
Volume 11, Number 5 The Coalition of Essential Schools

ORACE

When the same

principles guide a
student's school

experiencefom
kindergarten
through high school
and beyond, the
habits of learning
take afar deeper
hold. But this

entails teachers,

parents, and
administrators

working and
talking together
on every subject
and at every step.
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Essential School Pathways:
Connecting Across the Grades
A HELIUM BALLOON PROJECT
from Kristin Munro-Leighton's

fourth-gracie year at Louisville's
Brown School has kept floating into
her schcx,1 experience again and

again over the six years since. It
started when a visiting naturalist
explained the damage to Earth's
atmosphere when balloons go free,
prompting Kristin and her class-
mates to lobby successfully for a
city ordinance against the practice.
in eighth grade, the same students
tried and failed to get their balloon
bill onto a crowded state legislative
agenda. Later still, when a local bar
advertised a mass release of green
ballootis to celebrate St. Patrick's

Day, the young activists called the
city and the bar manager to protest.

Like most innovations in

education, when looked at plainly
Kristin's experience seems only
common sense. If students go to the
same small school for twelve years
in a row, their learning is bound to
grow richer and deeper along the
way. Without much fuss on any-
body's part, the knowledge and
understanding they gain in elemen-
tary school will inform their work in
the middle and upper grades.
Teachers will talk together often
and waste less time on redundant or

remedial instruction. Individual

learning styles will reveal them-

selves early and flower as the years
go by. Adults and children will
come to know each other well.

But although Kristin goes to a

public school where things like this
happen as a matter of course, in
most of America the idea of follow-

ing a child from kindergarten
through high school has gone the

way of the one-room schoolhouse.
In the sprawling fiefdoms of con-
temporary school districts, for an
elementary teacher to sit down and

talk shop with a high school teacher
is as rare as a field trip to the
Serengeti.

But this commonsense idea has

gained new credence and momen-
tum as Essential schools explore
ways to deepen both intellectual
and personal connections across a

student's career. By forging coher-
ent "pathways" through the
bureaucratic tangle of schools thus
far organized chiefly by age and
geography, forward-looking
educators hope to infuse entire
systems with continuity-m
curriculum, in conversation, and in
what the schools most value.

Articulating the Joints
"Habits root early," Theodore Sjzer

has observed. And though he first
conceived the Coalition as a

secondary school reform move-
ment, "Many of the irw' COdlition
ideas," he notes, "were in fact ones

long associated with progressive
elementary school practice."

A former kindergarten teacher
herself and now one of Essential

schools' most tioted figures,
Deborah Meier likens the Nine



What Isa School Pathway?

The school pathway creates a personalized learning environment that
spans a studerfs educational career. One high school and all (or a selected
group) of the schools that feed into it, from pre-school on, form an academ-
iccommunity that works together to set standards and establish guidelines
for coherent teaching, learning, and assessment across thepathway.
Teachers across the pathway know each other, their students, and their
families well and work hard to build a community that is united across
schcx)15 and grade levels. Teachers and administrators share responsibility
for the students they all work with. Principals act as instructional leaders,
fadlitating this work in their schools and collaborating with each other as a
united team.
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Common Principles to what goes on
in most good kindergartens.
"Interesting things are available k,
investigate," she notes. "Youngsters
areexpected to collaborate as they
learn; learning and doing go hand in
hand; teachers know kids and their
families well, and learn about their

kids by watching and cibserving,
intervening and cciaching."

Ted Sin,/sconviction that high
Nch<*)1 teachers should be generalists
(as well as specialihts) fc,und ready
illustration in the best elementary
clashrooms, The early grades'
developmental and constructivist
approach, in which students
construct knowledge from their
amcrete experiences over time,
madesense at higher grade levels as
well. Meanwhile, middle schools

across the naticm began to show
good results from innovative proc-
tices (like teaming and a more intl-
grated approach to curriculum) that
mirrt)red Essential School principles.
rhe need became more obvious for a

smoother articulation of schooling's
traditional "joints"-the moves from
elementary to middle to high school.

Some Essential high schools
(like Boston's Fenway Middle
College and New York's University
1 [*ABLk# ADAni, In n.4,-N ehi,4/nk in
younger grades so they would have
morr time to develop the habits they
aimed for. Some school districts,
such a, the Croton-l-larmi,11 district

in New York's 1 ludson River Valley,
initiated system-wide professional
development for trachers across all
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grade levels. And in three test sites
funded by the New American
Scho<,Is Development Corporation
(NAsix ), the consortium known as

ATIAS bent its efforts toward creating
a national model ofthe kindergarten
thrriugh twelfth grade pathway

One School As a Pathway
The case for pathways shows most
vividly in whole-school examples
like 1.ouisville's Brown School,

designed in the early 19705 to create
a continuous educational experience
for some 600 urban students from

pre-school through commencement.
Few structural impediments prevent
Brown teachers from thinking of the
curriculum as a spiral forming an
uninterrupted flow in a child's edu-
cation, introducing and reinforcing
intellectual habits again and agairi.

"Right from the start we encour-
age kids to use writing to have an
impact on the community," says
principal Lenora Hay. "We also
stress experiential education all the
way up--even our first graders go
camping and rafting together." As in
Kristin's balloon project, curricular
strands weave through the school's
mixed-grade classes at many levels.
A middle school science and social
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in a local tributary of the Ohio River,
for instance, not only resulted in
eighth graders publishing a book on
the subject, but has evolved into an
ongc,ing science study in grades
nine and ten.

2

Having younger children in the
same building, says humanities
teacher Sue Vislisel, provides rich
learning opportunities for her high
school students "I have one senior

with a learning disability who is sit-
ting in on elementary and middle-
school classes gathering data on
how left-handedness affects kids'

behavior as they develop," she says.
"Even though she has difficulty with
written text, her work is much

deeper because she can make these
observations." Other students coach

youngsters in academics and sports.
"Kids gain a real sense of responsi-
bility for the behavior they model,"
Vislisel says. "We use the word
'family' a lot to describe our rela-
tionships in this school."

Conversations with other teach-

ers at both higher and lower grade
levels help him design more effec-
tive curriculum for his fifth and sixth

grade classes, notes Brown's Bill
Munro-Leighton: "My team has had
some very good conversations with
the high school math and science
teachers, addressing holes they see
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in what the kids are learning." And
because writing is assessed in port-
folios at fourth, eighth, and twelfth
grades, Munro-Ifighton's students
arrive already familiar with the
rubric they will practice for the next
several years. "The idea that writing
is part of every subject js now con-
tinued at every level," he says.

Though most Brown School
students attend from their earliest
grades, some arrive mid-career from
other schools. "1 have to say it's rare
that f'll call a teacher from another
schcx,1 to get information about a
student' s past experiences./' Munrc>
Leightor says. "But f regularly ask
the elementary teachers here about
kids or curriculum. Ws good for the
kids, too-they know more of what
to expert as they move up to the
next level."

In fact, Lenora Hay hypothesizes
that this K-8 continuity in develop-
ing habits of mind underlies Brown
mjddle school's high scores on
Kentucky's new perf(irmance
assessments. "In contrast to the

middle school, as many as a quarter
of our ninth graders are new," she
says. "We are analyzing the data
closely to see if that leads to high
school scores dropping."

Urban Networks

Sane though Brown's model may be,
few urban schools enjoy the luxury
of sanity. Instead, they segregate
kids by age in separate schools
where teachers rarely have time to
talk to each other, much less to their

district colleagues across town or
down the block. Even if site-based

management sidesteps central office
policymakers, few schools make
patliways from one level to the next
their top priority.

New York's recent flush of

restructuring, however, has taken on
that challenge with new energy.
Supported by the Center for
Collaborative Education, a network
of 27 Essential schools iii New York

City, more schools have decided to
create smaller networks of their

own. Linked by common themes,
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'What kind of links can
weforge so students
don't come up with
such wide variations

in their preparation?'

geography, or purpose, three to six
schools visit and share resources

with each other, rellect together on
classroom practice, and serve as
"critical friends." Though the grade
linkages sometimes don't quite meet
at the seams, ideally students also
move up from school to school
through the network, finding
common values and old friends

awaiting them.

A focus on service learning, for
instance, links the new midtown

high school known as the Coalition
School for Social Change with four
partners in a network. Among them
are two other new high schools:
Landmark High School (which
shares the same school building
with Social Change) and Manhattan
Village Academy, a couple of sub-

way stops away. A bit too far
uptown for easy access lies the
Community Service Academy,
serving grades six through eight;
and near that school lies Muscota

New School, with kindergartners
through ejghth graders.

"We made the original link by
asking Service Learning Academy to
come help both Landmark and
Social Change, because we wanted
to make service a graduation
requirement," says Charlene Jordan,
who directs the Coalition School for

Social Change. "But as soon as
teachers got together. they also
found strong links between our
humanities programs. We have so
much to learn from these elemen-

tary and middle schools-not only
about how to become generalists,
but about what kind of Iinks we can

forge so students don't come up
with such wide variations in their

preparation."

The sixth through eighth
graders at Community Service
Academy had already integrated
community service into their acade-
mic day, primarily through peer
tutoring, reading groups, and such

How Can Pathways Move Innovation
Into the Mainstream?

In a working paper from the ATLAS projecfs offices in Newton, Massachusetts,
Linda Gerstle offers these observations on how K-12 pathways can enhance
conditions for meaningful innovation:

• They generate consensus on a common philosophy of teaching and
learning that transcends grade levels.

• They establish a district vision of what is possible and desired as
student outcomes.

• They coordinate community assets and resources that contribute to
student development and success.

• They build district-wide coherence and focus within multiple tracks of
reform.

• Theyprovideopportunitiestocommunicatewithinandacrossgrade
levels.

• They create the supports (Batts, planning and professional
development) to facilitate better transitions between grade levels.

• They help in rethinking disttict policies that affect teaching and
learning to provide support for school-level reformers.

3 May 1995


