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 Iwas amazed and thrilled to receive as many articles on 21st century learning as we did last fall. In this second col-
lection, we see more examples of what the Partnership of 21st Century Skills in 2003 called the“4Cs” of 21st century 
learning. They are: critical thinking and problem solving, communication, collaboration and creative thinking. In the 
last issue, I said that, for me, shift was the keyword in describing 21st century learning. A close second has shown up 
and it is clearly seen in this issue, it’s expand. None of the 4Cs are new as educational objectives, but all are expand-
ing through use of 21st century tools and possibilities, not to mention our expanding knowledge about the brain and 
learning. Following are articles that demonstrate this.
 Collaboration is in evidence in practically every article, for instance: a group of middle school students who 
planned a Halloween carnival collaborating in teams that created booths out of recycled boxes; in the peer-coaching 
program planned and executed by a peer group of teachers; the collaboration of a religion teacher with the visual 
arts teacher in a project showing our interconnectedness as humans; the interdisciplinary course that includes Jewish 
studies, English and social studies; and also in a team (The Robotics Team) of teachers creating a STEM project that 
encourages creative thinking, too. In fact, so do all the aforementioned articles. 
 So much of today’s communication is conducted on-line demanding what are being called new literacies. The 
traditional “being able to read and write” definition of literacy is expanding to include additional literacies. The 21st 
century name of this phenomenon is  “transliteracy.” The Transliteracy Research Group (www.transliteracy.com) defines 
the word as “the ability to read, write and interact across a range of platforms, tools and media from signing and 
speech, through handwriting, print, TV, radio and film, to digital social networks.” Look for the article that describes 
three to six-year olds using the iPad platform even as they learn to read and write. Also see how technology expands 
pedagogical possibilities in languages, particularly in teaching American Sign Language. 
 Critical thinking and problem solving can be seen in articles about Challenge-Based Learning, and STEM 
learning through building robots. You’ll find examples of the other 3Cs in them as well. In fact, critical thinking skills 
are threaded through most of the articles. 
 Many lists of necessary 21st century skills include those that are being called “non-cognitive” skills - ones that 
have not been traditionally taught in schools, but are considered to be essential to survival, much less success, in this 
century. It’s not surprising, given the rapidity of change, to see Tony Wagner’s “survival skills” as delineated in his 
book, The Global Achievement Gap include “adaptability” and “agility.” Also seen as important are “initiative” and 
“entrepreneurship” - skills Wagner finds so critical he wrote a recent book about them called, Creating Innovators: The 
Making of Young People That Will Change the World.
 A four-year high school “focus” program on health care from Providence High School in Burbank, has a part-
nership with St. Joseph’s Hospital (which is next-door) that offer opportunities, for students to serve as interns in various 
hospital departments. Non-cognitive skills are learned and practiced in community-building and project designing, and 
time management. Also evident are improvements in self- discipline and goal setting. Most of all, students engage in 
“authentic” learning, which isn’t a “C,” but is a characteristic of 21st century learning.
 21st century learning is definitely present and growing in CAIS schools, and also here at CAIS. As I mentioned 
in this place in the Early Spring issue of the newsletter, professional development is also shifting – and expanding. The 
shift is from one day workshops in which experts lecture teachers about one particular aspect of education or another, 
to online crowd-source learning in which a cohort of teachers build knowledge by sharing their skills and experience. 
In fact, “professional development” is now often referred to as professional learning emphasizing the truth that good 
teachers are learners first; and in the 21st century, social networking and media are becoming important resources for 
that learning. 
 With more than one hundred seventy-two million blogs, (including more than a million blog posts per day), it 
is with some trepidation that say I am planning to start one of my own in the fall called CAIS Connected. The purpose 
will be to share information and resources about different aspects 21st century learning. A second purpose is to create 
a space where others in our community might also contribute resources. I even joined Twitter last year, and my user 
name is @smirell. See you on the ‘net!

Sandee Mirell
Director of Professional Development (and Learning!)

–Sandee Mirell
smirell@caisca.org

NOTES: 
1. The usual Faculty Newsletter edition, featuring articles written by presenters at the Regional Meeting and Professional Days has been 

postponed since many schools will already begun their summer break.  It will be published in late August or early September.

2. The Southern Regional Meeting will take on Monday, March 3, 2014 at Campbell Hall in North Hollywood. Northerners look for the slate 
of Professional Days which will be on our website (www.caisca.org) in November.
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 This year in the library at The Center for 
Early Education, we have taken technology to the 
next level by going wireless and adding iPads. 
Several large, open tables with stools and a com-
puter cart with fifteen Apple Macbooks have re-
placed old desktop computer workstations. We 
also have added another cart of fifteen IPad 3’s. 
While our second – sixth grade classes are pri-
marily using the laptops, the iPads are used daily 
with the early childhood, kindergarten, and first 
grades. Two months into the school year the con-
sensus was unanimous! The children and teach-
ers loved the new set-up.

 I teach the younger children, ages three 
to seven, in our Storybook Room. Prior to teach-
ing with the iPads, my early childhood curriculum 
was based on reading two fictional storybooks 
linked together by some common theme, followed 
by an activity to enrich that literary theme. 
 For example, I read the children Bailey 
Goes Camping by Kevin Henkes and Hester in 
the Wild by Sandra Boynton. Both of these books 

tell stories about camping, which kick-starts a 
conversation about the children’s personal expe-
riences while camping, such as the food we eat, 
the songs we sing, and the nature we explore. 
The activity also involves building a campfire in 
the library. Each child receives a cardboard tube 
from a paper towel roll and, one by one, the chil-
dren add their logs to the fire. Then, I give a red, 
orange, or yellow piece of tissue paper to each 
child to scrunch up and put on the logs, creating 
the flames. Lastly, the children gather around the 
fire in a circle, and receive a popsicle stick with 
a cotton ball “marshmallow” glued to the end. 
We sit and pretend to cook our marshmallows, 
blowing on them when they catch on fire!

 With the addition of the iPads, I am able 
not only to use, dramatic play, puppetry, crafting, 
music, and movement to bring out literary themes 
with my lessons, but also to use them to add an-
other layer of meaning. For instance, with the 
lesson above, I added only one iPad and used 
the app Campfire Songs. It has an image of a 
burning campfire and an extensive list of songs to 
sing around it. Using the “Songs by Type” search 

 to the Next Level

TECHNOLOGY

This year in the library at The Center for 

Going wireless and getting iPads in the library creates 
a sensation in early childhood education.TAKING
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“With the addition of the iPads, I am able not only to use, dramatic play, 

puppetry, crafting, music, and movement to bring out literary themes with 

my lessons, but also to use the them to add another layer of meaning.”

ANNIE SCHLESINGER
Early Childhood Library Teacher
The Center for Early Education
schlesingera@cee-school.org

option, I was quickly able to pick out familiar 
children’s songs that we then sang around our 
library campfire. The lyrics were available on the 
app, which was helpful for me, although I was 
surprised how many children knew some of the 
classic song lyrics.
 There are many ways the iPads can be 
used in my curriculum. I have explored hundreds 
of apps now, have found several that have no 
ads, and are the most child-friendly and that 
relate to my stories. After reading Circle Dog 
by Kevin Henkes, and Square Cat by Elizabeth 
Schoonmaker, the children used a matching app 
to find matching pairs of shapes or colors. The 
early childhood students also enjoyed a read-
along Clifford the Dog digital book. After reading 
Clifford aloud, half of the students were reading 
along with the digital story on the iPads inde-
pendently, while the other half had the choice of 
looking through physical copies of Clifford, or 
coloring in a picture of the Big Red Dog.
 The kindergarten and first grade children 
have also explored author Mo Willems’, Don’t Let 
the Pigeon Run This App! Seeing that they are al-
ready avid readers of Mo Willems, this app was 
a perfect way to fuse technology to the literature 
they love. It allows them to be their own story-
tellers, creating a “pigeon” story while record-
ing their voices and selecting different answers 
to questions that eventually can be compiled into 
their own digital story.  

 Later in the year, the first grade students 
will use the iPads to learn how to access, Destiny, 
our on-line library database. This will allow them 
to independently search for books during their 
checkout time, based on the topics of their interest.
 The options for collaborating with class-
room teachers also seem endless now with the 
iPads.  The technology allows me, as the library 
teacher, to access more information about in-
class curriculum topics via a video, website, app, 
or photos, which we can later explore during li-
brary time. 
 Overall, the transition to a wireless library 
has been sensational. The addition of these fif-
teen iPads has opened up many new literary pos-
sibilities for children starting as early as three 
years old!
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Halloween Alchemy:
Cardboard Creates Carnival

Middle school students use 21st century 
skills to plan, build and create a Carnival

“We built this,” said Level Eight stu-
dent Miranda. She stands at Monster Chomp, 
the carnival booth she helped imagine and 
create. As a primary student tosses a beanbag 
toward the cardboard mouth it hits a few jag-
ged aluminum foil teeth, falling just short of the 
opening.

“Try again,” she en-
courages the student. When 
the child succeeds, Miranda 
checks off the child’s Fun 
Pass. This is merely one 
of ten 

carnival game booths created entirely by Turn-
ing Point Level Eight students.

At Turning Point School’s first Hallow-
een Cardboard Carnival, old cardboard boxes 
were transformed into games such as Flying 
Skull Catapult, Whack-a-Monster, Eyeball 
Bowling, and Skeeball. Students at this Culver 
City school used repurposed empty cardboard 
boxes and 21st century skills to engineer sus-
tainable Halloween booths.

The inspiration for this new approach 
to Halloween came from Caine, a 

nine-year old boy in East Los 
Angeles. After Caine made 

an elaborate

arcade out of his father’s abandoned boxes in 
the back of his small business, he started sell-
ing Fun Pass tickets to neighbors. When a film-
maker profiled the young Los Angeles resident, 
the video quickly went viral. “Caine’s Arcade” 
received over 3,000,000 hits on YouTube.

When Jane McEneaney, the school’s 
Performing Arts Coordinator, showed the video 
to middle school division head, Gaby Akana, 
the wheels started turning. The film was shown 
at the next middle school assembly, and it had 
a profound effect on the students. They then so-
licited the help of Travis Reynolds, the SmartLab 
facilitator, who happened to be surrounded by 
empty Mac boxes from recently installed equip-
ment, and Matt Kline, the teacher of the Level 

Eight Community Leadership class. 
It is October 31, 2012; a 

ghost and pumpkin can be seen rac-
ing alongside each other. As the 
young students squirt water at the 
target, the spray lands in an open-
ing and propels the ghost even with 
the pumpkin. Middle school carni-
val workers the vertical pulleys of 

the “Squirt! Squirt! Squirt!” booth 
students constructed. Large Gatorade 

water coolers catch the water bouncing 
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off the cardboard walls—even the water will be 
reused. After a mad dash, the pumpkin wins! 

The Halloween Cardboard Carnival 
provided numerous lessons, and opportunities 
for student engagement as outlined below.

SUSTAINABILITY 
Carnival game booths were con-

structed from re-purposed materials. Although 
most games were made from cardboard boxes 
and tubing, the resources ranged from bamboo 
fishing poles for the "Quack-Quack" fishing 
game, to scraps of wrapping paper to line the 
"Eyeball Bowling" alley, and everything they 
could find in-between. Even old socks were 
used to make the "Whack-A-Monster" puppets. 
Students UP-cycled materials to transform them 
into components that resulted in carnival fun!

21ST CENTURY SKILLS
When “21st century skills” is men-

tioned, one usually thinks of an iPad, rather 
than a maze built out of cardboard and glue. 
Yet, what are increasingly important in the mar-
ketplace into which our students will graduate 
are skills that involve creativity, critical think-
ing, communicating, and collaborating. The 
carnival projects required problem-solving to 
build, while technology served as a resource 
in students’ toolboxes to help them tackle the 
challenge of game construction. In the school’s 
SmartLab, a cooperative 21st century envi-
ronment that has components of a “maker’s 
space,” some students used robotics and sim-
ple machines in the architecture of their proj-
ects. When Level Eight student, Brandon, set 
out to make his “Tilt-A-Maze,” he turned to the 
Internet to research other models. After consult-
ing with his team, he used InDesign software to 
make a blueprint of their maze. Next, the three 
of them used tools to carefully craft a labyrinth 
large enough for a rubber ball to roll through. 
After the glue had dried, they realized the walls 

had shrunk closer to each other, so they used 
Ping-Pong balls instead. Problem solved! The 
time-lapsed construction of this game can be 
seen here:  http://youtu.be/nGosnfaPJoY 

COLLABORATION
Level Eight students collaborated 

on creating games that they could build into 
booths.  In their SmartLab classes, students 
were divided into teams of two or three. Within 
their teams, they had to agree on an idea to 
propose, and then figure out all aspects of the 
idea’s design, engineering, and creation once 
the idea was approved. Every aspect of the 
game’s coming to fruition was dependent on 
the team’s communication, as well as on some 
negotiation and compromise! Each student 
was trusted to make valuable contributions to 

a project that had a very real outcome at every 
phase of planning and construction.

LEADERSHIP
The process of creating these games 

required collaboration within the student peer 
groups, and these Level Eight students needed 
many more teaming skills to accomplish their 
goals. In order to include the Level Six and 
Level Seven cohorts, they needed to plan and 
manage a training session, and delegate work 
among their younger associates. During a fin-
ishing workshop days before the carnival, they 
gave detailed instructions on the help needed 
to add final touches to the booths, taught their 
teams how to run the games, and explained the 
necessary jobs required during the event itself.  
Lastly, Level Eight students were responsible for 
helping primary students travel around the 
booths on Halloween. They exhibited 
kindness and patience as they 
brought their carnival alive for 
different grade levels during 
the event.  

COMMUNITY BUILDING
The result of students’ teaming was 

indeed a service to the community, and they set 
a fine example of sustainable practices on our 
campus. The feedback from young carnival at-
tendees, parents, teachers, and administrators 
was resoundingly positive. The time and effort 
that went into the creation of the booths had a 
direct effect on the success of the event and the 
enjoyment of its participants of all ages.  

The school felt different on Hallow-
een. Students operated the carnival with in-
dependence; the laughs, cheers, and giggles 
seemed to linger over the crowd like buzzing 
lights strewn on a string over a boisterous car-
nival from a century ago. As teachers stood 
back in the crowd, they admired the way the 
Level Eight students took complete ownership 

of their projects. Their investment of time and 
energy played a large part in the success of 
this school-wide event. Despite all the costumes 
and masks disguising the students, all attend-
ees recognized that these young inventors had 
miraculously spun discarded cardboard into 
Halloween gold.

ALEX CUSSEN
Level Eight Humanities Teacher 

Turning Point School
Alacussen@turningpointschool.org

Despite all the costumes and masks 
disguising the students, all attendees 

recognized that these young inventors 
had miraculously spun discarded 
cardboard into Halloween gold.



CAIS  —  FACULTY NEWSLETTER — SUMMER EDITION 2013

6

Getting Better: 
A Model for Peer Coaching 
in Schools

 Last October, the New Yorker 
published an article by renowned sur-
geon and author, Atul Gawande, about 
professional coaching. Gawande had 
noticed that his surgical performance 
had reached a plateau. Although 
his rates of complication were 
below national averages, he no-
ticed they weren’t getting better. 
Endeavoring to improve his prac-
tice, Gawande decided to follow 
in the footsteps of Rafael Nadal 
and Itzhak Perlman: he acquired 
a coach. Gawande wrote, “There 
was a moment in sports when em-
ploying a coach was unimagina-
ble—and then came a time when 
not doing so was unimaginable. 
We care about results in sports, and if 
we care half as much about results in 
schools and hospitals we may reach the 
same conclusion. ”On his own, Gawa-

nde was able to achieve professional 
success, and excel in his field; with a 
coach, Gawande was able to do better.
   Research on the effects of peer 
coaching in education supports Gawan-
de’s experience. In one study, Dr. Bruce 

Joyce, an author and former professor 
at Columbia Teachers College, found 
that 25% of teachers will transfer a new 
skill into their practice with theory, dem-
onstration, practice within the training, 

and feedback; while 90% will transfer a 
new skill into their practice with all of the 
above, and peer coaching.  The data 
show that peer coaching is the deciding 

factor—a difference between 25% and 
90%--in determining the transfer of new 
skills into a teacher’s practice. 
    Inspired by Gawande’s expe-
rience, several colleagues and I col-
laborated to create a peer coaching 

program for the faculty at our school. 
We decided to offer coaching to any 
colleagues who wanted it. We designed 
our peer-coaching program with the 
idea that we can all do better, and help 

each other do better, no matter our 
years of experience. As Gawande 
wrote, “Elite performers, research-
ers say, must engage in ‘deliber-
ate practice’—sustained, mindful 
efforts to develop the full range of 
abilities that success requires. You 
have to work at what you’re not 
good at.” 
 Teachers can often feel iso-
lated in their areas of struggle; a 
teacher working to differentiate in-
struction may feel alone and at a 

loss. Even teachers who, like Gawande, 
have discovered they are achieving re-
sults above national averages may feel 
that they are, nonetheless, reaching 

their professional peak. Like Gawande, 
we sought to treat teaching like a profes-
sional sport: as a task requiring exper-
tise, and therefore constant deliberate 
practice. 
    

Three teachers start a peer-coaching program for teachers at their school.

We designed our peer-coaching program on the idea that we 
can all do better, and help each other do better, no matter 

our years of experience.

Natanya Biskar with a student.
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Our peer-coaching program 
began on the initiative of three teach-
ers. While some schools have “teacher 
buddies” for new hires, or mentor-like 
programs, peer coaching is based on a 
meeting of equals. Additionally, the pro-
gram is not for teachers alone; anyone 
in the school who wishes to improve, 

or who is able to provide a coaching 
ear, is welcome to participate. While 
administrative support is always benefi-
cial when launching and sustaining pro-
grams, this model lends itself to teacher 
autonomy, and provides opportunity for 
leadership.

 Within our peer-coaching mod-
el, participants decided if they wanted 
to coach, be coached, or do both. Those 
who wanted to be coached—or the “cli-
ents”—identified areas in which they 
wanted to improve. Goals were self-
directed, and not limited to instruction; 
teacher/clients identified organization 
skills, communication with parents, as-
sertiveness, planning, and time-manage-
ment, among many others, as areas for 
growth. 

 Many if not all of the partici-
pants wanted a coach, but were unsure 
if they were qualified to be a coach. My 
collaborators and I fervently believed 
that any one of the participants could 
be an effective coach; indeed, this one 
was one of our guiding principles. To 
be an effective coach, research tells 
us that the coach does not necessarily 
need to be an expert at what the client 
wants to work on. Gawande writes, 
“Good coaches […] speak with cred-
ibility, make a personal connection, and 

focus little on themselves.” We thus en-
couraged all of our colleagues to try out 
coaching. 

To raise confidence, and in-
crease effectiveness, we modeled what 
a coaching session might look like in 
our first meeting. Good coaching is 
about good listening—non-judgmental, 

considerate, and present participation 
in another’s experience. Effective coach-
ing does not require the immediate reso-
lution of the client’s issues. More, it is 
about structuring a productive conversa-
tion in which the person being coached 
comes to their own conclusions, and 
creates their own path towards improve-
ment. The coach provides an ear, and 
accountability. Often, we know what we 
need to do; the hard part is changing.

 Following our first meeting, we 
made coaching partnerships based on 
the articulated goals of the clients. Af-
ter that, it was the responsibility of the 
clients to contact their coach. Coaches 

and clients set up meetings; most met 
every week or every other week. In the 
initial meeting, the clients talked about 
their goals, and, with their coach, iden-
tified first steps towards achieving their 
goal. For instance, a client interested in 

backwards design might identity read-
ing a book on backwards design as a 
first step. In subsequent meetings, the 
coaches checked in with clients about 
how their plan was proceeding. In each 
meeting, clients identified next steps, or 
in some cases new goals, and coach 
and client worked to move the client to-

wards the goal. 
 Naturally, peer coaching pre-

sented challenges. Scheduling proved 
tricky; fitting coaching meetings into 
an already packed schedule took some 
work. Also, balancing the number of 
coaches and clients required flexibility.

 The peer-coaching program is 
now in its second year. We are a diverse 
group of coaches and clients; our expe-
rience spans grade levels and special-
ties, and our goals are as varied as our 
backgrounds. One teacher, who par-
ticipated in the program last year and 
is participating again this year, said, 
“It was beneficial to have dedicated 
time on those areas where I struggle. To 
shine light on the things I need to work 
on with someone who listens helped me 
find the solutions.” We look forward to 
continuing to grow, together.

1 Gawande, Atul. “Personal Best: Top Athletes and 
Singers have Coaches. Should You?” The New 
Yorker. 3 Oct. 2011. http://www.newyorker.com/
reporting/2011/10/03/111003fa_fact_gawande

1 Joyce, B.R. & Showers, B. (1983). Power in Staff Devel-
opment Through Research on Training. Alexandria, VA: 

ASCD.

NATANYA BISKAR, Grade 1
KELLY MCDONOUGH, Grade 1 
AND DEBBI SCHULINS, Grade 5

Brandeis Hillel Day School
biskarn@bhds.org, 

kmcdonough@bhds.org, 
dshulins@bhds.org 

To be an effective coach, research tells us that the  
coach does not necessarily need to be an expert at  

what the client wants to work on. 
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The Wornick Jewish Day School Tzedakah Project is an interdisciplinary 
project that integrates Jewish studies, English and Social Studies in a year-long cur-
riculum led by three teachers. Tzedakah, the Jewish value of “righteous, obligatory 
giving,” is a core concept in Jewish social responsibility, and is taught in seventh 
grade, an extremely me-centric age, in an effort to push the students to concern 
themselves with the world around them. Throughout the year students explore Jew-
ish values, learn about pressing social issues, research individually chosen non-
profit organizations, educate their classmates about their research, learn about 
and practice fundraising techniques, and allocate the money raised based on their 
collective values.

Such a project requires organization, pervasive community support and 
strong student leadership; however, at the core of the project’s success is the power-
ful collaboration of the three of us: the team of teachers who lead the project. Three 
teachers, three subjects, and three very different personalities are tasked to work to-
gether to create a curriculum, run classes, and assess student product in addition to 
our routine teaching responsibilities. No small feat! What we, as the team leaders, 
have experienced is that not only is successful collaboration possible, but it is a very 
rewarding experience for us as educators. Through our time of collaboration we 
have noticed three qualities of successful collaboration: creation of a philosophical 
mission that drives the planning and teaching; building a culture of feedback and 
support; and speaking in a unified voice to student, parents, and the community. 

The Tzedakah Project had been in place at Wornick for several years be-
fore any of us started working here. Over the past four years, as we have arrived 
one-by-one, each of us has come into the project at different times and with different 
roles, viewing the existing curriculum with the critical and fresh eyes of outsiders. 

 Acutely aware of the strengths 
and weaknesses of the project (his-
torically, a signature program of our 
school), our task last summer was to 
completely re-evaluate the curriculum. 
Before we worked on the content, we 
met to develop a clear vision of what 
we wanted to accomplish and of a 
work ethic that would get us there. This 
process required a clear reckoning of 
our collective successes and failures as 
Tzedakah teachers, but also allowed 
us the space to see the project through 
the lens of its potential. We had a clear 
view of what the ideal Tzedakah Project 
should be. 
 Through this process, we chal-
lenged each other to think deeply about 
the mission, each incorporating our per-
sonal and professional values before 
finalizing a shared vision of enduring 
understanding and values. One specific 
result was the shift in the project’s fo-
cus on fundraising to a focus on values. 
Our individual experience is that giving 
tzedakah is less about the money and 
more about the intention of creating a 
just world. We wanted the students to 
further develop that viewpoint. 
 We completely restructured the 
year’s curriculum in order to make that 
enduring idea a possible learning out-
come. As a result, the project is now a 
“mash-up” of who we are, and what we, 
as individuals, represent. Furthermore, 
this vision sets the tone for the year; all 
pedagogical decisions are now made 
based on our mission and values. Our 
work process is a value-centered plan-
ning, not about ego or personal glory. 
This is collaboration at its best: creating 
a mission for a project which clearly re-
flects the values of those involved, and 
allowing that mission, rather than per-
sonalities, be the centerpiece for creat-
ing a curriculum.
 Another key to our success is 
our strong culture of support and feed-
back, as well as a palpable respect for 
each other's strengths and weakness - 
as people, and as teachers. For us, col-
laboration is working together on every-

Successful Ingredients 
for Interdisciplinary Collaboration 

A team of three teachers not only successfully plans a  
course together; they discover that doing this was a professional 

growth experience.
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Our individual experience is that giving 
tzedakah is less about the money and 
more about the intention of creating a 
just world. We wanted the students to 

further develop that viewpoint.

thing. We are fortunate to be able to not only collaborate in the planning, but also 
in the execution. All three of us teach together, which allows us to hone our active 
pedagogic skills, and have the opportunity to receive peer critique. We become 
better teachers by working together. 

We strive to give kind, helpful, and constant feedback on activities, objec-
tives, worksheets, teaching moments - even as nitty gritty as phrasing of a sentence 
on a handout. Constant feedback is a must for success, and thus creating a safe 
work relationship is essential. That means trusting each other to be honest and non-
judgmental about our strengths and weaknesses - and always providing support 
when needed. 

We also have a realistic view of what each of us is capable of - and what 
areas of growth each of us has. To be sure, there is a specific role on which each of 
us focuses. Melissa guides the writing and editing; Shona focuses on the research 
and social concerns; and Joel concentrates on framing the learning “Jewishly.” At 
the same time, we also constantly push each other outside of our comfort zones in 
order to grow as teachers - whether that is discomfort in leading discussions, giving 

a lecture, or facilitating a parent discussion. This is possible only because we work 
together to create a safe space where risk-taking is not only possible it is desired. 

When we discuss a project, it's not uncommon for us to nominate each 
other as well as to volunteer ourselves to take a lead on a project based on our indi-
vidual strengths. Similarly, when meeting with a parent, it's often clear who should 
be responsive to the issue, though other team members always remain supportive 
to the leader of the meeting. As a team and as individuals, being conscious of our 
strengths and weaknesses has helped foster a positive collaboration experience for 
all of us. 

Finally, we are always careful to speak with a united and collaborative 
front to the students and parents. Whenever we send out update email it’s always 
signed by the three of us as are emails dealing with individual concerns by parents. 

 
 While often parents email one 
of us, we are always sure to respond 
together. Furthermore, during class, we 
will often refer to one another, or con-
tribute to the class discussion even if we 
are not taking the lead for that lesson. 
We constantly refer to our own collabo-
rations and discussions publicly, mod-
eling the importance of unity through 
teamwork. This ensures parents and stu-
dents will see that we are a team - dedi-
cated to collaborating together for the 
success of the students and the project. 
 The Tzedakah Project at Wor-
nick is a true model of teacher collabo-
ration. Ensuring that a year-long interdis-
ciplinary project is successful requires 
us to make our pedagogical decisions 
based on  curriculum goals, being open 
and honest with each other, and pre-
senting a united front to our school com-
munity. Our experience together has 
shown us that different perspectives and 
styles should not thwart collaboration, 
but, rather, advance the experience. It 
is because of our differences that our 
collaborative participation has created 
a dynamic and rewarding teaching 
experience. Ultimately, they energize 
each of us to be the best educator we 
can be.

BY JOEL ABRAMOVITZ, Jewish Studies 
BY SHONA SCHWARTZ, Social Studies 

Ronald C. Wornick Jewish Day School 
sschwartz@wornickjds.org
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The purposeful collaboration 
between Marymount’s Kaleidoscope religion 
and visual art departments invites instruc-
tional opportunities to cultivate student 
understanding of world religions in a tan-
gible way. The Kaleidoscope class, taught 
by my colleague, Kari Figgins, presents a 
comparison of world religions, stressing 
both their commonalities and differences. 
In visual arts, I help students to understand 
the styles, techniques, and beauty of artistic 
innovation, and also how art has been used 
since the earliest of times as an expression 
of self and culture. Together, Figgins and I 
have constructed thematic units to extend 
and enhance our subject areas into highly 
developed cross-curricular lessons, enabling 
students to investigate how religious thought 
and culture manifest artistically. This combi-
nation of our teaching specialties transforms 
what were previously treated as isolated 
subjects into a cohesive and meaningful ap-
proach to 21st century education.    

Figgins and I recently applied our 
interdisciplinary approach with fourth and 

fifth graders to a month-long unit on Islamic 
Art. Motivated to deepen student under-
standing of Marymount’s motto, “Marymount 
has HEART” (Honesty, Enthusiasm, Altruism, 
Respect, and Teamwork), we incorporated 
these school virtues into eight lessons on 
religious understanding and artistic repre-
sentation. 

We initiated the unit with readings 
and images from Scholastic Art’s “Islamic 
Art: Working with Pattern.” Students ex-
plored the three main types of Islamic artistic 
patterns: geometric patterns, which repre-
sent ideas like eternity, unity, and harmony; 
plantlike patterns, which reflect appreciation 
for Allah’s creations; and calligraphy, which 
spreads the message of Islam through writ-
ing. Focus was placed on the visual theme 
of interconnectedness, and the metaphorical 
meaning of patterns in Islamic art that are 
intended as an expression of the belief that 
everything in life, both large and small, is 
interconnected.    

Next, entering the 17th century 
Blue Mosque in Istanbul, Turkey through a 

YouTube video (http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=ocyyxHkCvm8) brought Islamic 
patterns to life. This virtual field trip into the 
spectacular Blue Mosque’s sacred space ex-
posed students to the power of intricate and 
stunning interwoven patterns. The famed 
mosaics draw the viewer’s eyes up towards 
the heavens, signifying Allah’s omniscience. 
“Throughout the mosque, the relentless geo-
metric, calligraphic, and plantlike patterns 
on all sides hide the actual physical structure 
of the building. The patterns radiating from 
the center of the dome seem to explode 
outward, leading the viewer’s eye visually 
beyond its circular edge . . . In a mosque, 
the focus is always on prayer and the 
contemplation of eternity.”  (Scholastic Art, 
“Sacred Spaces” December-January 2006, 
pg. 6.) 

Having introduced the theme of 
interconnectedness – in this case, pattern, 
embodying belief, the idea was carried 
through the subsequent phases of the les-
son. Two guest lecturers (and Marymount 
parents) gave their personal perspectives 

Students worked together to come up with a unique design that had 
personal significance to the children.

The Art of 

Teaching 

Interconnected-

ness

A collaboration between a religion and a vi-

sual arts teacher – and two parents - results in 

understanding, knowledge and beauty.
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to the Kaleidoscope class by discussing the 
relevance of patterns to their Islamic faith. 
Rusha Al-Fayez (mother of Hamad, one of 
the Kaleidoscope students) presented “Islam 
in Art,” to explain the symbolic meaning of 
patterns seen in mosques and prayer rugs. 
In Islam, Mrs. Al-Fayez told the students, tra-
ditional dress, prayer, customs, prayer rugs, 
and mosaics share an important, central 
religious and cultural purpose in that they 
illustrate respect and reverence to Allah.  

Next, Naj Brown’s presentation 
on Persian calligraphy explored writing as 
artistry, and how the words from a prayer 
create visual art by forming patterns and 
images. Mrs. Brown’s lecture elaborated 
on the students’ previous readings regard-
ing calligraphic patterns: “The curved and 
straight, thick and thin, linked and separate 
lines also create a visually pleasing abstract 
pattern . . . The placement of the words 
on the page and the negative spaces in 
between are just as important as the positive 
letter shapes.” (Scholastic Art, “Updating 
Ancient Patterns” December-January 2006, 
pg. 11.)

Mrs. Al-Fayez and Mrs. Brown 
personalized for the students the religious 
and visual theme of interconnectedness, en-
hancing the overarching symbolic theme of 
the unit – human connectedness, expressed 
metaphorically by the complex connections 
of pattern, line and space in the Islamic art 
being studied by the students. They joined 
the Kaleidoscope class in the art classroom 
for the next phase of the project. 

Figgins and I led the creation of 
a mosaic made by the students that would 
encourage the students to exemplify the pre-
cepts of Marymount’s HEART through Islamic 
patterns and calligraphy. Students worked 

together to come up with a unique design 
that had personal significance to them. A 
blue mustang, Marymount’s mascot, fills the 
center of the mosaic, with HEART written 
inside to represent the virtues that the Mary-
mount community strives to achieve. The 
students decided to transform the mustang 
into Pegasus by adding wings to provide 
a mythical element, which one student 
described as, “showing that Marymount can 
rise above and soar.” 

Repeating heart patterns border 
the mosaic, drawing attention to the 
calligraphic symbols inside:  “Love,” 
written in English, radiates from the 
rays of the sun; “Love,” written in 
Arabic, was tiled by Mrs. Al-Fayez and 
her son Hamad; “Heart,” written in 
Persian, was tiled by Mrs. Brown.  

As is often the case in classroom 
projects, however, trying to meet a 
deadline with limited class times can 
pose a dilemma. The Kaleidoscope 
class soon realized that the completion 
of their mosaic depended on the help 
of the remaining fourth and fifth grade 
students who opt to take the school’s 
Catholic tract. Witnessing the hesita-
tion and even jealousy that emerged 
among some of the Kaleidoscope 

students when the project was opened to the 
“Catholic class” proved to be the most fasci-
nating aspect of this project to me. Figgins 
and I realized that we had to address some 
unanticipated competitive energy. We decid-
ed to create teams that combined Kaleido-
scope and Catholic students to foster the col-
lective efforts in problem-solving and artistic 
design, and also to reinforce the underlying 
theme of the lesson -- interconnectedness.  
The combined teams quickly pushed through 
their initial “culture clash” once they saw 
their vision begin to take shape, tile by tile. 
What developed was an exciting exchange of 
ideas and strategies.   

When the mosaic was completed, 
the final step of the project was to write a re-

flection about the experience of working as 
a team, and specifically, about the decision 
to include the Catholic tract class, to pro-
duce a unified piece.  Fifth grader, Thomas 
Vadnais nicely summarized, “I think that it 
was appropriate for our class to include oth-
ers because Kaleidoscope is all about world 
religions, so we showed the world getting 
along by letting the other class participate.” 
Fourth grader, Clayton Heimlich added, 
“I think that it was good to include them 
because we will remember that we can work 
together and it will make us look at it and 
say, “’I did that,’ and feel proud.”    

The collective efforts of all involved 
produced a dazzling mosaic that is not only 
a beautiful work of art created by the chil-
dren, but also reflects the project’s theme of 
interconnectedness and gives tangible mean-
ing to the school’s “Marymount has HEART” 
motto.  The mosaic now adorns the wall of 
Marymount’s multi-purpose room for all of 
Marymount’s interconnected community to 
enjoy.

JESSICA HOUSE, K-8 Art Teacher
Marymount School, Santa Barbara

jhouse@marymountsb.org

The Blue Mosque in Istanbul www.bluemosque.co/
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Authentic, challenge-based learning has positive effects not only 
academically, but in many other important areas as well.

CHALLENGING 
OURSELVES    

 to CHALLENGE  
OUR STUDENTS

In the Spring of 2011, we were blown 
away by Elaine Wrenn, Director of Technol-
ogy at Echo Horizon School (EHS), who pre-
sented on Challenge-Based Learning (CBL) at 
Windward School’s Science Active Learning 
Colloquium. (Science Active Learning Collo-
quium) The crux of CBL is that student groups 
identify issues or problems within their commu-
nity through research and investigation, and 
then set out to develop solutions, implement 
them, document the progress, and then reflect 
on the impact of the solution. (For a more com-

er, they wrote up guiding questions for their 
topics on a class wiki, and worked with our 
research librarians at the Center for Teach-
ing and Learning to hone their research skills, 
and to learn how to develop surveys and in-
terview questions. 

Student groups hosted an organic day 
at our campus kitchen; made a Museum of 
Fast Food display for the campus to look at 
the nutrition facts of different fast foods vs. 
healthier options; planned a local foods scav-
enger hunt at the Mar Vista farmer's market; 
delivered lunches to homeless people in San-
ta Monica; raised money and awareness for 
CHOSA, an organization which helps pro-
vide food for children in South Africa (www.
chosa.org/); drafted a bill and spoke with 
members of the state assembly and lobby 
groups to improve the clarity of labeling on 
chicken that has been injected with high-
sodium solutions, also known as plumping - 
among many other projects! 

Throughout the project, students gained 
valuable academic skills such as: identifying 
and using a variety of reliable sources, con-
ducting interviews and surveys, writing emails 
and generating meaningful questions to ask ex-
perts. They collaborated and reported on their 
research using GoogleDocs and GoogleSlides, 
and created blogs and websites, as well as 

plete description of the EHS project and the 
CBL process, see the CAIS Faculty Newsletter 
Spring 2012 issue). We were inspired by the 
creativity and level of community engagement 
of the projects designed by students. We knew 
it had to happen at Windward; we just weren’t 
sure how.

We began assembling and meeting our 
team of collaborative educators in order to 
develop our Big Idea, Essential Question, and 
Challenge. To address the human body and di-
gestion curricular piece of seventh grade life 
science, as well as health from human, commu-
nity, and environmental perspectives, we knew 
our Big Idea was going to be about food. 

We met once or twice a month from Au-
gust to October, and then weekly, to plan out 
the scope and sequence of the project, the 
kind of support we would need, and how we 
were going to structure class periods. We drew 
mainly from the Challenge-Based Learning ma-
terials and research papers on the Apple web-
site and ChallengeBasedLearning.org, but also 
incorporated elements from other models, such 
as the Green Ambassadors Teachers Institute at 
Environmental Charter High School. 

Our biggest challenge was that we knew 
we wanted to create a supportive structure for 
students to succeed, but had no idea what they 
were going to come up with! We met with stu-
dents at Windward who had attended Echo 
Horizon for elementary school, and got their 
feedback on what worked about their CBL proj-
ect on water, and what they would change. 

As our challenge to the Windward stu-
dents we made a video highlighting some im-
portant ways food affects our daily lives, which 
we showed to students on the first day of the 
unit. We challenged our seventh graders to 
improve the health of their community through 
food, and they did! 

Students brainstormed ideas around 
food, and were placed into groups based on 
their first or second choice of topics. Togeth-
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presenting their work to an audience, and 
participating in constructive self-assessment 
and reflection. You can see students speak for 
themselves on what they learned on the Food 
Challenge Google Site. Students presented 
their research and solutions to other students, 
local community groups, faculty, parents, and 
administrators at a seventh grade Food Chal-
lenge Community Forum held on campus. 
Their work was nothing short of amazing.

This year, we have begun planning for 
a Water Challenge. There are many relevant 
and engaging resources for addressing water 
quality and consumption both in Los Angeles, 
and globally; and we have made many con-
nections to local community partners and ex-
perts for delving deeper into experiential and 
service learning. Our goal is to keep it local, 
as a focus on Los Angeles water issues can be 
a lens for addressing water access and quality 
around the world. 

A few of us attended Cathy Berger Kaye’s 
most recent Water Planet Challenge workshop, 
Out the Spout & Down the Drain, with re-
sources and activities from Going Blue: A Teen 
Guide to Saving Our Oceans, Lakes, Rivers, & 
Wetlands, a teen action guide she wrote with 
Philippe Cousteau and EarthEcho International. 
(Make a Splash, for elementary students, is 
coming soon.) The energy for this year’s water 
challenge is palpable.

Projects that engage youth in taking ac-
tion in their communities have proven to affect 
students positively in areas such as academic 
performance, as well as in character develop-
ment, and personal empowerment. Responsibil-
ity and investment in social change, leads to 
lifelong civic engagement. 

We have all heard of “21st cen-
tury skills” by now - employers are de-
manding a workforce equipped with 
the 4 C’s: creativity, critical thinking, 

communication, and collaboration. These are the very same skills that will 
be needed to address global problems of climate change, war, financial instability, poverty 
and hunger. 

Challenging students to take action shows them you trust in their ability to make change in the 
world. More than 95% of students in the Challenge-Based Learning pilot study self-reported that 
they were deeply engaged, routinely worked in groups, and used the web and digital media to 
richly communicate their solutions (New Media Consortium, http://www.nmc.org).

In our planning process last year, we quickly found that simply overlaying the “CBL Frame-
work” onto our school’s class schedule, timing, number of groups, spring break, midterms, and 
technology expertise was a bit like putting a square peg into a round hole, or rather a hole with 
many nooks and crannies and amoeba-like edges. We were excited to push the boundaries of our 
students’ classroom experiences as well as to the curriculum model itself. 

We joined with other educators at The Willows Community School, Center for Early Educa-
tion, Sequoyah School and Echo Horizon School to keep refining the model as it makes sense for 
each campus as well as to develop CBL best practices, and to share local resources. We want to 
continue to push ourselves to be even better at creating a structure for students to be successful, 
and then step back, as much as we can, to improve the model even more. The project challenged 
us as educators to work collaboratively as we deepened the seventh grade life science course 
to incorporate service-learning, research and media skills-building learning experiences for our 
students. 

What is our role as adults and educators in providing meaningful experiences and real-world 
skill-building for our students? How can we best support youth-driven leadership and meaning-
ful community engagement through action and service-learning? Barbara Cervone, founder and 
president of What Kids Can Do, http://www.whatkidscando.org/ wrote in 2002: 

Fellow educators - we challenge you to push yourselves to take risks and to ask your students 
be the leaders not of tomorrow, but of today.

SAMANTHA LYON
Service-Learning Consultant 

GERALDINE LOVELESS
Seventh and Eighth Grade Science Teacher 

Windward School 
samm.lyon@gmail.com

gloveless@windwardschool.org

“More than twenty-five years ago, the National Commission 
on Resources for Youth argued that youth can contribute 
meaningfully to their communities and, in the process, to 
their own development. ‘What they cannot do on their 
own,’ the commission concluded, ‘is create the climate and 
the conditions that will permit them to take these partici-
patory roles in society on a widespread scale. That is the 
challenge and the task of the adult world.’ ” (p. 83)
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A PAPERLESS 
CLASSROOM 
REALIZED

A major goal of learning, be it 21st 
century or traditional, has always been to 
have students take responsibility for their 
own learning. A 21st century tool helps.

Think about how much time the following procedures  
can take up in a classroom: 

1. Collecting student work on its due date
2. Passing back graded work
3. Photocopying, collating, and circulating

handouts for the day’s lesson
4. Balancing roll books, grade books, and

communication logs
5. Writing the instructions for homework on 

the board
6. Making extra copies of materials for students

who have lost theirs
7. Updating students about their academic

progress in your class.
 
Now, imagine an education tool that eradicates the need for 
all of those teacher duties listed above. When a cohort from our 
school came back from the CUE conference almost three years 
ago, there was one major innovation they wanted to report on: 
the Haiku Learning Management System. (www.haikulearning.
com/)
 It sounded too good to be true. This online learning 
space allowed teachers to post any materials necessary for their 
class so students could access what they needed for their course 
from any computer with an Internet connection. Teachers could 
grade work, and return it with comments without leaving a physi-
cal paper trail, and students could revise and resubmit their work 
immediately. This online learning space would, in theory, allow us 
to extend our course content beyond the walls of our classroom. 
After discussion, it seemed clear that we needed to try this pro-
gram in our middle school in order to see if it was as effective as 
it promised to be.

 Overall, the transition was smooth. While some teachers 
found the switch from a paper to an online format challenging, 
others embraced it. Many were skeptical of using this kind of 
platform, and understandably so. After having had success with 
one mode of learning, a teacher may be reticent to try another. 
However, teachers can determine the degree to which this learn-
ing management system is blended into a classroom. A few 
paperless features can be chosen while sticking to the tried and 
true methods that have been proven effective, making sure that 
technology is not being employed for technology’s sake. These are 
systems designed to improve teaching, not complicate it.

 
 Another benefit of this learning management system 
is that it allows for increased collaboration between teachers. 
Teachers teaching different sections of the same class can share a 
page--with materials, assessments, assignments, and more—that 
both teachers can access at once. Teachers can work together to 
post announcements regarding the class, lesson content, and read-
ings on a shared Haiku page. While each section of students will 
only be able to see the information that applies to them, a shared 
online learning space can help ensure continuity in content across 
sections taught by multiple teachers. 
 While Haiku is a beneficial tool to convey information 
to students, its real value is in application, and this became clear 
over time. Because students turn in assignments online from home 
as soon as the work is finished, teachers can check Haiku in the 
morning before class and assess whether or not their students 
understood the previous day’s learning goal before they teach the 
next day’s lesson. Additionally, students can re-submit corrections 
on a given assignment, with the teacher’s blessing, until they are 
able to master the skill, writing idea, or concept. Thanks to Haiku’s 
integrated gradebook, students can hold themselves account-
able for missing or late work. Instead of needing to wait for their 
teacher to find time to send them a list of missing assignments, 
they can log into the learning management system, and check the 
gradebook themselves. One student said that she truly appreci-

Jody (left) and Shara (right) in collaboration. 



CAIS  —  FACULTY NEWSLETTER — SUMMER EDITION 2013

15

ated always knowing what her grade was in the class, articulating 
that it allowed her to pace herself, and to structure her time. She 
felt empowered by having this amount of access and autonomy.
 When students are absent, it can be difficult to be able 
to convey missed content to students, especially when lessons 
are collaborative or experiential. To aid this, we started posting 
the Powerpoint files for our lessons online for students to view 
when absent. This does not replace a meeting with the teacher, 
but it allows students to at least preview missing content in order 
to catch up as quickly as possible. Instead of the teacher being 
solely the owner of the classroom’s information, and the students’ 
grades, the students have a greater responsibility to be aware 
and informed about their own progress in the class. Students can 
start taking responsibility for their own learning due to all of these 
ways made possible by this online repository.  
 As we know, just because students have been dubbed 
“digital natives” does not mean that they inherently know im-
portant etiquette rules for digital communication. One feature of 
Haiku is a graded discussion forum. This can be a platform not 
only for sharing ideas and views, but for modeling and teaching 
online etiquette. This year, following an in-class discussion about 
how to appropriately agree and disagree with others in a written 
forum, we assigned students to post and comment in a live-time 
online discussion forum about the presidential debates. This was 
an example of Haiku being utilized to its fullest potential; our U.S. 
history students were discussing course content outside of our 
classroom in an authentic manner while practicing the necessary 
skill of effective and civil written communication. 
 While the learning management system that our school 
uses is Haiku, this is by no means the only online learning man-

agement system available for schools’ use. It is simply the one that 
our school chose. Also, no technological system is perfect, and 
there are glitches that come up every once-in-awhile. There are 
times that students report that the server has been non-responsive, 
or that they had challenges submitting their work. In the two years 
we have used this system, we have found these challenges to be 
only minor setbacks.
 The changing world of information--and the way we 
access that information-- is altering the face of education; that is 
certain. Many of us (and our students) carry smartphones in our 
pockets that grant us instantaneous access to whatever information 
we could want. Why not allow our students access to their educa-
tion in the same manner? Haiku, and other learning management 
systems like it, do not change the content of the information we 
deliver to students, but instead take much of the “busy work” out 
of teaching, preventing us from getting lost under piles of papers, 
and allowing us to focus on the things about our jobs that really 
matter. It’s tools like these that will allow education to remain cur-
rent in this ever-shifting field.

Editor’s Note: "Shara and Jody wrote a related article that appeared in Education 
Week Teacher, titled: "A New Era of Classroom Transparency."  

JODY PASSANISI AND SHARA PETERS   
6-8th grade teachers
Heschel Day School

jody.passanisi@heschel.com
shara.peters@heschel.com

Instead of the teacher being solely the owner of the classroom’s information, and 
the students’ grades, the students have a greater responsibility to be aware and 

informed about their own progress in the class.
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St. Margaret’s is bringing STEM curriculum to the classroom using 
robotics, where students are applying the scientific method to the engineer-
ing process of creating and improving. Students are fascinated with robots, 
and beginning in kindergarten, they are developing problem-solving, critical 
thinking skills, and engineering habits of mind, including systems thinking, 
collaboration, creativity, and persistence.

In kindergarten and first grade, students acquire sequencing,  strat-
egizing and problem solving skills through the use of Bee-Bots, a program-
mable floor robot. The simple design of the Bee-Bot provides students with the 
chance to begin their robotic journey with very basic programming; using 
forward, backward, and left and right turn arrows. Students navigate the 
bee-bot around mats designed specifically for the curriculum allowing stu-
dents to visualize what is being taught.

Students in second grade through fourth grade move on to 
more advanced LEGO Robotics partnered with learning.com, (www.learn-
ing.com/.) Using step-by-step build instructions in a platform that they are 
familiar with, second grade students begin with the essentials learning about 
the benefits of simple machines such as levers, pulleys, and wheels and axles. 
This culminates in the “downhill racer” challenge; students design, construct, 
and race their own non-motorized vehicle down a 12” ramp. The third grad-
ers work with renewable energy, where they investigate energy supply and 
analyze data through the creation of windmill models. Students then construct 
their own prototype based on the tests that they perform on the original 
design. Fourth graders work with motorized mechanisms where they are 
given real world challenges, and it is up to them to innovate and create 
a solution by integrating their knowledge from the previous years’ builds. 
Students test their designs and problem-solve ways to improve their model.

 With all the new material, questions are bound to arise! As a rule, 
teachers respond with additional directed questions rather than answers. Stu-
dents are required to come to conclusions on their own, compelling students 
to be active participants in the engineering process through testing, adjust-
ing, and improving. In addition to building, students are being asked to 
search their community for examples of these simple machines, renewable 
energy sources, and motorized mechanisms and observe how they benefit 
society on a daily basis. 

Aligned with the California state science standards, fifth graders 
work with LEGO Space. LEGO and NASA have teamed up to develop an 
opportunity for students to explore space. Students build and complete activi-
ties then compare their results to those from the International Space Station. 
Their first mission is to build a trundle wheel, a measuring device used by 
astronauts. For each of the builds, students are asked to complete the steps of 
the scientific method while documenting their findings. 

The lower school is also providing the opportunity for further explo-
ration into the robotic world with afterschool clubs. The clubs allow students 
to explore as well as construct and program their own LE creations with the 
use of Mindstorms (http://mindstorms.lego.com, WeDo http://www.legoed-
ucation.us/eng/product/lego_education_wedo_software_v1_2_and_activ-
ity_pack/2239GO  and PicoCrickets  (www.picocricket.com.) Students not 
only follow directions, but take what they know and innovate something new, 
displaying the advancement made from novice to budding engineer.

The newest development in the robotics curriculum is the start of 
the St. Margaret’s chapters of Jr. FIRST Lego League (www.usfirst.org/robot-
icsprograms/jr.fll) and FIRST Tech Challenge (www.usfirst.org/roboticspro-
grams/ftc.) FIRST (For Inspiration and Recognition of Science and Technol-

K-12 Imagine. Create. Engineer     
  STEM with Robotics

A K-12 program of robotics deeply involves students in STEM learning.
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ogy www.usfirst.org/) is a nationally recognized organization that offers a 
progression of programs and competitions creating Sport of the Mind.™ It 
uses junior kids’ inherent desire for exploration. Students (ages six through 
nine) participate in expositions based on the current year’s “challenge,” for 
the betterment of the community. 

With this year’s task of Super Seniors, students have the hefty re-
sponsibility of creating a motorized LEGO design to improve the well-being 
of seniors. Once at an exposition students will showcase their creations and 
be asked to explain their thought process, elaborate on their vision, and 
describe the steps they took to achieve their final product. 

In our middle school, sixth grade students are given a sampling of 
Mindstorms,) a more advanced LEGO robotics medium. They are asked to 
build a basic three-motor robot and program to complete tasks such as fol-
lowing a line, detecting distance, and driving their robot into a parking bay. 
When sixth graders were asked to compile a list of skills acquired through 
their robotics experience, they included problem solving, following direc-
tions, computer skills, math, troubleshooting, critical thinking, patience and 
teamwork. 

In eighth grade, students can parlay their newfound knowledge 
into an elective course where they participate in the LEGO Green City Chal-
lenge. The Green City Challenge not only teaches kids how to build and pro-
gram robots, but also generates awareness for larger issues in the community 
such as the environment and renewable energy.  Students complete chal-
lenges like trash sorting, placing a solar panel, closing a dam, and deploy-
ing a new smokestack resulting in the collection of energy bricks to power the 
entire green city.

 In our upper school, students can participate in the FIRST Tech 
Challenge building using a combination of Tetrix pieces and LEGO Mind-
storm sensors. Just like the younger kids they must prepare their robots based 
on the challenge for that year.  The 2013 the challenge is “Ring It Up.” where 
students must navigate their robot around a 12 by 12 diamond shaped field, 
picking up and placing different weighted rings. Robotics is also being intro-
duced into the high school curriculum.  In an elective course, “Introduction to 
Programming with Robotics,” students are able to work with NAO, a small 
humanoid robot. Using a visual programming tool, the twenty-two inch robot 

can be programmed with a variety of behaviors including walking, dancing, 
speaking, recognizing faces and objects, and responding to verbal com-
mands. In our new EDGE lab, students can build and program a robot using 
Bee-Bot kits.  

Robotics is an excellent vehicle for experiential learning, stimulat-
ing imaginative thinking and providing real world meaning to otherwise ab-
stract concepts. It is amazing to witness the students making the connections 
between the four pillars of STEM. Whether making a hypothesis for how far 
their non-motorized vehicle will go, and measuring it once the experiment 
has been completed or watching them use their imagination and previously 
collected data to create something completely unique, you receive tangible 
evidence of their understanding.

THE ROBOTICS TEAM
St. Margaret’s School

LYNN OZONIAN 
Computer Science Department Chair  

Lynn.Ozonian@smes.org
LONDA POSVISTAK

Computer Science Teacher, Lower and Middle School
STEVE HARLESS

Physics and Engineering Science Teacher, Upper School
STEFANI BAKER

Instructional Teacher Assistant, Lower and Middle School

It is amazing to witness 
the students making the 

connections between the four 
pillars of STEM.
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 What do teenagers and health care have in com-
mon? A whole lot and more! Teenagers represent the future of 
our nation and the world, and a few teenagers in the Medical 
Focus Program here at Providence High (www.providence-
high.org/Academics/Departments/Medical/Pages/default.
aspx) are making a difference by being exposed to the myri-
ad careers in health care -- administrative, legislative, clinical, 
research, educational, social, and ethical -- to help them carry 
out their good deeds in the community by serving the health 
care needs of their fellow citizens.
 The four-year focus program provides incoming fresh-
men an exploratory opportunity to view the field of health 
care, find something that excites them about the field, and, 
eventually, pursue a career by moving to the next levels of 
post secondary and graduate education. Our trips and nu-
merous visits to Providence Saint Joseph Medical Center al-
low students to learn more about health care and its diverse 

aspects: the different paths that lead to success, the emerging 
industry, growth prospects, gainful employment, and a sense 
of pride and community building in their journey of becoming 
professional health care providers. 
 Providence Saint Joseph has been a big anchor and 
champion in promoting the focus program and offering op-
portunities for internships, as well as job opportunities after 
students complete their formal educational requirements. The 
connections and relationships students build in the depart-
ments and hallways through their interactions helps them ac-
quire excellent community-building skills, project designing, 
time management, better self- discipline and motivation, and 
goal setting. In their four-year sojourn, they get a full dose 
of the science courses typically taught at high schools along 
with specialty courses like introduction to health care, history 
of medicine, biomedical issues, and biotechnology, genetics, 
anatomy and physiology, and neuroscience.

THE FUTURE
of OUR HEALTH CARE: 

MAKING A DIFFERENCE
Focus programs provide authentic learning at 

Providence High School.

Y2 medical school students 
Jason and George with PHS 
students at USC Keck School 
of Medicine.
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Over the twenty plus years, many of our students 
have entered into various fields directly or indirectly related 
to health care. Therese Vesagas (Class of 2011) is currently 
at UCLA in a pre-med program and is intent on becoming 

a physician. So is her classmate, Ana Solis. Recognized as 
outstanding students in the medical focus program at gradua-
tion, this is what Therese had to say about her involvement as 
founder of the organization Teens are M.A.D. 

Teens are M.A.D. (Making a Difference) is a non-
profit organization that promotes community-building and ser-
vice, as well as social awareness among teenagers. It encour-
ages teens as a group to share their time, talent, and treasure 
with their immediate community and also with the widespread 
society through active participation in community awareness, 
service activities, and fund raising for established non-profit 
organizations.  

Majelane Bautista graduated from Providence High 
School in 2006, and in only three years she received her 
bachelor's degree in cognitive science plus a minor in sociol-
ogy from University of California, Irvine. This past year she 
received her master's degree in organizational leadership 
from Woodbury University. Then in August, she completed 
her Capstone Project, based on her experience implementing 
a STEM curriculum with the US Dream Academy, (www.us-
dreamacademy.org/), an after school learning center for the 
disadvantaged middle school students in Watts. This is what 
she wrote to me recently.

A number of projects stand out as significant corner-
stones of our success - our close ties with our “Big Brother” 
institution next door, Providence St. Joseph Medical Center, 
and our joint venture projects with the USC Keck School of 
Medicine. Additionally, we have internship connections with 
a large number of medical facilities including ones as far 
away as West Covina and Granada Hills. Students also vol-
unteer at local health fairs, mentor middle school students, 
and learn and apply basic skills such as CPR and first aid, 
including a full understanding of vital signs. 

A few of our alumni are successful practicing physi-
cians, dentists, pharmacists, and chiropractors at local medi-
cal facilities. Two are lawyers and intend to add a medical 
degree to their credits. Graduates have done well and given 
back to the community in many ways including attending Ca-
reer Day at PHS to talk about their lives and careers, and 
how and why they got there. These are the reasons why I get 
excited (and a bit sad) when they graduate.

ARJAN HARJANI MD 
Medical Focus Program Director, Science Chair

Providence High School
arjan.harani@providencehigh.org

The connections and relationships students 
build in the departments and hallways

through their interactions helps them with 
excellent community building skills, project 
designing, time management, and better-
ing self- discipline, self-motivation, and 

goal setting.

“As I was telling you, summer school started 
for my students last week. We have already 
explored sound waves, cloud observation, 
aerodynamics and the science behind paper 
planes, and even took out first field trip to Long 
Beach Aquarium to look at the underwater eco-
systems. It's a bit overwhelming trying to get 
all this in to a summer intensive program - I 
don't know how you do it so well! I just fin-
ished preparing my lesson for tomorrow about 
the Oil Spill in the Gulf and the students are 
going to mix oil and water on their own in the 
bottles to observe the effects.”

“We held a benefit show at St. Francis Xavier 
Parish's Holy Cross Hall in Burbank and were 
able to raise approximately $700-$800 to ben-
efit the UCLA Jonsson Comprehensive Cancer 
Center for cancer research. We chose cancer re-
search as our beneficiary knowing that cancer 
affects everyone. As teens, it is our responsibil-
ity to create a better future for ourselves and 
those around us. By benefiting cancer research, 
we have been able to make the dream of a 
cancer free world a more realistic future.”
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ASL

As a teacher of American Sign Language, I have the 
privilege of teaching all grade levels of high school.

Everyone is on the same playing field when beginning 
a new language, regardless of whether they start as freshmen, 
sophomores, juniors or seniors. Even though most of them have 
no previous experience with ASL, there are always expectations. 
Some expect every second language to be soul-crushing, while 
others are excited for a chance to try something so different. 
There are performance concerns (I have to get an A in every 
class!) and social anxieties (Do I really have to twist my face 
around just to ask a question?) Then, of course, each student is 
an individual, coming with his or her own set of expectations and 
concerns. As their teacher, I try to meet each of them where they 
begin, and encourage them on the path of language learning.

One tool, that has enhanced my ability to do this, is 
computer technology. Mid-Peninsula High School, where I teach, 
initiated a one-to one-computer program for all the students this 
year, and I am happily engaged in exploring how to best utilize 

that technology. It makes giving video tests easier, as the students 
all have their own laptops with built in webcams, but I have been 
able to add a lot more to the curriculum as well. In fact, I am find-
ing differentiation more easily achieved, as students are able to 
utilize the technology available.

I have a strict “no English” policy in my classrooms, 
leaning on full immersion in the language for students to learn it 
well. While I obviously think it’s a good technique, it does pres-
ent challenges for teaching new vocabulary. I act out a lot of 
words, show pictures, draw pictures and run around the room 
trying to explain words like “old” or “which.” It is especially chal-
lenging for students with language disorders or those who, even 
though they understand just need the reassurance that the sign 
for “book” really means the English word book. 

The picture is clear, I’ve pointed to all the books in the 
classroom, but some students just want to hear it in English to fully 
understand. Technology has helped ease this problem.  Now, be-
fore teaching the vocabulary in class, I direct students to a video 

>Computer 
>Technology 
>in an 
>ASL Classroom 

//Technology is of great benefit in learning 
a different language, especially one based  
on visual content.//



CAIS  —  FACULTY NEWSLETTER — SUMMER EDITION 2013

21

on my pen.io webpage where I’ve signed all the vocabulary and 
added English captions (http://pen.io/).

Students can see the vocabulary with English before-
hand and are able to refer to it later. I have noticed a marked 
drop in confusion and anxiety during vocabulary lessons. Stu-
dents come prepared with knowledge, and I can focus on cor-
recting sign articulation and explaining nuances of the terms 
rather than focusing solely on the basic mechanics of the signs.  
My pen.io website has been helpful in other ways as well. When 
I find videos and articles related to Deafness or American Sign 
Language, I can re-post them on my website. The students have 
one web address, which they know (mphsasl.pen.io , see (www.
youtube.com/watch?v=OVZtSF1TQ5Y) where they can find ev-
erything related to my class, rather than having a bunch of links, 
which can become confusing. They can access this website and 
complete their homework in their study hall period, or during 
breaks because they have their computer at school with them.

I also use the webpage to embed Google Forms for stu-
dents to respond to the posted items.  This gives them questions 
that help them sort through the information, as well providing me 
a tool to see what they don’t understand and what I can review 
in class. Additionally, each form entry is given a time stamp, so I 
also have an idea of who completes their assignments instantly, 
who does them right before class, and who needs that extra re-
minder to complete them. I find it extremely helpful to determine 
who needs extra help, and I can cater my lesson to the questions 

common amongst students.
I’ve also used these forms to create word clouds of re-

sponses. When students respond to a question, I can copy their 
answers into a program that creates word clouds. We can look at 
this cloud together and discuss which words make sense, which 
they expected to be larger and which they are surprised came 
up.  Afterwards, I can print the word clouds and place them on 
the walls around the classroom, adding both color and reminders 
of what we’ve talked about. 

The final enhancement I’ve found through having com-
puters in the classroom is the ability to complete assignments in 
class on a more individual basis. I am better able to use differen-
tiated learning because of the technology. For example, the ASL 
curriculum comes with a book and DVD. Many assignments in 
the book involve watching the video and answering questions. 
In the past, I would either project the video, keeping the whole 
class working at the same pace, or I would assign it as home-
work, where they do not have the option of asking me for help. 
Keeping all students at the same pace can be frustrating for the 
students at either end of the learning spectrum. Those who un-
derstand become bored and those who don’t feel frustrated and 
often give up.  

Now, I can have students use their computers in the 
classroom, work at their own pace, and ask each other and me 
for help. This allows students who understand to help those who 
do not enabling both to further enhance their skills. Those who 
would give up in the past find ways to work through their frustra-
tion and gain skills, which they can apply in other spheres as 
well. In general, the lessons become more individualized, and 
students find themselves less frustrated.

While I know there is much more technology available 
to me and many more ways that it will enhance student learning, 
I have been excited about the advancements that have taken 
place in my classroom so far. Students are engaged, less frus-
trated and surpassing their own expectations. They are able to 
record themselves and work on their facial grammar in a safe 
environment. They can work at their own pace, catching up to 
the class, or helping others. Resources can be accessed at any 
moment – at home, in class, or in the hallway during lunchtime. 
My own goal of being able to meet each student individually and 
work with them to achieve their goals is much easier to accom-
plish. I am looking forward to seeing how this technology will 
continue to improve my students’ learning experiences, and how 
I will continue to learn to use it more effectively in the classroom.

JANEL COUGHRAN
ASL Teacher, 

Mid-Peninsula High School
 Janel@mid-pen.com

I have noticed a marked drop in confusion and 
anxiety during vocabulary lessons. Students 

come prepared with knowledge, and I can focus 
on correcting sign articulation and explaining 

nuances of the terms rather than focusing solely 
on the basic mechanics of the signs.  


