used the CES

Common Principles as the founda-

tion for enhancing our school culture and
ensuring student success. We regard literacy
skills - the abilities to decode and comprehend
grade-level text, to engage with text thoughtfullv,
and 1o express oneself clearly in writing — to be cssen-
tial competencies for all children to master before
they leave our school. As we are located in an urban
setting where more than 85 percent of students iden-
tify the language of the home as something other than
English, we must provide individualized and personal-
ized instruction to meet a diversity of learning needs,
to meet our literacy goals for each student, and to
attain our district’s commitment to “Proficiency for
All”

A Partnership for Literacy

Given the needs of a large second language and
minority population, it is crucial to provide learn-
ing environments rich in vocabulary and literature
and with a strong phonics foundation for decoding
and fluency. We also want our students to learn and
practice comprehension strategies that promote think-
ing deeply about meaning. Our teachers must clearly
understand the constructs of building comprehension
strategies through curriculum mapping, an ongoing
flow of assessment information, and opportunities to

read as much as possible.

To help us meet our literacy goals, we began a part
nership in the spring of 2000 with the Eliot-Pearson
Center for Applied Child Development (CACD) at
Tufts University. CACD provides customized support
to schools that seek to improve literacy teaching

and learning, and its child development and literacy
specialists have developed the “Learn to Read by

Reading™ (LRR) model. We chose to adopt LRR’s

Lawrence East Elementary School
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balanced approach to literacy instruction in large part
because it is based on values that are consistent with
the CES Common Principles, emphasizing explicit
teaching of essential reading and writing strategies so
that children learn to think deeply about text; warm,
inclusive and supportive communities of readers and

South Lawrence East Elementary School
Affirmed in Membership with the Coalition of Essential
Schools 1999

Grades one through four

520 students, 44 teachers

Lawrence, Massachusetts Public School
Demographics

Pre-kindergarten -12th grade enrollment: 12,820

87% Hispanic

83% Low income

83% First language not English

24% English Language Learners
18% Students with disabilities



writers; differentiated instruction to meet diverse
learning need; intensive support to the most at-risk
students; varied forms of authentic assessment to
inform day-to-day lesson planning; time for students
to engage in authentic reading and writing while the
teacher acts as a coach; and ownership and innovation
on the part of teachers.

Literacy Instruction in the Classroom

The LRR model depends on a skillful and committed
approach. Our teachers must understand the strategies
used by proficient readers and writers, use assessment
to identify their students’ learning needs, and plan
instruction that meets these needs. The model requires
a high degree of personalized teaching, collaboration
with colleagues, and ongoing reflection.

In our classrooms, we have a daily two to two and a
half hour literacy period with the following elements:

Readers’ Workshop — approximately one hour
Writers' Workshop — approximately 45 minutes
Phonics/Word Study — approximately 15 minutes
Interactive Read Aloud - approximately 15 minutes

Readers’ Workshop and Writers’ Workshop consist

of a focus lesson, reading/writing and conferring,

and a group share. The daily Focus Lesson is a short,
whole-class, teacher-directed lesson that often involves
teacher demonstration or “think aloud,” followed by a
“guided practice” in which students try out what they
have just been taught. During the Reading/Writing
and Conferring phase, students practice the strate-
gies from the focus lessons, while teachers work with
them individually or in small groups. Teachers plan
their large- and small-group lessons based on careful
analysis of the notes they take while conferring with
individual students. The workshop ends with a brief
Group Share during which students share their work
and their use of the targeted literacy strategies.

Phonics/Word Study is taught on a daily basis
through short, teacher-directed lessons emphasizing
decoding, encoding (spelling), word recognition, and
vocabulary development. Because research shows that
phonics is best taught systematically, LRR includes
detailed lesson plans designed to help children master
the phonic elements in a logical sequence.

During Interactive Read Aloud, the teacher reads
high-quality children’s literature to the entire class,
and then engages students in thoughtful, reflective
discussions in response to these readings.

These structures allow us to realize the principle of
“Student as Worker, Teacher as Coach.” Students
spend much of the Readers’ and Writers’ Workshop
blocks reading and writing independently, practicing
literacy strategies while the teacher confers with indi-
viduals or small groups. During more teacher-centered

Essential Literacy Partnerships at the South Lawrence East Element

components, explicit instruction and modeling precede
opportunities for students to practice what they have
just been taught while the teacher “guides from the
side.”

A Coaching Model of Professional Development

A coaching model has also been central to our
professional development in literacy. Coaches from
CACD work side-by-side with our teachers in their
classrooms, demonstrating lessons, co-teaching, and
providing informal feedback. They have also worked
with us as we plan lessons and organize instruction
into lesson trajectories and units of study. As we enter
year seven of our partnership, we continue to refine
focus lessons, improve guided reading and writing
groups, and ensure we meet the needs of all our
students.

Over the years, we have increased the abilities of our
own staff members to provide coaching within our
school. Two master level teachers serve as full-time
content specialist coaches, working closely with the
principal to enhance instruction, monitor student
progress, and implement interventions as appropri-
ate. They collaborate closely with the CACD coaches
to identify areas of need within the school and assist
teachers who have questions about particular instruc-
tional practices.

In 2006-2007, we expanded the roles of our school-
based coaches and developed two Laboratory
Classrooms, one for literacy and the other for math-
ematics. Each coach plans and delivers the workshop

instruction daily to a selected group of third and
fourth grade students. Teachers in the school visit
each “Lab Class” three times during the year, for a
total of nine observations. During the visits, they use
a reflection summary tool to record their experience
and learning. Following the visits, they meet with the
coach for debriefing and discussion. These Lab Class
visits have proven to be a tremendous catalyst for
teacher learning. Because the coaches and students get
to know each other in a personal way, teaching and

Continued on next page
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learning becomes authentic, and lessons can build
upon one another over time. Teachers apply their
observations to their own daily practice. The Lab
Class model provides powerful opportunities for
teachers to act as coaches both to their students and to
their colleagues.

Monitoring Our Progress

Another key component of our partnership with
CACD/Tufts University as an LRR school has been
the use of Learning Walks to review our school-wide
progress in growing our literacy instruction and to
create additional opportunities for teacher reflection
and learning. Twice each year, the principal creates
teams of observers that include teachers, administra-
tors, and a CACD coach. The team visits several class-
rooms, timing the visits to observe particular instruc-
tional practices (e.g., writing focus lessons or guided

Related Resource

reading groups) that had been identified as focus areas
for professional development.

We do not use Learning Walks to evaluate individual
teachers. Instead, administrators and the CACD coach
look closely at the literacy instruction taking place
across the school to determine the impact of profes-
sional development efforts, to identify any confusions
teachers may have, and address areas that require
continued attention. Teachers who participate in the
Learning Walk team use the visits as opportunities

for peer observation and self-reflection. Following
Learning Walks, “feedback sessions” provide addi-
tional opportunities for deep, meaningful discourse
regarding teaching sophistication and learning
nuances. Teachers are asked to complete the following
sentences about each lesson observed:

[ just loved the way...
Other teachers should come into this classroom to
learn how to...

Observing in the classroom helped ME understand
more about...

One thing I'd like to ask this teacher is. ..

We Have Come So Very Far
Our task is far from finished, but we have come so
very far. Children love to read books they can select

e'1‘.*\18‘5nbutl'l Lawrence East Elementary School

themselves. Classroom libraries are rich in genre
studies, author collections, poetry selections, chapter
books, and read aloud titles. Teachers utilize profes-
sional development, coaching opportunities, peer
observations, and collaborative teaming to consis-
tently improve their practice leading to incredible
levels of refined practice and sophistication of lesson
delivery. Support structures, including tutorials and
guided reading groupings assure that struggling
readers are receiving additional daily instruction. Our
school feels alive with literacy, full of children who
love to read at school and at home.

Our efforts to implement a balanced literacy model
have helped our school to achieve Adequate Yearly
Progress in English Language Arts for several cycles.
Although state and federal mandates are making

such goals more and more difficult to reach, we are
confident that our commitment to continued profes-
sional learning and growth, along with our Common
Principle guideposts, will help us ensure the success of
each and every one of our students.

Mary A. Toomey began serving the Lawrence Public
Schools, in Lawrence, Massachusetts, as a teacher of special
education in 1978. Ms. Toomey holds a Masters degree in
Educational Administration from Rivier College in Nashua,
New Hampshire, and a Certificate of Advanced Graduate
Study in Leadership from Salem State College, Salem,
Massachusetts. Currently, Ms. Toomey is a student at Nova
Southeastern University working on a Doctoral Studies
Program. During the last 15 years, Ms. Toomey has applied
her classroom experience, graduate level studies, and colle-
gial influences to the practice of school leadership as prin-
cipal of the South Lawrence East Elementary School. After
almost 30 years of commitment to the field of education,
Ms. Toomey continues to be inspired and renewed by the
power of collaboration and the excitement that comes with
helping each child to succeed.




Life Is About the
Work You Do: Horace
interviews Ron Berger

Ron Berger works with Expeditionary Learning
Schools (ELS) as Northeast Regional Field Director.
ELS is a comprehensive K-12 educational design that
combines rigorous academic content and real world
projects ~learning expeditions — with active teach-
ing and community service. Expeditionary Learning
is now being implemented in more than 140 urban,
rural, and suburban schools, including a strong repre-
sentation of CES schools.

Berger's books, A Culture of Quality and An Ethic
of Excellence, have inspired many Essential school
educators to reach for what’s best in their students
and themselves. Berger talked with Horace editor Jill
Davidson about his deep roots in progressive elemen-
tary education, concentrating on the importance of
students of all ages doing meaningful, enduring work.

Horace: Talk about your involvement with progres-
sive education and with the Coalition of Essential
Schools.

Ron Berger: I taught public school for 28 years,
mostly at Shutesbury Elementary School in rural
western Massachusetts, We had a commitment to CES
principles even before the publication of Horace’s
Compromise, with which Ted Sizer brought CES
work public. Shutesbury was a unique opportunity.
Because it was the only public school in a small town,
it couldn’t publicly define itself as progressive. That
would alienate some people in the town. We had to
make progressive practices evident in terms of values
like perseverance, authentic work, courtesy, and
responsibility. This was what the old-time Yankees
valued; those were the values that matter in real life.
What we might call progressive are the values that
working class people in the town cared about. It was a
privilege to work there.

We were a one-school district, and teachers were
trusted to create curriculum that was not part of a
large mandated approach. We created curriculum

that had local roots, connections to local history, and
addressed local environmental conditions. This curric-
ulum made contributions to the town; it was of real
value. Doing that is hard within a mandated district
curriculum.

Horace: What projects emerged from the Shutesbury
curriculum?

Berger: In our rural town, everyone has a private well;

Life is About the Work You Do

most families are not sure if their water is safe. Fifth
and sixth grade students set up a partnership with a
local college that had a mass spectrometer. Elementary
students tested water with the college students and
prepared individual reports for families and a full
report for the town. This was original science, high-
stakes research that got kids who may not have been
considering college working in a college lab. They
were able to see that college is an amazing opportu-
nity, and this project was powerful and authentic.

Other teachers in the school at all grade levels were
doing similar projects. Third and fourth graders
counted amphibians. They went into the wetlands
and forests, and their counts contributed to the
Massachusetts state database. This was original
research and a very powerful opportunity. Kids got to
do real work that they were really proud of and that
was judged by professional science standards.

Horace: Talk about how the ideas that CES stands for
matter when it comes to teaching and learning with
younger kids.

Berger: CES was born from the great wisdom of Ted
Sizer and Deborah Meier in seeing that the clutter and
anonymity of many high schools prevented school
cultures that could shepherd all students to success.
Much of what they suggested, including smaller, more
personal settings where students are well known and
guided by adults, and longer periods of time to go
deeper into project work and learning, came from the
heritage of elementary schools. It’s no coincidence
that Debbie started as a kindergarten teacher, before
her ground-breaking work with high schools.

Some of the CES principles are not as salient in
clementary settings, because they exist particularly
to establish the more personal and flexible context

in high schools that many elementary classrooms
already have. Some principles, though, are vital. Two
CES principles that matter significantly in elementary
settings are “less is more” and “depth versus cover-
age.” Today’s pressure is toward surface coverage of
content to prepare for high stakes tests. The more
that state frameworks grow detailed, the more this
happens. It’s growing more difficult to give students
the opportunities to use their minds well as critical
thinkers, to work as historians, scientists, mathemati-
cians and writers.

Horace: But conditions these days for many schools
present so many challenges to the practice of “going
deep” with kids.

Berger: One positive thing about NCLB is the
spotlight it sheds on achievement of students in low

income communities; that spotlight is good. But
if those schools in low income communities aren’t

Continued on page 27



The Coalition of Essential Schools: Common Principles

Demonstration
of mastery

Resources
dedicated to
teaching and
learning

The Coalition of Essential Schools

Imagine schools where intellectual excitement animates
every student’s face, teachers work rogether to improve
their eraft, and all students thrive and excel. For more than
20 years, the Coalition of Esscntial Schools (CES) has been
at the forefront of making this vision a reality. Guided by
a set of Common Prineiples, CES strives to create and sus-
tain personalized, equitable, and intellectually challenging
schools.

The CES network includes hundreds of schools and 26
Affiliate Centers. Diverse in size, population, and program-
matic emphasis, Essential schools serve students from
Kindergarten through high school in urban, suburban,

and rural communities.

Essential schools share the Common Principles, a set of
beliefs about the purpose and practice of schooling.
Reflecting the wisdom of thousands of educators, the ten
Common Principles inspire schools to examine their priorities
and design effective structures and instructional practices.

CES was founded in 1984 by Theodore R. Sizer and is
headquartered in Oakland, California. Please visit our
website at www.essentialschools.org for more about
CES's programs, services, and resources.

Learning to
use one’s
mind well

Democracy
and equity

Horace

CES publishes its journal Horace quarterly. Combining
research with hands-on resources, Horace showcases
Essential schools that implement the ten Common Principles
in their structures, practices, and habits. Within four focus
areas—school design, classroom practice, leadership, and
community connections—~FHorace explores specific questions
and challenges that face all schools in the CES network.

Subscriptions to Horace are a benefit of affiliating with
CES National as a regional center, school, or network
friecnd. We invite you to visit the CES website at
www,essentialschools.org for information on affiliation
and to read Horace issues from 1988 through the present.

Jill Davidson, editor of Horace, welcomes your comments,

issue theme and story ideas, and other feedback via email
at jdavidson@essentialschools.org.

Jill Davidson
Publications Director

Lewis Cohen
Executive Director




“Don’‘t You Pick
And Refuse Me”

by Katherine Clunis

“The stone that the builder refuse

Will always be the head cornerstone-a;

The stone that the builder refuse

Will always be the head cornerstone.”
~ “Cornerstone,” Bob Marley

This fall marks my tenth year at the Mission Hill
School. I have taught five through nine year old.
Each year there have been students with special needs
in my classroom. Sometimes they have IEPs, ind
sometimes E:hey don't. To me, the work has always
been about getting to know the students, sty
1o know them as individuals, getting 1o know what
makes then rock md‘:what makes them roll.

Spending time with ‘them at the beginning of the year
15 my favorite part of teaching. So willing and wide-
eyed, they share who they think they are as learners.
One of many moments from my [{.;\Lh[ﬂj_, career that
has stayed with me is when, on the first day of school,
an u;,h[ year old came up to me and said, “I just need
to let you know that I can’t read, and I don’t read.” 1
pointed to a word in the classroom and asked, “Oh,
what does that say?” He read it. I pointed out ten
different words. He read all of them. I said to him,

“I thought you said you couldn’t read. Do you mean
that there are some words that are hard for you to
read?” He said, “Yeah, that’s what [ mean.”

For that whole year, we had an understanding that
reading was something that was hard for him, and
we would work though it together. I never tried to
hide that reading was the arca he needed to work on.
In fact, he felt so comfortable; he didn't just rely on
me for help. He sought out his classmates and other
teachers as well.

I will never stop being surprised by the fact at such

a young age; children begin to realize that there is
something different about them. Or they start to think
there are thmp I|IL\ cannot do. This is wh\l |\up\

me teaching, no matter how difficult the student’s

behavior, no matter how many children I work with,

no matter what. I believe it is my job to help them see
what they might not be able to see, or maybe even
help them find the magic they forgot that s a part of
who they are.

[n 2006-7, 1 had the task of teaching the first substan-
tially separate class at our school. Before this year, all
of Mission Hill’s students had been included in the
classrooms. We have always had children with special
needs, but before last year, we never had a classroom
in which the students were told they had to be sepa-
rate. Added because all Pilot Schools in Boston were
assigned more students with special needs, the class is
called a Primary Transitional Classroom, or PTC. It is
designed in a way so that “hopefully” the children in
my L]ass will be transitioned into full-inclusion class-
rooms.

My class capacity is 12, but I had only five children
assigned to my room. Me being me, I was confused
about why three of the children were there. I really
was unsure. | even thought there had been a mistake.
And for the other two students, I understood how
they would benefit from a smaller class size, but why

not a smaller class that uses an inclusion model? 1
genuinely believe that all of the student in my class
could have been in an inclusive setting.

| have never understood how someone looks at a five



year old and says, “You don’t fit.” | mean, who does?
Though I do support smaller class settings for children
who need them, I took the role of being the teacher
of this class because I wanted to make sure that the
children at Mission Hill would have classrooms that
were as inclusive as possible. I also wanted to make
sure the children who were coming into our school
had a classroom that looked and felt like the sort of
classrooms they would be moving onto, at our school
and beyond. In other words, I wanted to create a kind
of universal learning setting that would help them not
just now, but in the future.

I had to be innovative if I was going to be able to do
what I truly believed my job was, to help transition
them into another classroom, not just at our school,
but at any school they might attend. I worked with
the other kindergarten/first grade teachers and intro-
duced Racing Firecrackers drop-in (that’s the name
of our class, the Racing Firecrackers). Teachers sent
children interested in spending time in my room to
me. This was great; the students coming in were able
to model behavior and provide opportunities for more
conflict resolution strategies, and my students were
able to act as leaders and feel successful in helping the
other students navigate the space of our classroom.

I began to think about the PTC students who would
be joining us over the course of the year. My biggest
worry centered on how the incoming students would

feel when they arrived. Would the current students
make them feel welcome? Is there a strong sense of
community? What happened was something I didn’t
expect at all. With every incoming student, it was like
it was the first day of school all over again. Instead of
my class holding their position, they regressed in their
behavior and also, many times, took on the behaviors
of the new students. While there was a big enough

“Don’t You Pick and Refuse Me”

student body to maintain norms and say, “Hey, we
don’t do that here,” the process of welcoming and
integrating a new student still took up a lot of time and
energy.

Often, the incoming students were angry. While they
had been moved from an environment that they knew,
that past environment had not worked for them. They
came in feeling unsuccessful, and had made up their
minds that they were different. At age five, they had
made up their minds that they were not going to learn,
and the move to my classroom intensified the power of
that decision.

Close to March, another new student came into my
class after enrolling at Mission Hill. He had torn
through our building from his very first day. He was
so sensitive and so misunderstood that the slightest
look sent him into a rage. [ will never forget the first
time I restrained him. He fought and fought until I
felt his body relax. I said, “Are you ready to hug me
now?” His eyes got big and he looked at me with such
surprise, threw his arms around me, and hugged me
for longer than I had restrained him. I have never, ever
in my life been hugged like that. Within a couple of
days he had gone from yelling, running, and cursing to
politely asking, “Excuse me, Miss Kathy, can I go to
the bathroom?”

With that hug, that little boy transferred so much
emotion. It was in that moment, one of many
moments, that I am constantly reminded why I love
to teach, and I why love to teach at Mission Hill. I am
given time to make those connections with children
and peel away the layers that make up their complexi-
ties. I feel lucky to have been able to teach that little
boy; in just a couple of months, he taught me years’
worth of lessons about how to make sure I take the
time to see what is behind the actions of all children.

As for this year, 2007-8, the PTC class will be a part
of Mission Hill again, but it will look different. We are
lowering class sizes and making the setting inclusive.
We are not close to finished with our work. Our work
is just beginning.

The children I teach are the head cornerstones. They

reminded me that anything is truly possible, and that
no matter what, there is a cornerstone in all of us.

“Don’t you pick and refuse me,
‘Cause the things people refuse
Are the things they should choose.
Do you ‘ear me? Hear what 1 say!”

In her tenth year at Mission Hill, Kathy Clunis says, “I love
my job with its joys and challenges. Working at Mission Hill
has allowed me to follow loves: to be with children, to travel
to learn about the material, and to snowboard each season.
Without those three things my life would be a mess!”



On the Road Again:
Field Research in a
Rural Elementary

School
by Francie Marbury

At 4:30 p.m. on a Sunday

afternoon, the school parking

lot is full. The yellow school

bus labeled “Marlboro School

District” sits with doors open.

Parents and students mill around and

bring duffels and packs to the back.

Parent chaperones pack coolers of food
and bags of groceries into the support vehi-
cles. Finally, everything is packed and the kid«
aboard, and the bus heads onto Route 9 to descend
the mountain for Cape Cod, or New York City, or
Washington, D.C., or Bradley Airport in Hartford.

This is a familiar scene at the Marlboro School, where
“field research” has been an integral part of the curric-
wlum since the 1960s. Marlboro is a small town, with

a population of less than 1,000 residents, in the moun-
tains Of southern Vermont. In the Lnn‘|_\‘
one=room schools combined to create a single kinder-

1960s, several

garten through eighth grade school. As with most
rural Vermont schools, the student pnpul.llinn has
risen and declined since then. In the 1990s, there were
more than 115 students in the school. This year, in the
fall of 2007, we will open our doors on the Tuesday
after Labor Day to 80 students.

Field research began as a way to expose backwoods
kids to the wider world. Their parents may never
have been out of Vermont, but, when Bruce Cole, the
first principal of the unified school, came on board,

he knew it was important for his kids to know there
was more to the world. He loaded the whole school
onto buses for outings to Cape Cod or Boston so they
could experience the ocean or the city.

Bruce stayed at Marlboro for 20 years. Connie Barton,
who started out as a teacher, reluctantly moved into
the principal’s position when Bruce retired. For the
record, she's back to teaching now. Connie was prin
cipal at Marlboro for another 15 years. The longev

ity and common philosophy of these folks allowed

a small public school to develop a unique approach

to education, which was supported by the citizens of

Marlboro every March at Town Meeting when they
approved the school budget.

At 2005 Fall Forum in Boston, I attended a Saturday
morning workshop with Deborah Meier and Jane
Andrais. They showed a 1970s-¢ra video of New York
City’s Centr al Park East E lementary School (CPE)
that demonstrated how they conducted field research
by getting children out of the school and taking
advantage of their surroundings. They challenged us
to think of ways in which our own schools imple-
mented the principles and practices that directed CPE.
I immediately thought of the field research we hold
dear at Marlboto and was p|m\td to see the impor-
tance of this educational experience recognized as an
important Essential school practice.

When you go to “principal school,” you have to take

a course in school finance. One of the things you

learn is that your school budget should H.HLL[ your

educational priorities. Any reader who has had to

deal with this knows that it is easier said than done.

Once you've paid teachers and put aside money to

fix the furnace, there’s not a lot left over. However,

the Marlboro School Board recognized the value of .

getting these kids down off the mountain, of learning

about other people and places, and of tying classroom
]L‘Jl'ning to 1‘L‘.il ]“.L‘ cx[,u'ricncc. .‘\lld 50, \\‘IIL'H I .‘ll'l'i\'cd
at Marlboro as principal in 2002, I found that there
was a line item in each classroom l\udgcl for “field



On the Road Again: Field Research in a Rural Elementary School

research.” And I quickly learned that this translated
into week-long trips for the fifth and sixth graders

to New York City one year and Cape Cod the next,
and for the seventh and eighth graders to Washington,
D.C. one year and an international destination such
as London, the Dominican Republic, or Costa Rica
the next. Committed teachers, town budget support,
parent support, and, sometimes, fundraising and grant
writing make this possible at our small, rural public
school.

Marlboro’s field research makes student learning and
skills durable and memorable as students go on to
apply them in many different contexts. And itis a
significant commitment. A week in New York City
or Costa Rica is preceded by months of preparation
and study and followed by more study and presenta-
tions of what was learned. As principal, I've had the
opportunity to join classes in the planning and execu-
tion of field research trips, including the 2006 seventh
and eighth grade trip to Costa Rica. A major impetus
for choosing Costa Rica was that 1 had lived there
for a year, teaching in the cloud forest of Monteverde
on the continental divide. Connections are impor-
tant when you do field research - whether they are
connections with a school, a church in the Bronx, an
Audubon Center on the Cape, or a homeless shelter
in D.C. My connections in Monteverde provided a
springboard for our students.

Students’ first steps in their journey to Costa Rica
related to the connections between Vermont and
Monteverde; students started asking questions and
exploring topics. As the students gained some general
knowledge about Costa Rica, they focused on coffee.
Even though there is not a Starbucks within 30

miles of Marlboro, lattes, cappuccinos, and a good
strong cup of coffee are parts of their parents’ daily
rituals. They learned that coffee is grown in Costa
Rica and exported to the U.S., and their essential
question became, “Is coffee good for Costa Rica?”

With the help of Dean’s Beans, a local fair trade coffee
vendor, we sold Costa Rican coffee to raise funds.
Before we left for Costa Rica, as part of our Spanish
class, we wrote a play about coffee growing: what it
means for the people who work on the coffee farms,
what the advantages of shade-grown coffee are for
the environment and the economy, and the difference
between large coffee plantations and small coopera-
tivas. We then presented our play in school and to a
community gathering, eliciting audience feedback as
to how we represented the issues.

And while traveling in Costa Rica, we asked students,
farmers, and coffee processors, “Is coffee good for
Costa Rica?” For many years, Marlboro School has
recognized the importance of environmental steward-
ship. We think it’s important for students to under-

stand where they live and to learn what they need

to know to take on this stewardship. As we are all
finding, what happens in our backyard is connected
integrally to what happens in the backyard of our
international neighbors. The students soon learned
that their question had a very complex answer. Yes,
the Costa Rican economy depends on coffee exports,
but the loss of rain forest and cloud forest as land

is cleared for growing is a major concern, as is the
erosion of the soil. In their play, they promoted the
value of shade grown coffee, and then found that local
growers were coming to the same conclusions.

We stayed overnight with Costa Rican families, an
event that transformed students’ relationship to their
Spanish language studies. I've always been frustrated
by foreign language instruction in the United States,
and in Vermont, we have little opportunity and less
need to practice our Spanish. During our homestays,
we worked hard enough in one night to justify several
years’ of study. Amy, Zoe, and | stayed with Rosalia
and her family. Rosalia’s daughter was about the same
age as Amy and Zoe, and the three of them spent

two hours secluded in her room exchanging their life
stories.

And then there was Davey. If Davey graduates from
high school, he’ll be the first member of his family

to do so. Davey didn’t study Spanish because he
needed to use the time to work on reading and writing
English. But Davey got a passport and went to Costa
Rica. While there we stayed at the Ecolodge in the
tiny farming town of San Luis. During an evening
seminar, a presenter asked the kids what they wanted
to be when they grew up. Davey announced that he’'d
like to be a traveler. Davey is the first in his family to
ride in an airplane, and his horizons are wider due to
this “field research.”

When we returned, the students presented their play
again to a Marlboro audience. They wrote a newslet-
ter with articles on different aspects of their trip. They
presented a parents’ evening with slides, video, and
excerpts of reflections from their journals. And, four
or five years from now, when we contact them to ask
how their education at Marlboro prepared them for
high school and beyond, we know we’ll hear about
Costa Rica.

Francie Marbury lives in Marlboro, Vermont and is happily
beginning her sixth year as principal of the Marlboro
School.



Defining CES
Practices in an

Elementary School
by Michael Routa

The Common Principles,

originally developed and

applied to high schools, guide
schools to evaluate what is
happening and strive, through
reflection and common under-
standing, to seck improvement.
What distinguishes the application of
the Common Principles in an elementary
school? And what makes a CES elementary

school different from other elementary schools?

An examination of Windsor Elementary School sheds
some light on those differences.

Windsor Elementary School is one of 13 clementary
schools in the Elyria City Schools, 2 mid-sized urban
school district just west of Cleveland, Ohio. Students
are between kindergarten and sixth grade and include
students with special edtication diagnoses ranging
from learning disabilitics to multiple handicaps. A
Title I'sehool, Windsor is one of the largest schools in
tI)L' (“'«;ll‘i(t. '”N‘ 'n_'|‘|nn| scores well on state achieve-

ment tests.

Windsor Elementary School began exploring the
Coalition for Essential Schools in 1992 as a way to
improve student performance at a time when state
accountability was starting to come into practice in
Ohio. Windsor became affiliated with the Coalition

of Essential Schools in 1998 through an on-site review
process conducted by the Ohio Center for Essential
School Reform. Staff members embraced CES and
have actively shared their work through attending and
presenting at the Fall Forum. And CES has provided
consistency during times of transition; the school has
seen four leadership changes since first embarking on
Coalition work. I was principal at the school until
2005, and the school continues to engage in CES work
led by the current principal, Mr, Richard Ackerman.

As at other Coalition elementary schools, Windsor
creates a culture that encourages staff members to be
creative and willing to do what it takes to teach their
children well. School improvement work within a
CES framework must recognize the unique strengths

that individual teachers bring to the improvement
process. Over the years, teachers have embraced a
focus on helping students to use their minds well,
setting high expectations for all students, personal-
izing learning, and creating a tone of trust because
they experience a culture in which they examine their
classroom practices, actively looking for strategies
that improve student success. As teachers focus on
“attending to individual student needs,” they generate
energy and professional pride.

Teachers support each other in their pursuits of excel-
lence. Windsor currently has four National Board
Certified staff members and a winner of the Ohio
Technology Teacher of the Year award. Rigorous
teaching and learning occurs with a constant eye on
the whole child. Student as worker is a metaphor that
applies not only to classroom work, but in artistic and
musical areas as well. Teachers seek grants and take
risks as they work to improve their craft. At various
times during past years, Windsor teachers partici-
pated in building-based action research that studied
changes in the primary grades curriculum, creating a
focus of in-depth content work applied to first and
second grade literacy in language and math, the use

of student-led conferences for students as young as
second ;,'l';-\dt‘. the addition of ]islt‘nill}.‘, contferences

early in the school year, and the application of tech-
nology by students to learn and create content arti-
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facts.

A closer look at Windsor’s practices and achievements
demonstrates how the Common Principles are applied
at Windsor and how CES looks at an elementary
Sch"()l.

Each student should master a limited number of
essential skills and areas of knowledge.

Several years ago, the state of Ohio revamped the state
achievement testing process at the elementary level
with a focus on reading and math skills. The initial
assessment of student progress was at third grade with
a reading test early in the school year. The question
was: how best to prepare students to achieve well on
the third grade test while preparing them to be eager,
active learners?

At the time of the change the Elyria City Schools had
in place a comprehensive curriculum for all elemen-
tary grades (reading, writing, math, social studies, and
science). Could the curricular offerings in the lower
grade levels be reduced to essential skills? How would
this “less is more” approach affect the overall student
performance if the curriculum in grades one and two
were focused on reading and math literacy? How
would a curricular change help to personalize learn-
ing?

Windsor teachers presented a proposal to the district
superintendent, Dr. Jean Harper, which sought to
reduce the curriculum in first and second grades to
reading and math. In the process, teachers would

be able to personalize education for each first and
second grader through a balanced literacy approach
to reading and a guided hands-on approach to math
literacy. To assess effectiveness, teachers would match
student state test performance results against similar
district schools.

There was some risk in the proposed change, but
teachers were confident that designing a first and
second grade experience that limited the number of
essential skills and areas of knowledge would benefit
students in the long run. The staff members’ response
was pure CES work at it best. Creating more depth
than breadth in the curriculum would allow children
to build a strong foundation in literacy and math skills
that would reap benefits later when students were
exposed to multiple subjects and asked to demon-
strate proficiency. Teachers were also willing to docu-
ment their work and examine data to determine if the
results were acceptable.

The results of a three-year action research study
demonstrated reading and math test scores that were
among the highest in the school district. Simplifying
the academic goals in first and second grades proved
to be successful and led to a reduction of curricular
content and essential academic focus throughout the

school district. Over the past several years, the gains
identified in first and second grade continued as these
children moved through various grade levels. Building
a strong literacy base when students are young allows
teachers and students to dedicate more time to chal-
lenging academic inquiries in subsequent years.
Students could now be “workers™ in the upper grades.

Students should have opportunities to exhibit their
expertise to families and the school community.
Students work hard in classrooms every day. How
can that work be highlighted? How can parents

and others see the results of student academic effort
in ways other then reviewing report card grades?

At Windsor, there is opportunity for students to
“show off” at each grade level through exhibitions.
Beginning in kindergarten, students are given chances
to demonstrate to parents and other students what
they are learning; kindergarten students are invited to
“read” to older students as they begin their academic
career. First grade students are paired with sixth grade
students to exhibit their work products. First grade
parents are invited to school to see the types of work
students are doing using technology, and students are
asked to show their parents what they have done in
the computer lab.

Second grade students construct Power Point presen-
tations on inventions and biomes and invite younger
students to see their work products. Second grade
students also hold an exhibit evening for parents.
Parents are asked to participate in the grading of
biome presentations using a rubric that guides
students as they construct their presentations. Third
grade students create an event called Kid City, a recre-
ation of Elyria in the gym. Students learn about the
community and construct miniature homes and public
buildings that are placed on a large outline of Elyria.
Students then invite other grade levels and parents in
for tours, giving the third graders an opportunity to
exhibit what they have learned about the history of
the community.

Fourth grade students have classroom exhibitions
with reports about the state of Ohio as the focal point
for presentations. Again, younger students are invited
to see the exhibitions and parents are invited to attend
class presentations. Fifth grade students hold science
exhibits and presentations in social studies. Student
journals and art work are on display at an evening
exhibit that is based on an outdoor education field
trip. Fifth graders also present readings from their
journals for parents, family, and other students, and
they participate in student-assisted parent conferences,
demonstrating what they are learning using Power
Point presentations and other learning artifacts.

Continued on next page
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By the time students reach sixth grade, they have
participated in 2 number of exhibitions and presenta-
tions in a number of different subjects. Sixth grade
students conduct student-led conferences in the fall.
They also support younger students as those students
develop and prepare for presentations in first and
second grade. An evening Egyptian exhibit and coun-
tries of the world presentation serve as culminating
presentations for parents, family and the rest of the

Sl.h(ml.

Once a year, the school building is turned into an
art museum during the spring fine arts exhibition
at which they present a strings concert and songs
from around the world. Parents are invited to tour
the building and observe the display of work from
students at all grade levels.

The school’s goals and expectations should apply to all
students.

Coaching teachers to work across grade levels and
disciplines toward the same goals requires time and
patience. A key to creating this commitment was the
Collaboration for Student Success (CSS) group. On
their own time, teachers meet to discuss classroom
goals and share pedagogical strategies in reading and
writing. At times, every grade level was represented as
topics and student work at different grade levels were
discussed and examined.

Under the guidance of first grade teacher Ken Hughes,

CSS work examined ways to improve student literacy.
Teachers worked to develop a reading resource arca
where teachers at any grade level could access texts
organized by reading level. Teachers volunteered

to digitally record student reading groups as they
examined the use of essential questions as guides for
their reading and literature classes. The recording was
placed on a DVD and was available to other teachers
to share techniques and test new ways of organiz-

ing the classroom for increased student performance.
The result was a commitment throughout the build-
ing to emphasize reading and writing literacy at all
grade levels. Teachers developed a building curriculum
map, and sought links to literacy and writing in other
content areas.

Staff members also collaborated in implementing new
technology and creating technology opportunities

for students at all grade levels. Teachers at Windsor
see technology as a motivational and creative tool

for students to apply content work. Encouraged by
Mary Karlovec (Ohio’s Technology Teacher of Year
in 2007), Media Specialist Anne Michacel, sixth grade
teacher Laurie Lakocy, and fourth grade teacher
Carrie Ziegman, technology is an essential element of
all student exhibits staged by all grade levels through-
out the building.

The tone of the school should be one of trust and
decency.

Trust and decency begin at Windsor when fami-

lies first send students to school. Teachers ask first
grade parents to attend listening conferences in early
September. At the conferences, parents talk about
their children — what they like, who they are, what
they are good at — and teachers just listen. The confer-
ences are the first step toward creating trust with
families and building home-school relationships.
Listening conference opportunities are extended to
parents at other grade levels as well.

Developing student demonstrations and exhibits,
creating opportunities for parents to attend activities
during and after school, linking literacy practices and
technology to content curriculum maps and examin-
ing student work and classroom practices take a great
deal of time and energy. It takes commitment and
dedication from teachers to personalize teaching for
students and improve the craft of teaching in thought-
ful and purposeful ways. While these examples cited
from Windsor Elementary School occur in various
manifestations at other CES elementary schools, they
are distinctly different from the “typical” elementary
school experience and are a clear expression of the
Common Principles in an elementary school context.
At Windsor and other CES elementary schools, a
culture of trust and respect springs from a dedication
to examining teaching practices using the Common
Principles as the framework and springboard for a
learning community that believes in its efforts to
create the conditions for all students to succeed.

Dr. Michael R. Routa worked for the Elyria Public Schools
for 32 years. During that time he was a special education
teacher and intervention specialist, union leader, junior
high school administrator, elementary principal, and school
reform consultant with a non-profit organization working
with other schools in northeast Ohio to facilitate change and
develop leadership. He has been an adjunct professor in the
Graduate School of Education at Ashland University since
1995 and works with pre-service teachers as a University
Supervisor for Student Teachers. This fall, Routa will be
presenting on leadership development at the Fall Forum

in Denver and the National Staff Development Council in
Dallas, and he is on the ballot for a spot on the Elyria City
Schools Board of Education.




The Coalition of
Essential Schools
Announces “It's
Elementary” a PreK-
8th Grade National
Initiative

by Steve Bonchek

In March 2006, Deborah Meier asked Harmony
Education Center (MEC) in Bloomington, Indiana to
lead a national effort to engage more pre-kindergarten
through eighth grade schools across the country in the
work of CES. Debbie believed that although CES had
always welcomed these schools, elementary educators
felt that high schools had always received more atten-
tion and benefits from CES membership and partici-
pation at the Fall Forum. She said that HEC - home
to a CES Center, Harmony School (a 200 student
preK-12th grade school that has been a member of
CES since 1994), and the National School Reform
Faculty (NSRF) - was well positioned to coordinate
this national effort.

We followed up on Debbie’s suggestion to collabo-
rate with Laura Baker, Director of the Greenfield
Center School in Greenfield, Massachusetts, in the
exploration of this new CES initiative. After consul-
tation with CES’s Executive Director Lewis Cohen,
I contacted Brett Bradshaw at CES National and
collected statistics that deseribed elementary member-
ship and participation at the Fall Forum. Brett
confirmed that fewer than 20 percent of all member
schools were elementary schools and fewer than 10
percent of Fall Forum participants identified them-
selves as elementary teachers.

In July 2006, Lewis and I presented a draft of a plan
for this elementary initiative at the CES Center
Directors Meeting in Tacoma. After receiving endorse-
ment of the plan, we formed a committee comprised
of Debbie Meier, Laura Baker, Nancy Fenton from
CES Michigan, Carol Foresta from the Progressive
Educator’s Network of New York, national NSRF
director Steven Strull, and HEC senior fellow Daniel
Baron. The committee organized pre-conference and
closing sessions at the 2006 Fall Forum at which the
“It’s Elementary” initiative was discussed, further
developed, and enthusiastically affirmed by more than
100 elementary educators in attendance.

The plan is that this new CES initiative will replicate
some of the most powerful aspects of the CES Small
Schools Network. We will refine a common vision

of a strong implementation of the ten Common
Principles at the preK-eighth grade levels. In addition,
the elementary network will document and dissemi-
nate effective elementary and middle school practices,
develop a common agenda and language for research
in such CES schools, create partnerships, advocate
for progressive practices, and maintain the gains of
participating schools.

In May 2006, the Greenfield Center School in
Greenfield, Massachusetts hosted the first meeting of
the New England Center of Progressive Elementary
Education, the New England Center for this national
initiative. (For more on NECPEE and what’s happen-
ing at Greenfield Center School, see Laura Baker’s
“Making Sense of the Principles: An Elementary
Perspective” on page four of this issue.)

At the 2007 Fall Forum in Denver, there will be at
least 25 elementary-focused sessions and a closing
session on Saturday, November 10 to plan next steps
in the exciting development of this national network.

As Debbie Meier wrote in the opening article of this
issue of Horace, CES elementary schools should, in
addition to reflecting the ten Common Principles,
“focus on the connection between family and home,
pay attention to the importance of the arts and imagi-
nation in defining what it means to use one’s mind
well, and emphasize the role of play, hands-and-
minds, and self-initiated adventures. The responsibil-
ity of the “It’s Elementary” initiative is the support,
development, documentation, and dissemination of,
as Debbie describes it, “a different kind of elementary
and pre-elementary education.”

Steve and Barbara Bonchek started Harmony School in
1974, The school has grown into a multi-faceted national
organization that promotes democracy, equity and social
justice. To contact Steve and Barb, please email harmony@
indiana.edu.




In Defense of Childhood: Protecting Kids” Inner
Wildness by Chris Mercogliano (Beacon Press, 205
pages, $24.95), reviewed by Connie Biewald

Chris Mercogliano’s most recent
book, In Defense of Childhood:
Protecting Kids’ Inner Wildness is
a welcome antidote to our current
culture of fear. It is a power-

ful reminder of not only what
children, but all of us, need to

be productive, happy individu-
als: authentic, meaningful work
and play; solitude; opportuni-
ties to take risks and learn from
mistakes; and connections with people and nature.
Mercogliano describes current cultural trends and
forces that make it more difficult for us to meet these
needs, gives some historical perspective on how we
got here, and includes sobering research studies that
emphasize the importance of protecting our children
and ourselves from the forces that can keep chil-

dren - and all of us - from finding and growing into
ourselves, Fortunately, he also has some effective ideas
for achieving these essential goals.

iN DEFENSE OF

CHILDHOOD
e

As | read this book, several people noticed the title
and, picking up on the word “wildness,” made nega-
tive comments about poorly behaved children. As
Mercogliano makes clear in different ways in the
various chapters, inner wildness is not a ecuphemism
for bad behavior and protecting it is not a euphemism
for permissive parenting (or teaching). It is a thought-
fully chosen phrase that describes a person’s essential
being: one’s fundamental human needs shaped by
one’s very particular individuality. If we don’t see
children for who they are - if we don’t honor this
essential being, if we don’t provide time, space, and
appropriate challenges — their development is seri-
ously affected.

Though these ideas are not new, some of the research
Mercogliano includes is, such as studies on television,
videco games, and the brain. It seems, too, that in our
materialistic, fearful, competitive culture, we need all
the reminders we can get to slow down and trust our
children and ourselves. This readable, comprehen-
sive book makes the case that we can and must do
so. Teachers and parents will find it informative and
inspiring.

For the past 18 years, Connie Biewald has been both a
librarian and a Growth Education resource person at the
Fayerweather Street School in Cambridge, Massachusetts,
In her Growth Ed role, Connie works with children,
parents, and other teachers exploring the essential topics of
human development such as self esteem, the use and misuse
of power, altruism and community service, sexuality, and
appreciation and understanding of differences.

Studio Thinking: The Real Benefits of Visual Arts
Education by Lois Hetland, Ellen Winner, Shirley
Veenema, and Kimberly M. Sheridan (Teachers
College Press, 128 pages, $24.95),
reviewed by Kyle Meador

Studio Thinking looks inside

the “studio classrooms” of five
visual arts teachers (including
Beth Balliro, Kathleen Marsh,
and Mickey Telemaque of CES
Mentor School Boston Arts
Academy) to discover that arts
education benefits may not be
what we have been told recently. In reaction to the
increasingly weakened position of the arts in our
schools, many arts education advocates have posited
that the arts are important because they improve
student performance in those subjects heavily scru-
tinized by No Child Left Behind. The authors argue
that justifying the arts via this dubious and secondary
utilitarian value is likely to be ineffective and frustrat-
ing.

Studio Thinking provides a framework for the value
of arts education itself. When two of the authors
recently published a study concluding that arts classes
do not necessarily improve students” overall academic
performance, the backlash was bitter. With Studio
Thinking, these rescarchers maintain and expand upon
their original thesis, stating that depending on content
and teaching methods, students can develop “Studio
Habits of Mind” — such as the habits of engaging

and persisting, envisioning, expressing, observing,
reflecting, and more — that are likely to transfer to
other areas of their lives and academic achievements.
Additionally, Studio Thinking sets the stage for studies
on the transfer of arts learning to other disciplines,
studies that would contribute to a meaningful case for
the value of arts education.

®

Studio Thinking is not a recipe for teaching a studio
class. Rather, it provides a set of lenses, “Studio
Structures,” that support constructivist teaching in
any discipline in which instruction keeps content-
area work at the center of student learning. While the
authors built this framework by looking closely at
the practices of five high school visual arts teachers,
the resulting description of studio classrooms is valu-
able to educators at all grade levels, disciplines, and
contexts.

Kyle Meador is a School Development Program Associate
at CES,




Life is About the Work You Do
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doing well, there isn’t a lot of thought about how to
fix them. Drills, more hours, and more testing aren’t
thoughtful and careful ways to make those schools
better. They don’t need pressure; they need stronger
school cultures and aligned strategies. How do you
change the culture of a school and build instruction
that creates student engagement? There’s a lot of
discussion about schools being low achieving, but not
a lot of discussion about how to turn a school culture
around to a vision of high achievement. CES and ELS
embrace the notion that 1t’s all abour the culture of the
school. Adding 20 minutes to the day and more tests
will not solve the problem.

I think that my message and ELS’s message has reso-
nated most strongly when people actually look at the
work that students can do. It’s amazing work. It’s
deep, sophisticated research work and high quality
writing and math, work that is hard to achieve if
you're always in survey mode. Teachers require the
opportunity to step off the coverage treadmill and
provide authentic work for students. Not doing so

is as much a danger in elementary as in secondary
schools. I travel around the country with a suitcase
full of incredibly beautiful and sophisticated student
projects, created by students of all ages, races, income
levels and geographic settings. This archive begins a
dialogue: what conditions and school cultures help to
create this type of high-quality work?

Success in life is about the kind of work you do and
the kind of person you are. Looking at real student
work changes the discourse from test measures to
more authentic measures of what kids can do.

Related Resource

Where to Go for More

entary Spotlight
¢ emcnmry educators to Fall Forum 2007.
jom thousands of students, parents, and other leading
thinkers to collaborate and inspire school transforma-
tion. This year’s Fall Forum, “A Principled Stand,”
will take place November 8-10 in Denver, Colorado
and features a strong and varied selection of sessions
designed to address the circumstances of CES elemen-
tary schools.

These sessions include a number of authors and
schools featured in this issue - authors Mary Helen
Spiri, Pamela Ayres, Katherine Clunis, Deborah
Meier, Laura Baker, Francie Marbury, Michael Routa,
and Steve Bonchek will be facilitating workshops

and interest groups. And look for the “Forming a
CES Elementary School Network” interest group on
Saturday, November 10.

Highlights of the 2007 Fall Forum of particular interest
to elementary educators:

Additional November 8 day-long pre-conference
sessions including: “Building a High Performing and
Supportive Community of Learners in the Elementary
Grades,” “Teaching for Authentic Intellectual Work:
Rationale, Research, Rubrics, Realities” facilitated by
Fred Newman, “Supporting Learners in an Inclusive
Classroom,” and more.

Six Denver-area elementary and high school visits

Featured conference sessions including: CES
Alumni Panel, “Authentic Practices that Promote
Equitable Outcomes for English Language Learners,”
“The Impact of NCLB on Communities of Color,”
Deborah Meier and Jane Adrais on “Taking a Stand
On Behalf of Play and Playfulness,” and Ellin Oliver
Keene on “Leading for Literacy Learning: From
Effective to Artistic.”

Registration is open now! Join us at Fall Forum to
take a stand for the relationships, pedagogy, struc-
tures, and policies that create and sustain personalized,
equitable, and intellectually challenging schools for all
of our children.

Visit the CES website for all the details on registra-
tion, conference programming, and logistics: www.
essentialschools.org
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Notes on This Issue
Many thanks to the educators who, herein, offered their visions of and continued hard work toward what Essential elemen-
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fully prepared to use their minds well. Your elementary colleagues’ words will i inspire you to connect with the clementary and
middle schools from which your students come to create vertical CES pathways. When you do, Horace will be enriched by
your wisdom and insights.

Jill Davidson
Editor, Horace



Go To The Source: More about the Schools and

Other Organizations Featured in this Issue

Essential Schools

Capital City Public Charter School
3047 15th Street, NW

Washington, District of Columbia 20009
telephone: 202.387.0309

WWW.CCPCS.OTg

Greenfield Center School

71 Montague City Road
Greenfield, Massachuserts 61301
telephone: 413.773.1700
www.centerschool.net

Marlboro School

PO Box 1D, 2669 Route 9
Marlborao, Vermont 05344
telephone: 802.254.2668
marlboro.wesuk12.vt.us

Mission Hill School

67 Alleghany Street

Boston Massachusettes 02120
telephone: 617.635.6384
www.missionhillschool.org

Salem Avenue Elementary

1323 Salem Avenue Ext.

Hagerstown, Maryland 21740

telephone: 301.766.8313
www.wiboe.k12.md.us/custom_pages/330/Main/index.html

South Lawrence East Elementary School
165 Crawford Street

Lawrence, Massachusettes 01843
telephone: 978.975.5970
www.lawrence.k12.ma.us/schools/sle.html

Windsor School

264 Windsor Drive

Elyria, Ohio 44035

telephone: 440.284.8014
www.clyriaschools.org/windsor

Other Organizations

Chesapeake Coalition of Essential Schools
106 E. Cecil Avenue

North East, Maryland 21901

telephone: 410.287.2720
www.ChesapeakeCES.org

Eliot-Pearson Center for Applied Child Development
Tufts University

177 College Avenue

Medford, Massachusetts 02155

telephone: 617.627.2892

ase.tufts.edu/cacd.

Expeditionary Learning
100 Mystery Point Road
Garrison, NewYork 10524
telephone: 845.424.4000
www.clschools.org

Harmony Education Center
909 East 2nd Street
Bloomington, Indiana 47401
telephone: 812.334.8349
www.harmonyschool.org

Ohio Center for Essential School Reform
12943 Stonecreek Drive,

Pickerington, Ohio 43147

telephone: 614.751.9346

www.ohioces.org



But what do the Common Principles
really look like in action?
How do they sound?
What does it feel like when students
are using their minds well?

The CES EssentialVisions DVD series is the perfect way
to complete your understanding. Go inside today’s most
successful schools and experience the Principles at work.

v » ' Disc1: Classroom q Disc2: Student I Disc3: School Culture
‘ Practice Achievement e  Goals Apply to
3 ¢ Less Is More, * Personalization All Students
Depth Over * Demonstration 4% * ATone of
Coverage of Mastery - "'”“"" Decency and Trust
* Student-as-Worker, = Commitment Cma ® Resources Dedi-
Teacher-as-Coach to the Entire = cated to Teaching
School and Learning
e Democracy
and Equity

Get Yours Today!
Visit the CES Store at www.essentialschools.org.

Available as individual DVDs or a 3-DVD set




This Year in Horace

23.1: Exhibitions: Demonstrations of Mastery in Essential Schools
Horace focuses on the ways Essential schools use exhibitions,
examining what is needed to implement an exhibition-based
curriculum, analyzing exhibitions at various grade levels and
within various disciplines, and discussing the impact of No Child
Left Behind on exhibitions and vice versa.

23.2: Essential Mathematics Education

" Essential school mathematics educators debate the advantages
and challenges of responding to “less is more” and other

CES Common Principles in mathematics, addressing what'’s
happening now in Essential school math instruction.

23.3: What's Essential about Elementary Schools?

Horace looks at the latest thinking in the CES network about
what defines CES elementary schools, inviting practitioners to
discuss the way elementary schools express the CES Common
Principles.

23.4: Beyond Reform: Transformations

Horace explores the way communities interrupt the status quo
and create the conditions for transformed schools. How do
transformed schools—and their larger environments—sustain
and evolve as student-centered, collaborative, academically
challenging and equitable places of learning?

Cover photo: Marlboro School students learning and imagining
in the Vermont woods.

The national office of the Coalition of Essential Schools gratefully
acknowledges support from the following foundations:

The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the Annenberg Foundation




How Much is Learned When We’'re Not Looking

ut 50 small elementary
I members, and we were the
center. With support from the
alterr igh school department and grants from a
numbcr of local foundations, we experienced a kind
of spontancous combustion; we were, we thought, a
genie that could never be put back into the bortle. We
were both right and wrong. Today, 20 years later, our
slogans have been co-opted by the big guys — Michael
Bloomberg, Joel Klein, the Gates Foundation, and

so on = but our own stories and lessons too often
have been forgotten. The slogans persist, in greater
numbers than before we began our work, but even at
their best, they too are stunted by the new paradigm,
in which children are tools for beating the foreign
competition,

One of the lessons of our Coalition-style elemen-
tary school work was the power of the connection
between five year olds and 18 year olds, and the
thread that runs through those years to produce a
truly powerful educational experience. Today, in
contrast, the worst aspects of the so-called “standards
movement” have made almost unrecognizable what
we meant in 1985 by the word standards. Alongside
the dumbed-down notion of standards has come a
distorted notion of intellectual rigor. Together, they

threaten what America truly needs and undermine
the best of what we once were. A new K-12 drive
to turn schooling into a business — with the bottom
line being test scores, test scores, test scores —isn't
even good for business. The new leadership of school
reform, personified in NYC by Klein and Bloomberg,
is driving schools to pay for results, offering finan-
cial rewards to children, teachers, and principals who
improve scores (by any means necessary). Win or lose,
we will pay a price.

It’s not all new, of course. In the 1980s, I was

attracted to the Coalition and to Ted Sizer’s Horace’s
Compromise by the opportunity to use its good repu-
tation to combat precisely such features of the old
traditional system. Pay by results is a late 18th century
idea that crops up again and again. It was back in

style in the 1970s when we got our start. The wave of
reform that the Coalition was part of in the 1980s was,
we thought, an antidote to this. Little did I suspect
that the New Wave of Reform would soon trans-
morph into an intensification of all that was wrong
with the old ways of educating. Our little network of
elementary schools in East Harlem’s District 4 had
managed to operate with a degree of freedom to try
new things otherwise unknown in NYC. Thanks to an
unusual superintendent and a distant central bureau-
cracy, we created three small PreK-6 schools that
reinvented progressive education for public school
children. Long a staple of NYC’s finest and most
expensive elite private schools, we offered progressive
education (against everyone’s advice) to the poorest of
Latino and African American children. And it was so
popular that between 1974 and 1985, the schools and
the network grew, finally producing the natural idea
of expanding into a secondary school.

The spirit of progressivism represented by Ted Sizer
in his works on secondary education fit almost like

a glove to our K-6 work. Of course, as the ideas
appeared in the form of the Common Principles, we
considered his 80:1 ratio between kids and teachers
to be ludicrously too large, and the absence of much
talk about the connection between family and home
a missing link. We’d have paid a bit more attention to
the importance of the arts and imagination in defining
what it meant to use one’s mind well, not to mention
the role of play, hands-and-minds, and self-initiated
adventures. And we’d have added a codicil about the
impact of class and race on education aimed at build-
ing and nourishing a democracy. But the heart and
soul behind his then-nine Common Principles fit our
work and the soon-to-be-added tenth common prin-
ciple dealt with the latter.

But we missed one thing, maybe an eleventh principle.
Intellectual life doesn’t begin at 12 or 14, but at birth.
Infants” exploration of the world is essentially that

of philosopher and scientist, making larger sense of




How Much Is Learned When We're Not Looking

the details of their lives - the touch, smell, and feel of
everything. Children are continuously reorganizing
their conceptual maps of the world and trying them
out over and over and over again, to our adult delight
or irritation. Little ones have an extraordinary span
of attention; their engagement is hard to interrupt
and they take the world into their own hands, never
waiting for someone else’s agenda. They are, in short,
indefatigable intellectuals-in-training. What's missing
for many a 14 year old is not just good “reading
skills” or basic arithmetic knowledge. What is worse
by far, and harder to make up for, is the disengage-
ment such youngsters have for discovering the world
~ not just written text, but the text of life. If that
hasn’t been disconnected, the make-up “remedial”
tasks are hard but not insuperable; but if it has, then it
is casy to see such kids as fodder for the job market-
place, trained to undertake tasks that range from
routine so-called low-skill to low-judgment high-skill
work (sce Mike Rose’s Minds at Work for more on
these ideas). The latter sort of work, toward which
teaching increasingly is being pushed, refers to work
that has been pre-scripted so that skilled people can
do it without exercising professional forms of judg-
ment,

But if what we want is a nation of citizens prepared to
be members of the ruling elite, “deciders” of matters
of importance in their local as well as international
communities, than a different kind of elementary

and pre-elementary education is a must. The kind of
thematic curriculum, the exploration of complex ideas,
the sorting out of conflicting evidence that lies at the
heart of Coalition secondary schooling starts long
before and is harder and harder to “make up” for. Not
impossible, and CPESS’ intensity and single-mind-
edness had an impact on many of its students who
had not attended Central Park East-style elementary
school. But the ratio of adults to youngsters, and the
intensity of those relationships required many sacri-
fices, and some were and are hard to justify. Similarly,
the hours which both students and staff put into the
“school” per se were greater and, over time, bound

to be more expensive than anticipated. (Perhaps these
contributed to the fact that CPESS is no longer a CES
school.) Still I do not regret trying it, and discovering
it was not a foolish dream.

I went from CPESS to Mission Hill, a K-8 school,
because 1 remain convinced that we have regressed in
our thinking about the pre-14 crowd at a great cost to
what can happen after 14. And when we think about
younger children we mostly think about stuffing
them with “knowledge” and “standards” earlier and
carlier. Like teachers of every age we tend to think
the teacher before them “should have taught them x
or y” so we don’t have to do it. It starts early with
complaints about what kids didn’t learn at home to

what their fourth grade teacher forgot to teach them
(when Columbus landed in America, their multiplica-
tion tables, long division or fractions).

The Coalition needs to rethink deeply the implications
of its views about secondary education as they apply
to younger children. We all need to be asking deeper
questions about the links that are missing rather than
blame them on others. We need to take seriously how
much is learned when we’re not looking, how much
sheer delight motivates us to undertake the most frus-
trating and complicated learning tasks. We need to
remind ourselves how crucial it is to be surrounded by
those who already practice what we merely aspire to,
and thus how useful it is to have eight year olds near
16 year olds, for adults to argue and discuss in the
presence of the young, not to mention actually prac-
ticing their craft in all its particularities. We need to
relink the world of adults to the world of childhood,
in all its facets. Not just the world of adult leisure, but
the world of adult craftsmanship.

The best kindergarten, I used to say, is what we want
for learners of every age. To maintain the spirit of play
requires a grounding in play, as well as the carrying
over of its insights into the work to be done. Alas,

we have increasingly taken the worst high school-
classroom — in all its sterility — as the model for

the modern kindergarten, and indeed as the model

of good parenting, which is a chilling prospect. In
Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve
the Human Condition Have Failed, James C. Scott
describes the dangers of a way of observing and acting
on the world that encroaches into more and more
spheres of human activity, with imperialistic preten-
sions to be able to replace our direct “seeing” with
so-called “academic” rigor. Not only is this in keeping
with learning “the basic skills,” but it is precisely the
driving force behind such skill building.

When a five year old child questions conventional
wisdom, and questions why we call a rock “nonliv-
ing,” or insists that a light object would fall more
slowly than a heavy one, and on and on, we have a
choice: to patiently celebrate and explore — over years
~ her approximations of knowledge or to undermine
her intelligence. When we dismiss such theories it as
“cute” or “wrong,” we do just that. But in our drive
to get higher test scores, we often feel powerless to do
otherwise for fear that our own respect for the child’s
observations may interfere with getting the “right”
answer.

The Coalition, from the start of kindergarten through
the end of high school, must be a force to change this
mindset and to set forth, as Sizer reminded us decades
ago, genuine standards of real-life quality work

that can inspire all our citizens to as yet unachieved

Continned on page 11
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When we work on goal setting at

Greenfield Center School (GCS), we

have a practice of showing what the rela-
tionships, interaction, teaching pracrices,

and evidence of learning look and sound like.
Making theory more concrete helps us all to envi
sion the work ahead.

In 2006, a group of elementary level Essential school
educators developed a Statement of Valucs about our
work. This statement, based upon the CES Common
Principles, is guiding our work at GCS, and what
follows is the start of a school pnl‘[[rulin doc umenting
the implementation of these values. GCS teachers and
their Kindergarten through eighth grade students offer
this'evidence as a way to further the conversation of
what teaching, learning, community, and life can be at
CES elementary schools.

Habits of Mind and Heart

“Center Circle” is a social/emotional check-in
meeting, an opportunity for a class to stop their busy
work, come together, and appreciate one another

for specific kindnesses they've enacted in school.
Most classes do this appreciation circle about once

a month, more if the class needs it and less if things
are humming along. It almost always leaves everyone
feeling more connected.

In Center Circle, younger students participate in a
process called “Pretzels.” Each student is given a small
number of pretzels to distribute. One by one, publicly,

students will present onge of lllL‘il }\n'l/cIs 1o a \‘],15‘.111.1[&'

as thanks for a specific action, For example, “Thank
you for lending me your pencils when 1 couldn’t find
mine.” In the middle grades students do Center Circle
without pretzels. Added to this ritual is the option

to apologize. Students will either “thank” or “sorry”
someone, They stand up, walk across the circle and

shake or “sorry” someone’s hand. (To “sorry” a hand,
you shake it using both hands, making a hand sand-
wich.) Then the student sits back down. The chosen
person raises her hand and says, “Jake, why did you
shake my hand?” and Jake asks, “I wanted to thank
you for sticking up for me in soccer.” In the case of a
sorry, the chosen one will say “Mo, why did you sorry
me?” and the response might be, “I sorried you because
['m sorry that I cut in front of you in line.”

Perspective, empathy, and a greater understanding of
the experience of others integrate the experiences of the
head'and the heart. After a simulation in which fifth and
sixth grade students were slaves running away in the
woods with masters (parents and older students) chas-
ing them, Peter wrote in his journal:

Most people don’t know this, but rain has a smell. Not
the rain you get in the spring that helps plants grow, but
the rain that comes with despair; the miserable rain,

the fear rain. The smell is not large and most will never
know it, but it’s there. We all learned that smell in the
days of the storm, because in that forest, most of all, was
the smell of your despair coming down on you in the
rain; it was strong,




The rules and expectations of Center Circles must
be talked about in advance. Students can articulate
the potential pitfalls of the process and the class
can problem-solve these before they gert started.
For example, it is specifically prohibited to make
comments that will end up excluding others. Having
children take note of daily acts of courage, ki
and altruism is not only an important observational
‘aki”. hut :tl.‘.n a kc;‘ mnrh'hn;_; l-x!:t:wl_l'.‘

Center Circle allowed Anna to empathize with Sally
and begin to mend their relationship. It offered a
place for Anna to publicly apologize to Sally for not
being a good friend. The two had been “best friends”
the year before and Anna had connected strongly
with a new student that year. Another Center Circle
included Joshua, a fifth grade student who stood out
as much younger-acting than most in the class. Joshua
played games that others had left years ago. He had

a challenging time sitting still and focusing on what
the class was doing. He often made silly comments.
At the beginning of the year, many students did not
know how to respond to him or what to think about
him. However, his light, funny, and kind-hearted
presence was noticed at Center Circle. Many students
thanked him for making them laugh. He glowed with
the acknowledgement .md grew to be a ]L.\dLr the next
year.

Less Is More; Depth over Coverage

As the seventh and eighth graders approached the
study to The House on Mango Street by Sandra
Cisneros, they focused on this Essential Question:
Where does our sense of identity come from? Their
month-long study led them to assess, compare and
contrast community, family, ethnicity, ancestry,
gender, and class. There was constant debate about the
degree to which we can shape our identity.

Students read each of Cisneros’ vignettes closely,
focusing not only on content but on figurative
language, which they then demonstrated in creative
writing pieces. Students took time to know and empa-
thize with the characters. The culminating project
was a personal memoir essay accompanying a visual
identity art piece, which showed the students” own
identities.

Krowing Childsen Well

One snowy winter morning the K-1 Primes class
assembled in morning meeting. As we greeted each
other around the circle, several children engaged in

a side conversation, “My cat was stuck outside last
night,” one of them was reporting. By the time the
greeting time ended, it was quite apparent that they
all had opinions about how pets could keep warm on
a cold winter night. Here was a shared topic that was

Continued on next page
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gathering in October of 2006 at ww
entitled, “Raising Our Voices.” This gro
came together to advocate for Progressive |
cation. As a way of defining what we meant, the statement
emerged. The “Statement of Values™ has been clarified over
the year through conversation and reflection upon the CES
Principles adapted for elementary schools.

Preamble: Central to the education of the public is the
preparation of all youth in the skills, knowledge, and habits
of heart and mind essential to sustaining and expanding a
democratic, just, and equitable society.

1. Habits of mind and heart

The school’s focus is on helping young people use their
minds well; the school fosters critical thinking and socially
engaged intelligence.

2. Less is more; depth over coverage
Studies include essential understandings and skills and inte-
grate arts, character, and environmental stewardship.

3. Knowing children well

Curricular and pedagogical decisions are based upon student
interest, and offer many opportunities to discover and con-
struct meaning from their own experiences. Teachers guide
learning.

4. Keeping decisions local

Decisions are centered as much as possible in the community
that lives with those decisions; choice of materials and peda-
gogy rest in the hands of the principal and staff

5. Construction of meaning; active engagement
Schooling is connected to the real world through authentic
projects and audiences.

6. Assessment using multiple formats
Assessments from many perspectives include performance of
real tasks, projects, portfolios, and self and peer critique.

7. Tone of decency and trust
Families are vital members of the school community.

8. Generalists with a commitment to the community
Educators are generalists first who expect multiple obliga-
tions and a sense of commitment to the entire school.

9. Resources dedicated to teaching and learning
Budgets reflect the values of the school and the voice of the
people affected by the decisions.

10. Schools practice/model democracy and equity

The school is a small, caring community in which afl
members are known, respected, and valued, and in which
differences based on class, race, language and disabilities are
honored. Forms of inequity are challenged.

Postscript: There is an understanding that strong progres-
sive education will look very different in varied settings, in
viewpoint and in specific school and classroom structures;
the progressive approach is seen as continuous reflection and
reassessment of practice rather than adherence to orthodoxy.
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engaging, personal, and real to our children. Over the
next few days, teachers provided time to share stories
about pets. This led to students’ concerns about the
fate of wild animals in the woods.

After reading aloud The Night Tree by Eve Bunting,
the class realized they could create their own special
place out in the forest to help provide food for
animals. This project soon opened out in multiple
directions. Children were studying animals in litera-
ture group, making trips out to the woods to make
and revisit our own night tree to see what animals
would eat. They recorded results in nature journals.

Our students represented their observations from field
walks, readings and group discussions by building
“habitat” boxes. Based on their research they wrote
and drew plans for what these boxes would look like.
They also made lists of materials they would need.
They assessed their work for accuracy and reflected
each day.

Construction of Meaning; Active Engagement

In the fall of 2006, the fifth and sixth grade “Upper
Middles” engaged in a thematic unit of ecology.
Included in this unit of study were projects and
opportunities for students to engage in “real world”
learning. Working in collaboration with two local
organizations, Northeast Sustainable Energy
Association (NESEA) and the Greenfield Energy
Committee, our class set out to survey the residents
of Greenfield about local energy issues. Clipboards,
surveys, and pencils in hand, all 20 students and five
parents hit the streets of downtown Greenfield to ask
passersby their opinions about issues such as recycling
and composting, insulation, renewable energy, and
alternative fuels. After collecting data from 350 people
of varying ages and economic classes, students orga-
nized, tallied, analyzed, and graphed the data. Finally,
they reported their findings to the Greenfield Energy
Committee at its monthly meeting, provided informa-
tion to NESEA, and met with the mayor to discuss
their discoveries and ask questions about town initia-
tives and plans for meeting the town of Greenfield’s
energy needs. This process assisted students in discov-

ering the importance of various ecological issues,
introduced them to a wide variety of opinions, and
taught them the power of democratic inquiry in
affecting local politics.

Assessment Using Multiple Formats

Deb, a sixth grade student, spent time this year learn-
ing fractions, measurement, and geometry in math.
When it came time to select a project for math fair
that showed her understanding of these topics, she
chose to build a bird house. Since Deb had shown her
competency on paper, and had used manipulatives

to demonstrate her knowledge, she thought this was
simply going to be a fun thing to do, an opportunity
to use tools, and a way to help the birds in her neigh-
borhood.

The project, guided by her teacher and supported by
her parents, offered much more - in particular, a venue
for using math strategies and skills. Deb planned the
project, defended her plan, and then had to translate
the plan into three-dimensional thinking. The final
project included the birdhouse, a painted background
of the future location of the house illustrating her
understanding of the environment, and an explanation
of this project as stewardship. She had a step-by-step
explanation of the construction of the birdhouse, and
the ways in which she had to revise the task. Finally,
she was required to explain this work to an audience
in a way that showed her knowledge of fractions,
measurement, and geometry. She used mathematical
vocabulary, such as circumference, when talking about
the need for exact measurements for particular birds.
Deb chose this piece of work to place in the school
museum.

Tone of Decency and Trust

Homework is often a stress on family life. Since we
know this to be true, we think aloud with parents
about the purpose of homework, and the ways in
which the teachers support the students and their
families’ in this endeavor. At the parent-student-
teacher conferences we hold before the year begins,
we set the amount of time that students should not
exceed for homework, and also empower parents to
tell students to stop doing work that is stressing them.
Parents or students are asked to call teachers at home
or at school the next day to figure out what needs to
be done. In many cases, a conversation with parents
and students and teachers is arranged to negotiate a
plan with the student.

This year Alice was having trouble writing her
journal. She was melting down at home. Mom called
for help. Mom, teachers, and Alice sat down and
brainstormed options to help Alice complete more of
the assignment and to get “unstuck.” It was impor-
tant to ask for ideas from Mom in front of Alice and




also in conversations previous to this meeting. Some
ideas included Alice calling the teacher for help,
talking through the ideas before beginning to write,
taking breaks to exercise, and setting time limits.
Additionally, we got an Upper (a seventh/eighth
grader) to have “working lunches” with her several
times a week to help Alice flesh out her ideas and get
them written down. There were continual check-ins
with Mom and Alice about progress.

Generalists with a Commitment to the Community
Teaching the whole child means that teachers take

on many roles. In the Middles classroom, third and
fourth graders recognized the transitions that happen
when students leave the school. “Magic Penny” cere-
monies help students say good-bye. Students gather in
a circle prepared to share a memory or appreciation of
the student who is leaving, This student is seated on a
stool so that he/she is higher than the others.

Students experience this circle sharing differently.
John was so moved by the process that he chose to
repeat the process by interacting individually with
each person in the circle. Another student, Jenny, sat
through the entire circle and simply said, “Thank
you.” It always concludes with the song, “Magic
Penny.” The structure acknowledges the difficulties of
leaving and the possibility of losing friends.

Resources Dedicated to Teaching and Learning

As in many schools, the GCS budget is sparse. Ninety
percent of the budget goes to salaries. There are two
teachers in each classroom and a Special Abilities
teacher for every two classes. The teachers receive

an allocation for spending in their classrooms that is
approximately one hundred dollars per student. There
are few other things in the budget. Since the Board of
Directors has six staff members on it, there is good
communication, support, and advocacy for teaching
and learning.

Schools Practice and Model Democracy and Equity
Soccer is taught throughout the school with “social”
goals in mind. Regardless of the experience they bring,
all students set soccer goals and all work on some-
thing. Each person learns the different positions in the
game, and, regardless of skill, gets a turn at each posi-
tion. The use of a soccer wheel ensures this equitable
distribution of roles. The soccer wheel has all posi-
tions on the outside and the names of students on the
inside. Turning the inner wheel changes the positions
played by the students. The teacher uses the wheel to
assign the positions, turning it one place each day. At
times, more skilled players are asked to coach novice
players. The number of passes and number of people
the ball must be passed to are often set before a game
is played. Sometimes students have constructed the
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rule that no one can score until every team member
has touched the ball. It is explicit at GCS that soccer 1s
about teamwork and should be fun, and respectful of
experience, age, and skill diversity.

Afrer the practice or game, we leave ample time to

Related Resource

debrief with the players. This is a time for players to
notice what went well, who has improved, to thank
people who helped them, and to notice any other
positive events. It can also be a time to note what
we need to work on. There is a lot of time and prac-
tice allowed to help students learn how to speak in
constructive ways during this time. In addition, we
teach and practice the “soccer talk” during the game
and from the bench. We brainstorm ways to talk while
a game is in play, how to be encouraging, how to
coach, and how to control both our excitement over
wins and good plays and our disappointments. Role
playing these occurrences is very important.

Building the Portfolio

Offered as insight into CES values in practice in

one elementary school, these snapshots provide a
beginning for the documentation of this practice for
Greenfield Center School. As we continue to define
what the principles look like and sound like in our
school, artifacts and stories from all our schools across
the CES network will add meaning, clarity, inspira-
tion, and dimension.

Laura Baker is Greenfield Center School’s Executive
Director and a founder of the New England Coalition of
Progressive Elementary Educators (PreK-8).



