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What makes a good professional development program? 
Studies have shown that professional development is 
most successful when it is individualized and fulfills an 

immediate need. At Seven Hills School, ongoing professional devel-
opment is embedded into the culture of our school. The focus is 
collaboration, and continuous growth. 

At Seven Hills School, every faculty member 
belongs to a Professional Learning Community 
(PLC) comprised of cross grade and cross disci-
pline teachers who meet together at least eight 
times during the year. The PLC provides great op-
portunities not only to share what we are doing in 
our classrooms and to receive constructive feed-
back on how to improve it, but also to hear what is 
happening in other classes all across the campus. 
Within the groups, teachers share a question or 
lesson they might be struggling with or want input on in order to 
get at their craft. Protocols guide the discussion and keep the group 
on task. In this way, teachers receive valuable feedback that can be 
applied immediately with students in the classroom.  

Mentoring is often cited as one of the most successful types of 
professional development especially for new teachers (New Teacher 
Center 2008). At Seven Hills, there are two mentoring programs 
providing opportunities for collaborative learning. One is a yearlong 
program designed for teachers new to teaching. Each newly hired 
teacher has a grade level or subject partner who helps the teacher 
with curriculum content, lesson planning, and classroom expecta-
tions. 

Additionally, teachers new to our school are paired with a 
teacher who has been at Seven Hills at least three years, and who 

is not a grade level or subject teaching partner. This relationship 
provides assistance with acclimating to the culture of the school. It 
provides a sounding board to discuss challenges or ask questions 
that help build a context for navigating the Seven Hills community. 
Weekly meetings throughout the first half of the year, and bi-weekly 

meetings after that are focused on topics such 
as communication, procedures, parent-teacher 
interactions, and opportunities for involvement 
with the school community outside the classroom. 
Even experienced teachers have found this pro-
gram to be invaluable for helping them success-
fully integrate into a new school culture. 

Working from the model we use for new teach-
ers at the school, we developed the Technology In-
tegration Mentor (TIM) program. A mentor teacher 
is paired with three to four mentees. Like the New 

Teacher Mentor program, mentors meet weekly with their mentees 
through December then bi-monthly from January--May. One of the 
reasons the TIM program works so well is that the mentors are all 
classroom teachers. They do not include the technology director or 
even the integration specialist. Classroom teachers are working with 
other classroom teachers. 

The weekly meetings are almost always focused on curriculum 
rather than on technology showing how technology can be used to 
improve what is happening in a lesson. A second reason the TIM 
program is successful is the flexibility that allows the mentors and 
mentees to find a time to meet that works best for them. One week, 
teachers might be working on creating a lesson using Smartboard 
Notebook software, and the next week they might be researching 
apps to teach a unit on their iPad. The following week it might be 
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finding websites for a research project. The professional learning is 
immediate and as with the PLC’s easily transferred to the classroom.

There are other structures built into the schedule of Seven Hills 
that allow teachers to share lessons, discuss current research, and 

strengthen their pedagogy on a regular basis. Books for Breakfast 
provides an opportunity on a monthly basis for teachers across all 
grades to discuss current research from educational publications, 
apply the information to their classrooms, and share with each other 
their questions and experiences. The most recent book we read was 
Comprehending Math by Arthur Hyde, which sparked rich discus-
sion about connecting reading comprehension strategies to math 
curriculum. In addition, lunchtime meetings are set aside for the 
same purpose. In these gatherings, as in the PLC meetings, teachers 
use structured protocols to maximize the time and to stay on topic. 

These professional development models share some common 
characteristics that build toward successful learning and collabora-
tion. The members of the mentor groups and the PLC’s share com-
mon values and goals, as do the Books for Breakfast participants 
and teachers at the lunchtime meetings. All of these interactions 
are focused on collective inquiry and continuous improvement of 
craft. The collaborations are results oriented, with the outcomes di-
rected toward improving teaching and student performance in the 
classroom.

Another type of “professional development” we use at Seven 
Hills School is not really professional development at all. We have 
in place a technology help system that not only responds to calls of 
“please fix this,” but encourages teachers, staff, and administrators 
to learn how to “fix it” themselves. Just as students are encour-
aged to use problem-solving skills to approach unique situations, 
the tech team helps the adults at the school in this same process 
with technology. Demonstrating how to do specific tasks as well as 
providing guided practice with support from technology personnel, 

helps build teacher confidence and independence in solving tech-
nology issues that can occur in the classroom. In addition, weekly 
drop-in times are scheduled for teachers, staff, and administrators 
to receive one-on-one support with anything tech related.

Of course, there are also opportunities for offsite professional 
development such as conferences and workshops. Oftentimes the 
new information acquired at such training is shared with colleagues 
through the PLC’s or other professional learning settings. However, 
in survey feedback from the teachers at Seven Hills, it is the peer-to-
peer, collaborative, embedded professional learning that is the most 
valued, and has the greatest impact on classroom practice.  

In his book, Learning by Heart, Roland Barth states, “I have yet 
to see a school where the learning curves of the adults were steep 
upward and those of the students were not. Teachers and students 
go hand in hand as learners – or they don’t go at all.” This statement 
is at the core of our professional development program at Seven 
Hills where every teacher is expected to be learning continuously. 
We have found the most effective approach to keeping this learning 
meaningful and useful is to embed professional development into 
the school day, through our PLC’s, mentoring, cross grade collabo-
ration, and one on one support. 

Sources
DuFour, Richard, Professional Learning Communities at Work, 

ASCD, 2007

Education Week Professional Development June 29, 2011

New Teacher Center, University of California, Santa Cruz, 2008

Smith, Cristine et.al., How Teachers Change - A Study of Profes-
sional Development in Adult Education by Cristine Smith ).
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…in survey feedback from the teachers at Seven Hills, it is the 
peer-to-peer, collaborative, embedded professional learning 

that is the most valued, and has the greatest 
impact on classroom practice.
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When many teachers hear the term professional develop-
ment, it tends to conjure up an image of sitting in front of 
a PowerPoint presentation led by some “expert” who has a 

new approach, or (more likely) some expensive product they’re sell-
ing that’s designed to improve the work of teachers in the classroom. 
Schools and districts regularly pay for these “sit-and-gets” rather 
than seek out professional development activities that are more en-
gaging and meaningful for teachers.

At the Willows Community School, we’ve 
developed a number of approaches to profes-
sional development that are involving and em-
powering teachers in novel ways. One of the 
most exciting new approaches we’ve under-
taken this year has been to create a teacher 
research team to study classroom data. This 
school year, we began our first work together as teacher-research-
ers, conducting our first pilot study to examine the topic of teacher 
questioning.

Teacher Research
Arguably, teacher research can be seen as the ultimate pro-

fessional development activity. As opposed to academic research 
conducted by universities and non-profit research firms, teacher 
research is done by teachers and for teachers as a means of im-

proving practice. Further, effective teacher research has the ability 
to truly empower teachers. David Hopkins, in A Teacher’s Guide to 
Classroom Research, explains that, “by adopting a critical approach, 
by taking a research stance, the teacher...is engaged in a process of 
refining and becoming more autonomous in [his or her] professional 
judgment.”

So, if teacher research has the potential to empower teach-
ers as professionals why is it not more prevalent within schools? 

For teachers in most schools, a few obstacles are 
usually present. One obstacle is time, or a lack 
thereof. All teachers are reluctant to take on any 
more work that has not been demanded by ad-
ministrators or parents. Another obstacle might 
be unfamiliarity with research in general, as most 
teacher education courses tend to merely pay lip 

service to the subject if it is mentioned it at all.

Teacher Research as Professional Development: Our Model  
At the Willows, we sought to take on these obstacles and more 

with our unique model for professional development, which provides 
valuable opportunities for teachers to analyze classroom data in or-
der to improve instruction through a three-step cyclical process: 

1. Collect data

2. Meet in teams to analyze data and reflect on our practice

J.B. WhittenBurg
1st and 2nd Grades

Willows Community School
wjwhitt@thewillows.org

Teacher research: 
A UniqUe ApproAch to professionAl Development

collaborative teacher research uses classroom data for professional development



3. Devise and implement plans for im-

provement based on data analysis

In order to collect classroom data, we 
used laptops to record audio in about 20 
classrooms, capturing ten to twenty min-
ute segments of lessons. Each lesson seg-
ment was transcribed, coded according to 
our research focus, and then delivered to 
teachers at a debriefing meeting where they 
were given time to reflect and analyze their 
classroom data. To address the obstacles 
mentioned earlier, data collection and cod-
ing were handled by one teacher-research-
er (myself), and debriefing sessions took 
place during school hours. Fortunately, our 
school’s team-teaching model helped facili-
tate this process, since one teacher could 
attend these data analysis sessions while 
the other continued with instruction in the 
classroom.

Our ultimate aim with this teacher re-
search/professional development approach 
is twofold. First, we aim to model for stu-
dents what we ask of them. Students are 
regularly asked to meet in groups and solve 
problems together. So, too, with teachers at 
our school, as teams meet to analyze class-
room transcripts, and then develop plans for 
improving instruction. Secondly, we aim to 
empower teachers as professionals, so they 
can make autonomous judgments about 
their classroom and are able to back those 
judgments up with evidence from their own 
research. 

Initial Pilot study: Teacher Questioning
As research had never been conducted 

before at the Willows, we designed an initial 
pilot study this winter in order to establish 
some procedures for collecting and analyz-
ing data together in teams. Teacher ques-
tioning was chosen as our first research fo-
cus for a number of reasons. 

The questions teachers ask play a vital 
role in developing the kinds of teacher/stu-
dent interactions that best promote learn-
ing. Essentially, questions invite students 
to participate in learning and to share their 
thinking; and certain kinds of questions 
may foster this process better than others. 
While some questions simply ask students 
to recall information or to “guess what’s in 
the teacher’s head,” there seems to be an art 
or craft to questioning that can push stu-
dent thinking further and encourage digging 
deeper into issues. 

That said, for the purposes of this pi-
lot study, we had no preconceived notions 
about the kinds of questions we wanted 
teachers to be asking; similarly, no external 
readings were distributed to teachers outlin-
ing evidence from previous research on best 
practices in teacher questioning. We sought 
first merely to collect teacher questions, and 
then provide a forum for teachers to discuss 
together what they noticed in their class-
room data. 

Because we sought to engage teachers 
deeply in this work, teacher participants 
chose the lesson they wanted data taken on. 

Our hope was to design a reflective experi-
ence in which teachers would be encouraged 
to: 

• begin to construct some understand-
ings together about the kinds of 
questions we want to ask students; 
and, 

• seek to improve future questioning in 
their instruction.

Data Collection
Twenty-one recordings were made of 

lessons approximately twenty to thirty min-
utes in length. Transcriptions were made 
of either twenty minutes of a lesson or two 
thousand words (whichever came first), and 
questions were highlighted for teachers to 
review.

A wide variety of subjects were taught 
in these lessons, including science, math, 
language arts, social studies, art and li-
brary. A diverse range of contexts was also 
used for data collection in DK-eight class-
rooms, including whole group, small group 
and one-on-one instruction.

Study Participants
Twenty-one teachers volunteered to 

participate in the pilot study. This group 
represented a diverse sampling of the Wil-
lows’ teaching faculty, in terms of gender 
(six males, fifteen females) and teaching 
experience (about fifty percent with ten or 
more years of experience). I also collected 
data from my first grade classroom, and, 
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though I participated in the debriefing meetings after data collec-
tion, my aim was to act primarily as a facilitator, asking questions 
and sharing relevant experiences when appropriate rather than pre-
senting my opinions as authoritative.

Data Analysis
Because of the scheduling challenges of working with twenty-

one different teachers, two debriefing sessions were conducted after 
data were collected from classrooms. During these sessions, teach-
ers read over their coded transcripts and answered five guiding 
questions collectively.

• What did you notice about the questions you asked?
• How could you categorize the questions you asked? 
• What kinds of questions did you ask most?  
• Are there any types of questions that you wish you asked 

more of?
• Is there anything you plan to try and/or change in your in-

struction after examining this data?

During this time of reflection and analysis, several common ob-
servations were made. Many teachers noticed that they asked ques-
tions that asked students to clarify their thinking; they also asked 
questions that probed for more information. Both open-ended and 
closed questions were discussed, and in response to the question 
about what they would change, several teachers mentioned things 
like, “Let the students talk more” and “Have more variety in the 
kinds of questions I ask.”

In these sessions, teachers were immediately engaged in read-
ing over their coded transcripts. Rarely do teachers have this kind 
of time or forum to reflect on their practice this closely, and during 
our forty-five minute lunch meetings, teachers animatedly shared 
portions of their transcripts with the group in order to illustrate a 
point or to share a funny moment. 

This excitement over the process also translated into a willing-
ness for some of the teachers to participate in further analysis after 
these initial whole group meetings. With the encouragement of our 
administration (who themselves were thrilled to see a diverse group 
of DK-eight teachers collaborating over a school improvement proj-
ect together), we began to schedule additional one-on-one or small 
group sessions for teachers to go deeper with their analysis of their 
questioning. In all, eleven of the twenty-one teacher participants 
signed up for these in-depth sessions. During one session, a col-
league expressed in disbelief, “Who knew research could be this 
fun?”

Next Steps
As mentioned previously, our model was designed to be cyclical 

in nature, so after teacher research teams met to analyze classroom 
data, individual teachers then devised a plan for improving ques-
tioning in their classrooms followed by a next round of data collec-
tion. After this second data collection, changes between one data set 
and the next will be examined and used to inform future plans for 
improvement.

The powerful potential of this professional development model 
for our school is that we could use it to continue examining teacher 
questioning or we could apply it to any number of classroom issues 
worth studying. Additionally, while our pilot study was comprised 
of one large group all studying the same issue, one approach that 
could be taken in the future would be for smaller teacher research 
teams to convene based on common research focuses. For exam-
ple, one team could look at teacher talk versus student talk in the 
classroom; another could examine student questioning rather than 
teacher questioning. The possibilities are nearly endless, limited 
only by the curiosity of our teachers, leading the way in their own 
professional development.

…during one session, a colleague expressed in disbelief, “Who knew 
research could be this fun?”

Our hope was to design a reflective experience 
in which teachers would be encouraged to: 

• begin to construct some understandings 
together about the kinds of questions we 
want to ask students; and, 

• seek to improve future questioning in their 
instruction.
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Teaching used to be a lonely profession. Once the classroom 
door closed, the depth of instruction reflected the individual 
teacher’s own educational background, experience and pas-

sion. The opportunity to support learning challenges and extend 
educational goals was dependent upon the resources available to 
the teacher, the standards to which the teach-
er was held accountable, and time. There was 
little encouragement given to teachers to spend 
quality time discussing their program, individ-
ual student needs, or effective classroom man-
agement. The teacher did the best she could do 
in an isolated situation.

About the time The Pegasus School’s founder, Laura Hatha-
way, started our school, educational research began to reveal the 
benefits of a collaborative school culture focused on learning as a 
means by which teachers could serve all students’ needs, practice 
professional development by working and learning together, and 
build a vibrant learning community. In other words, the old model 
of isolation and privatization within each classroom was discour-
aged; instead, schools were challenged to provide ways for teachers 
to create a culture of professional learning. After all, professional 
learning communities were successful in the business world. Why 
not bring the same culture of communication, collaboration, and 
problem solving to education?

The shift of educational culture from a one teacher-one class-
room model to collaborative program design and problem-solving 
has been a qualitative success. When one teacher builds a curricu-
lum on a blank canvas, the result is as creative and substantial 
as that one teacher’s interest, knowledge, and talent. When several 
educators tackle the same blank canvas, the outcome most often 
reflects the colors, textures, and depth of many passionate minds 

at work. When teachers approach the process of collaboration as 
an honest task of mutual support and respectful corroboration, it 
becomes a victory for students, as well as for teachers. 

At Pegasus, sharing of information, new ideas, and challeng-
ing student issues happens in several venues. Grade level teachers 

meet on a regular basis to build curriculum, ex-
plore new teaching methods, and discuss student 
issues. Teachers meet with members of the Stu-
dent Support Team to examine case studies about 
students to determine the most effective way to 
support those children. Tuesday Workshops for 
teachers are designed to share the latest educa-

tional research, to look at innovative programs taking place in other 
classrooms, and to learn how new technologies can enhance stu-
dent learning. 

Specialists are expected to work with classroom teachers to dis-
cuss and create authentic and effective ways to support academics 
with art, music, and technology. All of these opportunities for teach-
ers to share, communicate, and collaborate have provided a cur-
riculum at Pegasus that is discipline-integrated, multi-modal, and 
rich in the practices of gifted education. Every teacher at our school 
can regale you with examples of units of study that were designed in 
collaboration with colleagues. 

Understanding that complex teaching schedules and little com-
mon planning time, however, can be limiting to teacher collabora-
tion, Pegasus provided another way to encourage teachers to build 
curriculum together. 

In Spring 2009, school administrators invited teachers to ap-
ply for summer innovation grants to financially support continuous 
innovation in the curriculum and support the professional devel-
opment of faculty. These grants promised to reward up to $2,000 

John Sullivan
Assistant Head/Lower School Director

Pegasus School
john@thepegasusschool.org

Creating a culture of collaborative teacher learning leads to innovative curriculum

Collaborative Teaching
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to each faculty member involved in this experience. Grants were 
awarded to four teams of teachers whose proposals met the follow-
ing guidelines: proposals

• were to be jointly submitted by a group of two or more fac-
ulty; 

• had to address an aim of the school’s Vision Plan: cross dis-
ciplinary curriculum, cross grade curriculum, and/or diver-
sity; 

• needed to design a work schedule that included four to six-
days of meetings on campus during the summer; 

• outcomes were to be presented to the faculty. 

The Pegasus School’s first grade team worked together to de-
velop ActivPrimary lessons utilizing the more advanced capabilities 
of the Promethean Board (interactive white board) as a classroom 
tool. During their process of discovery, they learned that a new tech-
nology, ActivInspire, better supported what they wanted to do, and 
their exploration took a whole new direction.

According to first grade teacher, Kathy DiCato, the innovation 
grant gave her team, “the chance to dedicate time to develop our 
Promethean lessons without the conflict of classroom responsibili-
ties, and the opportunity to dedicate large portions of time to delve 
into what we wanted to develop.”

Middle school technology teacher, Adam Stockman, worked 
with science teacher, Matt Edmondson, to develop an interdisciplin-
ary program that wove together science and filmmaking. Students 
wrote science fiction stories based on science lessons they learned 
in class and created science fiction movies from their stories. 

“Collaboration with another teacher was key in making this 
program happen,” explained Stockman. “Our two approaches to ed-
ucation allowed for ideas I had not even considered putting into my 
curriculum previously.” He added, “Collaboration gives me more of 
a presence in classes outside of technology, which strengthens my 
relationships with students.”

Middle school social studies teachers, Jim Conti and James 
Swiger worked with art teacher, Vicki Schmitz, to create a program 
that allowed students to explore, reflect upon, and teach history 
through art. 

Conti expressed the sentiments of many teachers when he said, 
“James, Vicki, and I had seen a lot of opportunities for the integra-
tion of the arts and social studies, but our schedules didn’t match 
and finding time to work together was difficult. The grant motivated 
us to find time during the summer.” He pointed out that, “We all 
have different sets of expertise. As we worked on the project, we fed 
off each other. Ideas and lessons reflect the best from all of us.”

Swiger added, “I learned a great deal from Mrs. Schmitz about 
art history and how well it ties into what we are teaching in social 
studies.”

The fourth grade team, Julie King, Jennifer Green, and Jenni-
fer Netter spent the summer creating online learning environments 

using Moodle technology that supports and extends their Topics of 
Exploration for the twenty-first century learner. Moodle brings to-
gether communities of learners that allow students to interact with 
each other during the learning process. 

When asked how the process of collaboration impacted her pro-
fessionally, Green responded, “I have taken collegiate level courses 
online that utilize the Moodle platform. This learning style is the 
future, and I believe that teachers need to prepare students for the 
demands of appropriate academic language and work using technol-
ogy.”

Netter also expressed enthusiasm about the process of collabo-
ration. She said, “I feel like I’m growing as an educator and exploring 
more teaching methods.”

When it comes to finding time to work more collaboratively, 
Julie King expressed an observation voiced by teachers all over the 
country who are trying to build curriculum with colleagues. She 
said, “The fact is there needs to be forty-eight hours in a day to do 
all we really want to do as teachers. There’s never enough time, and 
if we had not had the time set during the summer to work together, 
this project probably wouldn’t have been accomplished.”

Three of these teams have made presentations about their proj-
ects to a very receptive faculty. The fourth presentation is scheduled 
for the spring. When asked if they would again apply for an inno-
vation grant, all eleven teachers responded with a very enthusias-
tic, “Yes!” They will most likely have a great deal of competition for 
the upcoming year because at Pegasus, you will never see a lonely 
teacher.

We all have different sets of 
expertise. As we worked on the 
project, we fed off each other. 
Ideas and lessons reflect the best 

from all of us.



If you listen to the video—which is about all you can do, since 
it’s pitch black — you hear girls running, screaming, and laugh-
ing. These are exactly the sounds you would expect to hear in a 

gym full of middle school girls playing a game of tag, but you would 
probably also expect that the video would cap-
ture some kind of image. A couple seconds in, 
an eighth grader asks if she and her classmates 
can play basketball. In the dark? You would be 
excused for wondering whether the videographer 
forgot to take off the lens cap; but, in fact, the 
camera is only limited by its aperture. What is 
happening in this dark video full of laughing girls is actually simple: 
the girls’ pupils have adjusted to the point that what they see is a 
gym bright enough to cast long shadows, with plenty of light to play 
by, despite what shows up on a screen as almost perfect darkness. 

On February 16th, 2012, the day we took the video, I met sev-
eral other teachers in they gym at The Girls’ Middle School, early in 
the morning. We unrolled and cut large swaths of heavy duty 6-mil 
black plastic sheeting, then set about blocking every single source 
of light we could find in the room, from the fifteen foot high windows 
to the small green LEDs blinking on the emergency lights. We had 
set out to turn our gym into a camera obscura—a pinhole camera, 
essentially. We were preparing for the arrival of the eighth graders, 
who had just finished a unit on poetry, in which they read the 2010 
book, Camera Obscura, by Bay Area poet Erica Lewis. 

This was an interdisciplinary unit that was created collabora-
tively. Renee Fadiman, the art department chair, and William Akey, 
our technology support person, contributed their significant knowl-
edge of pinhole photography, while Paul Grossi, the science depart-
ment chair, brought in some of his unit on optics. The eighth grade 

humanities team (myself and Sarah Metcalfe) used these resources 
in designing a unit exploring the connections between poetry, im-
ages (and image-making), and identity. We are lucky to work in a 
school that values precisely this kind of interdisciplinary work — 

encouraging teachers to explore new territory to-
gether. The unit would culminate in this project: 
spending time inside of a camera and writing po-
etry. And also, apparently, playing tag. 

The goals of this unit were threefold:

1. to encourage students to think of themselves 

as poets; 

2. to equip students with the skills to approach and analyze 

non-narrative poetry;

3. to explore the connections between writing and images, 

particularly in the context of an image-saturated society. 

The first of these goals we approached using an assignment 
we called “response poems,” which the students wrote in place of 
their nightly learning logs. As we read Camera Obscura, rather than 
asking the students to analyze the poems for homework, we wanted 
them to respond creatively — as poets. We presented the students 
with six types of response poems, and required them to try each of 
them at least once. These were the response poems, exactly as they 
were given to our students:

1. Reflection Poem
Write a poem about your reaction to the original poem. What 
ideas did it bring up for you? What images, sounds, tastes, 
smells, feelings, or other sensations did it evoke?

2. Seed Poem
Choose a line or word from the poem that you found to be es-
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images, and identity, students  analyze by synthesis, and write inside a camera



pecially thought provoking. Use that line or word as a starting 
point (or seed) to “grow” your own poem.

3. Jigsaw Poem
Reconfigure the lines and words (or even the letters!) of the 
original poem to create your own original composition. You can 
think of this as writing a found poem using the original poem 
as your source text. 

4. Pattern Poem
Identify a pattern that the poem uses (repeating sounds or 
words, using lots of verbs, etc.) or some other type of formal 
device that the poem uses (enjambment, parataxis, etc.), and 
use one or the other as the model for your own poem.

5. Mirror Poem
Look at the page the way you would a painting. What is the 
overall shape of the poem (the way it looks on the page)? Write 
your own poem that has the same shape. The content of your 
new poem is up to you; the goal is to mirror the form.

6. The Illustrated Poem/the poeticized illustration
Draw an illustration for the poem you just read. Then write a 
short poem about the illustration you just drew.  

We would begin our class discussions each day by doing a 
“read-around,” in which girls passed their poems around and re-
sponded in writing to the poems of their classmates. In doing so, we 
pushed to the fore the shared space of creative exploration, building 
a common vocabulary of the girls own poetry before tackling the 
book itself. 

Our second goal, to equip our students with the skills to ap-
proach and analyze non-narrative poetry, was in some ways more 
difficult, if only because the text itself was initially so different than 
much of what eighth graders have encountered before as “poetry.” 
Camera Obscura by Erica Lewis is a book-length poem about the 
interactions between memory, writing, and cameras. It is non-nar-
rative poetry, without a central speaker to whom events happen. The 
sections are constructed without punctuation, often relying heavily 
on parataxis (in which phrases are arranged without words to indi-
cate how they go together). The effect is often disorienting, without 
clear divisions between what we like to think of as sentences, as in 
this example from page fifty:

an orchestra begins a dramatic overture of strings
how cinematic images held in mid-flight ironic or
apologetic speech within speech may or may not be
the same character taking precedence over preference over
all of their forms nested in horizons of typical color
how god marks the sky indents the air the accuracy
and arrangement of what we will come to a conclusion
about later

The first thing we did was to acknowledge to the girls that this 
was complicated stuff. It is important that they understand that 
they are not alone in their confusion! Then we showed them how to 
create “word webs,” in which we would, in class discussion, write 
the words on the whiteboard that seemed significant for any rea-
son. Then, using different colored markers (or colored pencils, when 
they did these for themselves on their own paper), we would create 
constellations of those words by circling them and connecting the 
circles. When removed from the unfamiliar syntax, the connections 
between the words become a lot clearer: orchestra, overture, nest-
ed, and conclusion all have to do with the arrangement of discrete 
parts, for example. 

The girls took the word “strings” from the main set, and fol-
lowed the meanings and uses of string until they found “connect 

things,” which they felt tied back to those arrangements — from 
cinema (understanding film as a series of connected images) to God 
(connecting people in the world), and many others. 

Speaking of connections though, how does any of this relate to 
our pitch-black gym? This is where the third goal comes in: explor-
ing the connections between writing and images, particularly in the 
context of an image-saturated society. For this unit, we set up a 
class blog for the girls to post “current events photographs,” along 
with summaries of the event depicted in the photograph. Each week 
we would read through these images and summaries in class, and 
discuss their relationship to our unit’s essential questions.

1. How do the images we see in the world influence our lives?

2. Is a picture worth a thousand words?

3. How do images and words represent things differently?

4. How do words and images affect each other?

5. How and what do we choose to remember? 

Meanwhile, we frequently had students take pictures in class 
of the campus, or the world around them, then respond in writing 
(both poetry and prose) to their own photographs, those of their 
peers, or even those same current events photographs from the blog. 
We discussed photography as a medium much like we did poetry — 
looking at its mechanics and discussing our responses to individual 
photographs.  By the end of the five-week unit, we had a strong 
ongoing dialogue in class about how a poem and a photograph were 
similar or different. Students created individual poetry-and-photog-
raphy anthologies, culled from their favorite response poems and 
other creative writing exercises we did in class. All that remained 
was the gym. 

That February morning, after we ensured that every light 
source was blacked out, William cut out an aperture in one of the 
big plastic sheets. It is hard to describe the effect of sitting in what 
seems to be an absolute darkness, only to have that darkness slowly 
coalesce into blobs and forms and shapes and finally even colors — 
with the entire play yard of our school projected upside down on the 
massive walls of our gym. It is dreamlike, numinous, and beautiful. 
Almost the entire school came over the course of the day, watching 
girls and teachers outside perform dances suspended ten feet up 
the wall, or play foursquare on the ceiling. 

The eighth graders sat in awe, as they were able to see those 
pictures develop on the walls, sitting inside of this instrument they 
had just spent a month exploring as a tool and a subject. Writing in 
their journals, they seemed to be aware that they might never again 
have a writing environment quite like this one. As our the pupils of 
our eyes grew and we eventually saw long shadows cast across the 
gym floor, and then as they organized a game of tag in the ostensible 
darkness, our fifth essential question came into my head: how and 
what do we choose to remember? And I remembered why we as 
teachers grope in the dark and unmapped territory of interdisciplin-
ary work: to create these brightly unforgettable moments, for our 
students and ourselves. 
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As we read Camera Obscura, 
rather than asking the students to 
analyze the poems for homework, 

we wanted them to respond 
creatively — as poets. 



Service learning, when it addresses issues of global justice, 
can work wonders for our community, whether that commu-
nity remains local or has international range. But it seems 

as if there is never enough time for the teacher of a required course 
to fit special projects into an already packed schedule. The secret to 
integrating service learning into a full course can be to attach either 
the content or the skills to an already established piece of the cur-
riculum. That way, the course continues on schedule, enhanced by 
a deeper look at service issues as well as augmented by practiced 
skills used elsewhere during the year. Adding global justice activ-
ism to the study of modern world history has definitely enriched my 
students’ understanding of service and broadened their perspective 
on the real-life impacts of historical and on-going developments. It’s 
service learning at its best!

The global issue I’ve chosen to focus on concerns refugees. Af-
ter personally working with refugees from Southeast Asia, Eastern 
Europe, and Cuba during the 1980s, I’ve grown attached to such 
concerns because of the power these personal 
stories have to change young lives. I’ve witnessed 
the effects of studying refugee cases on my stu-
dents; they become passionate and assertive in 
their words describing refugee family stories and 
feel motivated to action. The research gives them 
the information; the process of research provides 
them with investigative skills. Their presentations offer them op-
portunities to act as a persuasive voice for refugees; their words 
motivate them to active support for on-going refugee crises.

There are three main components to our service-learning study 
of refugees:  the research, the classroom presentations (both in the 
fall), and the activism (primarily in the spring). The first compo-
nent of research has multiple goals: to find material about specific 
refugee situations, to train students in blogging, and to teach them 
technology-smart research techniques. Pairs of students research 
about a dozen refugee cases, both historical and current, in addi-
tion to learning general background terms and agencies responsible 

for refugee-related policies. They post their findings on blogs; this is 
how they present their cases. Blogging skills are used in the spring 
for a three-week simulation on a fictional current crisis; research 
skills are actively applied to a major research paper written during 
spring semester. Both of these activities are an integral part of the 

course, but are not directly part of the refugee 
project.  

After preparing their blogs, students then 
present their findings to the full class, showing 
off their blogs and learning from others. These 
two components, the research and the presenta-
tion, are guided by me, the history teacher, by 

our educational technology specialist, and by our research librar-
ian. While the blog content covers twentieth-century world history, 
it provides valuable reference points to events in the nineteenth cen-
tury, our world history focus in the fall, giving students insights and 
sensitivities to the human consequences of global changes.

The third component of our global justice project is the activ-
ism. This is the place where the academic work empowers real ac-
tions, where words on paper prompt feet to hit the pavement. After 
researching, blogging and discussing refugee conditions, each April 
my students lead an advocacy program combined with fund raising 
specifically to support the Darfur refugees living in Chad. The first 
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Integrating Service 
Learning into World 
History Curriculum

Service learning embedded in a world history class enriches 
student understanding of service and gives perspective on the 

real-life impacts of historical and on-going developments 
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year students used their fall semester re-
search to act as expert guides for the school 
community through a series of actual refu-
gee tents set up on our football field, with 
each stop on the “tour” focusing on a dif-
ferent refugee case, and the last three tents 
displaying details of living conditions in the 
Darfur camps. Visitors, and students from 
grades seven through twelve, got to taste a 
typical gruel breakfast and to contrast daily 
food and water supplies with American di-
ets. Last year students acted as docents 
for a walk-through exhibit, showing photo-
graphs, children’s drawings of war, and re-
corded videos of refugees. This year we plan 
to do a spoken-word performance, where 
students will read first-person accounts 
from actual refugee experiences to an audi-
ence of their peers. This advocacy compo-
nent is where the activism comes alive, and 
when the school community benefits from 
its raised awareness of a global injustice.  

With each advocacy exhibit, we raise 
money for the Darfur camps by selling mes-
saged bracelets, t-shirts, and snacks. This 
year we are also conducting a collection 
drive for soccer uniforms and equipment to 
help the soccer team, called Darfur United, 
being formed from the best players in the 
refugee camps. By applying their academ-
ic research to real-life situations of Darfur 
refugees, students are learning much more 

than books can ever teach them. They are 
learning to care for their worldwide com-
munity, made smaller and more personal 
through access to technology and because 
of their informed sensitivity toward human 
injustices.

This is my third time working with 
amazing activists for the Darfur refugees 
forced to live in Chad now for eleven years. 
Gabriel Stauring and Katie-Jay Scott of i-Act 
are my contacts.  (http://www.iactivism.
org/our-work/i-act/). They visit the camps 
at least twice a year and have established 
close friendships there. Gabriel and Katie-
Jay meet with my students during the fall 
to introduce i-Act’s hands-on efforts to sup-
port the Darfur refugees. This last Novem-
ber they showed a film they made telling the 
personal story of one young refugee girl and 
how she lost her family. Just meeting these 
two adults who have devoted their lives to 
this cause leaves a powerful impression on 
the students.  

Recently, thanks to the Sister Schools 
project, (www.sisterschools.org/Sister_
Schools/), we have been able to commu-
nicate with the refugees through a private 
version of Facebook, exchanging email mes-
sages, photos, and short videos directly with 
families in the camps. This not only puts a 
personal face on our interactions with the 
refugees, it also lets the refugees know they 

are not forgotten. We write about favorite 
music and sports, educational interests and 
families. We are also in contact with other 
US Sister Schools active in this communi-
cation and advocacy, allowing students to 
discover that they are part of a larger com-
munity of high school students participating 
in global causes.

Service learning going global fits well 
with a modern world history course. Integrat-
ing the components of the project through-
out the year eases the scheduling challenges 
and actually makes textbook learning more 
meaningful. Giving the project many differ-
ent aspects broadens students’ thinking be-
yond memorizing academic information or 
composing analytical essays. They have to 
put together advertising, publicize the fund-
raising and collection drive, and be the ex-
perts on refugees for our school community. 
Those less academically inclined or too shy 
to speak publicly, enjoy managing the mon-
ey or organizing the exhibit details. Over the 
course of the year I probably devote six class 
days to the three components, an unques-
tionably worthy use of our class time. Over-
all, this service-learning project on refugees 
teaches students that political decisions 
and social choices have real consequences 
on human life. Knowing the historical back-
ground should empower students for future 
activism.  

The third component of our global justice project is the activism. This is the 
place where the academic work empowers real actions, where words on paper 

prompt feet to hit the pavement. 
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Echo Horizon School was one of nineteen schools selected by 
Apple in January of 2011 to participate in the international 
Challenge-Based Learning Implementation project. Chal-

lenge-Based Learning (CBL) is a pedagogical framework that engag-
es students in solving real world problems by taking actions that 
have a measurable impact. It provides a context 
for learning content and requires students to 
think deeply about the problem and conduct re-
search that will lead them to a solution that they 
can implement in their local community. CBL is 
student driven, collaborative, and leverages mul-
tiple technologies throughout the process. In ad-
dition to important content knowledge, students 
also gain critical twenty-first century skills.  

Challenge-Based Learning was initially de-
veloped in 2008 with high school students in 
mind.  Apple was interested in learning how the 
framework could be applied in a K-20 environ-
ment. The New Media Consortium, who conduct-
ed the research for the 2009 pilot project, was 
brought in to conduct an evaluation of the im-
plementation project. The implementation teams 
ranged from third grade to higher education in 
nineteen public and private schools spread across the US, Canada, 
and Australia. The EHS team included Tracey Tremblay, sixth grade 
science teacher, Kim Wynn, sixth grade social studies teacher, Marci 
Vogel, sixth grade language arts teacher, Jennifer Mascolo, Deaf and 
Hard of Hearing Resource Teacher, and Elaine Wrenn, Director of 
Technology. In late January, the team traveled to Dallas, Texas for 
three days to receive training in the model, to connect with other ed-
ucators in the implementation project, and to begin planning their 
CBL unit. They returned to school with a combination of excitement 
and apprehension eager to apply this new approach, but not yet 

sure exactly how it would look in their classrooms.
The team agreed to meet once a week to discuss and plan for 

Challenge-Based Learning. They were also part of an online commu-
nity that consisted of other educators participating in the implemen-
tation project as well as the trainers they met in Dallas. These con-

nections proved to be invaluable as they became 
more familiar with the process and provided an 
opportunity to bounce ideas off of each other, do 
some creative problem solving, and reflect on the 
growth they were seeing in their students and in 
themselves as educators. 

Every CBL project starts with a Big Idea, a 
broad concept that can be explored in multiple 
ways, is engaging, and is important to society. 
The EHS team’s Big Idea was Water. Exploring 
this topic would directly address some of the 
school’s content standards in science and the 
CBL process would also address skills in lan-
guage arts and social studies, as well as National 
Educational Technology Standards (NETS). They 
then narrowed the topic down to the Essential 
Question: “How do our actions impact water in 
our community?”  

From there, a Challenge evolves which asks students to 
implement a solution with measurable results. Echo Horizon 
students were presented with their challenge in a video (http://
challengebasedlearning.org/challenge/view/45), which asked 
them to “improve the quality or reduce consumption of water in 
your community.” When they realized they were being given the 
responsibility of finding solutions to a real problem, the students 
rose to the occasion.  

Working in eight cooperative groups, many of the students be-
gan to suggest solutions immediately.  However, they soon realized 
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Challenge-Based Learning - 
Engaging Students to Take 
Action and Make a Difference

Selected by Apple to participate in Challenge-
Based Learning, Echo Horizon students learn that 

they don’t have to wait until they grow up 
to have an impact on the world
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that it is important to know more about the 
problem in order to plan an effective solu-
tion. So, the students developed guiding 
questions that they needed to answer in 
order to learn more about the problem. For 
example: Where does our water come from? 
How much water do we use? What are the 
main pollutants in our local watershed? 
From these questions, they developed guid-
ing activities and resources to help them 
find the answers. 

Some students called or emailed local 
authorities while others developed surveys 
or conducted interviews to determine how 
the people in their community use water. 
One group hiked to the local creek to ob-
serve the conditions and collect water sam-
ples to test. All of the students learned from 
an expert who visited from a local water de-
partment. During this phase, in addition to 
gaining a deeper understanding of content, 
students develop critical twenty-first centu-
ry skills, including critical thinking, creativ-
ity and innovation, measurement and data 
analysis, oral and written expression, and 
communication and collaboration.

After gathering more information, they 
were ready to identify a solution that they 
could implement to address the problem. 
Students developed an action plan, includ-
ing determining how they would measure 
the impact of their solution. Next they im-
plemented their solution and then measured 
its impact. Each of the eight solutions was 
unique, ranging from educating the school 
about the condition of the creek and en-
couraging participation in creek cleanups, 
to launching a campaign to use tap water 
and low impact re-usable water bottles. Fi-
nally, the students created a solution video 
to document the process. Throughout the 
CBL project, they reflected on their learning 
in writing and in video form. Examples of 
students’ solution videos and reflections can 
be found at: http://challengebasedlearn-
ing.org/solution/view/19 and http://chal-
lengebasedlearning.org/solution/view/16.

Technology was an integral part of the 
process in facilitating students’ communi-
cation, collaboration, and creative problem 
solving. Echo Horizon’s 24/7 1:1 MacBook 
laptop program gave students the flexibility 
to work on their challenge anywhere any-
time. Students posted regular updates on an 

online collaborative wiki so that their team-
mates and teachers knew where they were in 
the process. School email accounts allowed 
students to connect with each other, their 
teachers, experts, and community leaders 
as their research and solutions evolved. Sci-
entific probeware was used for water qual-
ity testing and digital cameras were used to 
document the process. Students used their 
computers for Internet research, to record 
written and video reflections, to create pre-
sentations for the community, to collect and 
analyze data, and to produce videos to docu-
ment their process.

Students and teachers from the 
nineteen schools in the 2011 Challenge-
Based Learning Implementation project 
completed pre and post project surveys 
created by the New Media Consortium as 
well as numerous authentic assessments 
throughout the project. Survey results 
indicated that ninety percent of teachers 
participating in the project observed an 
improvement in twelve out of twenty-four 
twenty-first century skills, eighty percent 
of teachers saw improvement in eighteen 
of these areas, and seventy percent saw 
improvement in all twenty-four areas.   

Seventy-five per cent of students felt 
they were doing something important, sev-
enty-six percent of students believed that 
they helped to solve part of a big problem, 
and seventy-nine percent said they learned 
a lot. Seventy-five per cent of the teachers 
reported that students mastered the ex-
pected material and that overall student 
engagement increased during the project. 
Ninety percent of the teachers who partici-
pated across every grade level felt that CBL 
was a good use of time and resources, and 
that they intend to use CBL again. (The full 
report can be found at: http://challenge-
basedlearning.org/pages/about-cbl).

The subset of survey results for Echo 
Horizon students and teachers was simi-
lar. Student reflections indicated that they 
“enjoyed this type of learning because it al-
lowed us to learn and share information in 
ways that were unique to us.” They also rec-
ognized and appreciated the important life 
skills they developed including organization, 
independence, leadership, communication, 
and collaboration. One student comment-
ed, “instead of sitting in your desk and the 

teacher telling you what to do, you have to 
use skills like time management and figure 
out what to do yourself.” 

Finally, they appreciated that what 
they were doing went beyond completing an 
assignment to fulfill a class requirement. 
Rather, they were making an impact on a 
real problem in their community.  One stu-
dent who said, “It was very satisfying be-
cause I think we are going to make a big 
change and we did it ourselves, which is re-
ally cool,” captured the enthusiasm. 

Teachers found that “the more I stepped 
out of the way and let the students direct 
their own learning, the more I got a sense 
of the depth of their understanding.” They 
loved that there were “multiple entry points 
and opportunities for kids of different abili-
ties to shine” and were “regularly impressed 
by the creativity and resilience students dis-
played in solving problems.”  

Challenge-Based Learning is both an 
intense and rewarding learning experience 
for the students and the teachers involved. 
Teachers must be willing to let go and allow 
students to drive the process.  After present-
ing the challenge and providing a structure 
for the students to use, teachers must be 
flexible and comfortable with not knowing 
all the answers or what exactly will hap-
pen next. At the same time, students must 
be willing to take risks, to work as a team, 
and to take time to investigate the issue be-
fore jumping to a solution. As they moved 
through the experience of learning and im-
plementing the CBL framework, the Echo 
Horizon team realized that they needed to 
be comfortable being uncomfortable. This 
can be unsettling at first, but when teach-
ers see the learning that takes place when 
they trust the process, and when students 
discover that they don’t have to wait un-
til they grow up to have an impact on the 
world, they realize that the Challenge-Based 
Learning framework facilitates a powerful 
learning experience for all.

The enthusiasm was captured by one student 
who said, “It was very satisfying because I think 

we are going to make a big change and we did it 
ourselves, which is really cool!” 
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The sound of the chime brings a gentle hush over the class-
room. The knocking of chair legs and shuffling of binders 
fades, and the stillness of intention hovers. With eyes closed 

and ears at full alert, hands begin to go up as the sound dissi-
pates. I ring the chime again, and this time there is quiet from the 
beginning, a quiet full of energy, attention and 
intention. The question lingers unspoken, “How 
long can I still hear the sound? How attuned can 
I be to my environment, my world, my senses, 
myself?” 

This listening exercise is the way the fifth 
graders at Mayfield Junior School begin our 
Monday Mornings of Mindfulness. It serves as a 
way to remind ourselves of our one cardinal class-
room rule which is, “Be here”— not back at the soccer game on 
Saturday afternoon, not stuck in a video game from last night, and 
not worrying about the math test coming up in fourth period. Just 
be here; and bring all your senses with you.

Seems like a simple enough request, but being fully present in 
one space at one time has become more challenging in the last few 
years. I know it dates me as antique, but being able to do home-
work while instant messaging on your laptop, listening to your iPod, 
texting multiple classmates and watching Wizards of Waverly Place 
astounds me. And while it astounds me, it also worries me. Worries 
me that what is coming into our attention is not always given our 
full attention, which affects our ability to evaluate, make choices 
and act congruently with who we are. 

This is one of the reasons we have chosen to implement a mind-
fulness program here at MJS: to expose children to a way of being 
in the world that has not only been shown to help reduce stress 
but can also help create the interior reflective space necessary for 
responding to situations in a more thoughtful, calm and reasonable 
way.

The program we have structured is based on the work of Jon 

Kabat-Zinn, MD from the University of Massachusetts Medical Cen-
ter. In the early 1990s, Kabat-Zinn developed an eight-week course 
in mindfulness based stress reduction to help those suffering from 
chronic pain, stress and anxiety. His patients were taught how to ob-
serve themselves and their situations in a non-judgmental, curious 

and compassionate way, not trying to change the 
way they felt about something, but just observ-
ing whatever “is” with kindness and curiosity. 
Participants in the program experienced posi-
tive health benefits including improved immune 
system functioning, a reduction in debilitating 
stress, as well as a shift in brain activity from 
the right prefrontal cortex, which is associated 

with anxiety and depression, to the left prefrontal 
cortex which is associated with joy and happiness.  

While much researched-based evidence is available on the 
efficacy of mindfulness with adults, the research on mindfulness 
programs for children is still in its infancy. I had the privilege this 
fall to be in a ten-week course with child mindfulness pioneer, Amy 
Saltzman, MD, a holistic physician and mindfulness teacher in Men-
lo Park. Dr. Saltzman is the founder and director of the Association 
for Mindfulness in Education (http://www.mindfuleducation.org/), 
and has conducted preliminary studies researching the benefits of 
teaching mindfulness to elementary age students. Children in her 
programs have shown an increased ability to orient their attention, 
as well as decreased anxiety. 

Dr. Saltzman (or Dr. Amy, as her students call her) stresses that 
before attempting to teach mindfulness to students, it is essential 
that you learn to care for yourself and develop your own daily mind-
fulness practice. If you are interested in starting or growing your 
own practice in order to bring mindfulness to the students at your 
school, Dr. Saltzman provides a resource list of recommended read-
ing as well as professional training options on her website at www.
stillquietplace.com, or www.mindfuleducation.org. 

SuSan reedy, Ma, Mft
School Consultant K-8
5th Grade Health and 
Personal Development
Mayfield Junior School

suzymft@gmail.com

Children are introduced to a practice that reduces anxiety, defuses stress, and increases 
concentration and resilience

Monday Mornings of  Mindfulness
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Dr. Amy’s Still Quiet Place
When I first met Dr. Amy in our Still 

Quiet Place forum, she caught my attention 
with her ironic observation that as teach-
ers we tell children dozens of times a day 
to “pay attention,” yet we never teach them 
how. Mindfulness teaches students how to 
pay attention in a way that enhances both 
their social/emotional learning as well as 
their academic performance. Following are 
a few of the activities I learned during my 
Still Quiet Place training that helped my 
students learn how to truly “pay attention.”

Mindful Eating
One of the most enjoyable parts of 

mindfulness for my students was the part 
of MBSR that involves eating. Mindful eat-
ing is a staple in Dr. Amy’s work, and I dis-
covered that my students “ate it up.” Each 
week, after our initial listening exercise, I 
would pass around a bag of apple slices, a 
bowl of raisins, some red or green grapes, 
and on one special occasion a platter of my 
renowned chocolate chip cookies. 

I invited the students to fully attend to 
the food item, which meant focusing all five 
of their senses on what was in front of them. 
For example, with a raisin, we would look 
at the creases, feel the stickiness and smell 
the sweetness, all before putting it in our 
mouths. The students were asked to notice 
what was happening inside of their mouths 
as they waited, and they became aware of 
the saliva that was preparing to help them 
consume the food. We would very slowly put 
the food in our mouths and take one bite, 
commenting on what we noticed in state-
ments like, “sticky!” “sweet!” “chewy!” “stuck 
in my teeth!” 

Instead of swallowing mindlessly, I 
asked them to wait until they noticed the 
urge to swallow and then swallow with in-
tention, noticing every moment of every sen-
sation. The students were given homework 
to “eat mindfully” for at least two meals dur-
ing the week and to teach their families how 
to do so as well. In our follow up discussions 
they often commented on how they discov-
ered that food tasted differently (and often 
better!) when they paid attention to eating. 

Thought Parade
Breath awareness is a fundamental 

skill in mindfulness training, and during 

each class period we would spend a few 
minutes attempting to simply attend to a 
full inhalation and full exhalation, noticing 
the “still quiet place” in the space between 
the in-breath and the out-breath. What we 
inevitably discovered was that “doing noth-
ing” was much harder than “doing some-
thing.” Our brains run with the velocity of 
Niagara Falls, and when we try to slow down 
and sense only the air going in and out of 
our bodies, our brains hijack us repeatedly. 

To explain this to the children, Dr. 
Amy introduced the concept of a “thought 
parade.” We can watch our thoughts go by 

like we are watching a parade. We can no-
tice how some thoughts are loud like a tuba, 
and some are shy or soft like a flute. What-
ever the thoughts are, we can watch them 
without getting caught up in them. And if 
we do get caught up in the parade and dis-
cover ourselves marching right along with 
our pounding drum thought about whether 
or not we were going to pass that history 
test, we can make the decision to sit back 
down on the curb, anchor our attention 
back to our breath, and allow our thoughts 
to march right on by. 

The goal of this exercise is to become 
aware of times when we get caught up in the 
parade and lose contact with our breath. It’s 
then that we have the opportunity to gently 
and non-judgmentally step out of the pa-
rade, sit back down on the curb and follow 
our breath one more time. I shared with the 
students that it wasn’t a failure when they 
noticed they were marching in the parade; 
the awareness was the success! They might 
have to sit themselves back down on the 
curb thirty times in the space of a five min-
ute practice, but that was thirty successes 
not thirty failures!

Flashlight of Attention
Another of Dr. Amy’s metaphors that I 

found helpful was the concept of a “flashlight 
of attention.” We observed how each one of 
us had the capacity to grab hold of our own 
internal flashlight of attention and shine it 
on anything we chose. We spent time shin-
ing the flashlight on our big toe, then mov-
ing it to our ankles, knees, hips, stomach, 
etc., in a way similar to the body scan in a 
traditional MBSR program. We would shine 
our flashlight of attention on our breath and 
on our feelings, on the sounds in the room 

or the temperature of the air. 
And just like any mindfulness prac-

titioner, we would notice and observe the 
challenges that come with sustaining that 
attention. Without judgment and without 
condemnation, we would be “curious” ev-
ery time something would try to wrench our 
flashlight of attention out of our grasp and 
focus it on either our plans for the coming 
weekend or on our neighbor’s crazy antics. 
We talked about how during those times 
that the class clown had control of our flash-
light, we had the ability to take it back again 
and gently focus the glow onto the chosen 

subject of our attention. We were in charge 
of our flashlight and no one else.

Feelings
One of my favorite mindful awareness 

stories happened after a class in which we 
went for a search for our feelings. Using our 
“flashlight of attention” we perused our bod-
ies looking for where our feelings were hid-
ing. Were they doing butterfly flips in our 
stomach, clenched tightly in our chest, hid-
ing out in our big toe or spinning recklessly 
in our heads? Once we located our emotions 
we introduced ourselves and asked for their 
names. I got great names like “Fluffy,” “Bob,” 
“Gooey” and “Pain.” After the introduction, 
I asked them to have a short conversation 
with the emotion, noticing the sensations in 
their body as they encountered the feeling 
without trying to change it, keep it, or dis-
miss it. 

The next week one of my students came 
back with a story of an encounter with her 
feeling of “disappointment.” She said that 
after losing a soccer game she felt disap-
pointment “all over my body.” She was 
tempted to either say soccer was stupid and 
that she didn’t really care, or else fall sob-
bing into her bed in devastation. Instead she 
chose to be “mindful” and sit with her feel-
ing. She said her feeling took the shape of a 
cat that came and plopped down on her lap. 
She remembered not to shoo it away, even 
though it was uncomfortable, and instead 
just sat and petted it for a little while. She 
said that after a bit of time passed, the cat 
simply got up and walked away. She noticed 
that she no longer felt overcome with disap-
pointment. Just being with the feeling was 
transformational. 

Learning to accept all the feelings that 

I know it dates me as antique, but being able to do homework while instant 
messaging on your laptop, listening to your iPod, texting multiple classmates 

and watching Wizards of Waverly Place astounds me.
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come your way is probably one of the concepts of mindfulness that I 
find most intriguing as a clinician. When you learn that you can ex-
perience whatever is within your realm without reacting impulsively, 
you gain a sense of efficacy and power. This provides a child with a 
sense of control over their environment, even when environmental 
conditions are well outside of their realm of control. I tell students 
that mindfulness doesn’t promise to make their lives more comfort-
able, but it can help them increase their capacity to tolerate discom-
fort. And when they can do that, life is much less painful.

Letters to Classmates
During the final week of the course, Dr. Amy has her students 

write letters to an imaginary friend who has never heard of mind-
fulness explaining what the course is all about. I followed suit and 
would like to conclude with some of those letters (with all the spell-
ing and punctuation errors intact!)

Dear ______, I am going to talk about mindfulness. Mindfulness is 
about being aware of your body and what you are doing. It is very 
good if you get angrey a lot. Mindfulness feels great when you are 
in a Still Quiet Place. It feels like you are a battery and you are re-
charged. I have washed my hair mindfully. It really feels nice.

Dear ______, When I do mindfulness it’s usually at night in bed. I lay 
there in silence, motionless, as the world around me spins. I don’t 
care if far away a war is going on or a party on the next block. I 

focus on now, in my bed. I notice my breathing patern and how my 
stomach moves with my breath. I don’t think about what TV show is 
on tomorow. I focus on now. I use mindfulness before a test or quizz. 

Dear _______, Do you know what mindfulness is? Well you try to 
notice how you eat actually tasting it. Or you could stay still and 
breath and notice your breath. You might like it or not. Mindfulness 
is noticing ever day stuff like brushing your teeth and seeing if you 
like toothpaste. Or ask youself questions like do I like brushing my 
teeth?

Dear ________, I have noticed that you have never-ever spent/took 
the time to be mineful. The reason minefulness is so important is 
because it shows how life can be very fast as to a huracane. Or life 
could be slow as to a snail. And when your mineful, it makes you 
feel so alive from your pinkey toe to your eyelash. So, try it, PLEASE!

I couldn’t agree more.

Sources:
Goldin, P., Saltzman, A., Jha, A. “Mindfulness Meditation Training 

in Families” ABCT conference abstract (2008).

Grossman P., Niemann L., Walach H., “Mindfulness-based stress 
reduction and health benefits. A meta-analysis.”  Journal of Psy-
chosomatic Research. 2004 Jul; 57(1): 35-43.
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Schools provide a wonderful setting to teach the skills of si-
lence, but in the modern world silence has many negative 
connotations. “To be silenced” is to be cut off from communi-

cation and the community; silence can also suggest collusion with 
harmful behaviors such as bullying. In school, 
silence can be used to punish or correct. As far 
as I can tell, my students avoid silence, which 
they associate with unpleasant experiences such 
as testing or being in trouble. However, in our 
noisy world silence is also a powerful tool that 
can be used positively in the classroom to in-
crease learning and mental health. This kind of silence might be 
better described as mental stillness. I hope that my students will 
learn the skills of mental stillness to experience a refreshing break, 
one that is linked with increased creativity and the opportunity for 
inspiration. As teachers, we need to reclaim silence from its puni-
tive associations and use it to promote student focus and wellness 
in our classrooms.

Considerable research has been conducted in the field of 
the mind-body connection that suggests a positive link between 
meditation and increased abilities to focus. In an experiment with 
adults “(m)agnetic resonance imaging showed that regular practice 
of meditation is associated with increased thickness in a subset 
of cortical regions … (that are) essential for sustaining attention.” 
Findings from another study, lead by Harvard Medical School 

psychologist Sara Lazar, suggest that “meditation practice can 
promote cortical plasticity in adults in areas important for cognitive 
and emotional processing and well-being.” While these findings 
are important, few classroom teachers will find that they have 

the inclination, training or permission to lead 
students in meditation.

As teachers, we may find that the simple use 
of silence can lead us towards similar goals of 
wellness. Dr. Jon Kabat-Zinn is well known for 
his decades of work at UMass Medical School 
on stress reduction. He advocates the use of 

meditation and other techniques, which he calls mental stillness, to 
lead us towards some of these same benefits.  In his book, Everyday 
Blessings: The Inner Work of Mindful Parenting, he writes: “Learning 
at a young age to touch silence and stillness within oneself; 
especially if it is taught in school in an open and non-manipulative 
or coercive way, can be valuable in balancing out and dealing with 
the stimulation and outward orientation of the school day. Among 
other things, children can discover how to tap into their innate 
ability to go into deep states of concentration, and use it to focus on 
the task at hand.”

Pervasive communication technology also plays a role in 
our need for teaching stillness. Although silence has long been 
considered the opposite of speaking, my students are fine with the 
kind of silence that limits speech, as long as they can text. When I 
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ask them to be silent, they are not concerned until I clarify that they 
need to be silent and unplugged, and some are then quite challenged. 
Providing training for this kind of mental stillness in the classroom 
thus becomes very important since they do not have a model for 
it elsewhere in their lives. Sherry Turkle, a professor at MIT and 
an expert on the impact mobile technology and social networking 
has on relationships, is concerned that technology is diminishing 
our ability to listen and comprehend lengthy, complicated ideas. In 
an interview with the PBS program FrontLine, she said, “To hear 
someone else out, you need to be able to be still for a while and 
pay attention to something other than your immediate needs. … I 
think that part of K through twelve education now should be to give 
students a place for this kind of stillness.”

How can we begin to move beyond imposing silence punitively, 
to actively teaching silence as wellness?  First, we should consider 
how we use silence in the classroom. The most common use occurs 
when the teacher imposes it during assessments or individual work 
time. In this use, silence can unify the class, bringing everyone in 
the room to the same task at the same time. When my students 
ask why they must be silent, my most basic answer is that they 
must learn how to focus and think in an atmosphere of silence to 
prepare them for examinations. Although they like to do homework 
with music blasting, they can learn to work without it. The ability 
to do silent work does not come naturally to my students, but it is a 
learned skill they can improve with regular practice.  

Another simple use of silence that we are all familiar with is the 
short silent break to calm the temperament of the class. This kind 
of silence differs from test-taking silence in that it is not primarily 
intended to help what we are doing at the moment, but is used to 
prepare us for what happens next. It serves to clearly demarcate this 
time from that which precedes and follows it. This is a great life skill 
to develop since we all need to be able to disengage from stressful 
situations, calm our nerves, and reengage with increased clarity of 
purpose. 

There are many techniques for helping students of all ages 
practice self-calming, such as focusing awareness on the breath. 
Careful listening is another method that can be used to develop 
mindful silence. For this exercise, students are instructed to pay 
close attention to ambient noise outside the classroom. If you are 
fortunate enough to be able to hear the rain pattering, or noise from 
a distant playground, use that as a focal point. I’ve even used the 
less bucolic sound of the air conditioner from the portable next door 
as a listening tool. The source of ambient noise is unimportant; it 
is the experience of sensing oneself as a quiet observer of the world 
around that is instructive.

 Teachers who work in schools that are religiously affiliated have 
an additional opportunity in chapel to allow students to be exposed 
to group silence that is designed to open their perception to spirit. 
Having attended many school services, I realize that developing 
spiritual perception in this setting is a tall order. The overpowering 
urge for students to communicate with each other, through words, 
notes and gestures, is in no way reduced just because chapel 
has started. Then, of course, teachers are pulled into their role of 
disciplinarians instead of participants. However, everyone is missing 

out if we do not find ways to let the community know that during 
the service silence itself is deliberately used as a powerful tool for a 
specific end. Communal stillness provides a moment to reinforce the 
normalcy and healthiness of contemplation. It allows us to witness 
each other as having important internal experiences, without 
needing to express our private thoughts. Students are relieved to 
know that they do not have to believe or assent to the religious 
content of the service to benefit from the silence, and through their 
quiet they bring benefit to the rest of the community as well.

Students feel less awkward and self-conscious when they have 
an activity that allows them to express their physical energy while 
experimenting with quiet. To explore this method we can uncouple 
mental stillness from physical stillness. A silent walk on the edge 
of campus works well. I sweeten the pot by allowing my kids to 
talk on the way back if they can be silent on the way out. Artwork, 
folding paper cranes, or building models can also be done silently. 
Although listening to music during art time is one of my students’ 
favorite activities, changing the routine from time to time, and using 
silence during a creative activity (clearly not as a punitive measure), 
can bring positive results and link silence with fun. Lessons such as 
these may also allow us to detangle silence from mental struggle. It 
allows us to teach students to rest in silence. Learning how to rest 
in silence is like learning how to float in water; it involves trust and 
relaxation.

Not all of my students are interested in silence and at their 
age, few choose to cultivate it outside the classroom. However, some 
students are intrigued enough to give it a shot and share their 
impressions with me. An experience of silence is difficult to describe, 
given its personal, interior nature. The comments my students make 
to me indicate they have had a surprise, a happy discovery in their 
moments of quiet. They have found something they did not know 
existed, and which they will have access to forever. Of course we 
teach best what we know and appreciate ourselves.  To what degree 
do we cultivate mental stillness in our own lives? By exploring and 
deepening our own relationship with silence and stillness, we will be 
better equipped to engage our students in this activity.    

Sources
Yale University. “Meditation Associated With Increased Grey Matter 

In The Brain.” ScienceDaily, 11 Nov. 2005.

Cromie, William. “Meditation Found to Increase Brain Size.” Har-
vard Gazette [Cambridge, MA] 2 Feb. 2006.  

Kabat-Zinn, Myla, and Jon Kabat-Zinn. Everyday Blessings: the In-
ner Work of Mindful Parenting. New York: Hyperion, 2008.

“Interview: Sherry Turkle.” PBS.org. Frontline: Digital Nation, 2 Feb. 
2010. Web. 10 Oct. 2011

For additional ideas, see: Greenland, Susan Kaiser. The Mindful 
Child: How to Help Your Kid Manage Stress and Become Happier, 
Kinder, and More Compassionate. New York: Free, 2010.

Learning how to rest in silence is like learning how to float in 
water; it involves trust and relaxation.
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Last spring, teachers at the Saklan School attended the TEDx 
conference on compassion in Richmond, California. Our goal 
was to gain an understanding of how we could help teach 

compassion to our middle school students. We spent the day listen-
ing to many inspirational speakers, songwriters, and curriculum de-
signers. It was there that we spotted a book that 
resonated with both our school’s mission and 
the unique challenges of teaching middle school. 

In a time when stress, anxiety, pressure, 
and fear of failure haunt so many middle school 
and high school students, Randy Taran’s Proj-
ect Happiness Handbook offers tools for man-
aging difficult situations and building life-long 
happiness. The book itself is fun, colorful, and 
interactive. It encourages readers to brainstorm, write, draw, and 
self-reflect while examining the differences between joy (short-term 
pleasure) and happiness (true contentment). It also explores how 
negative self-talk can become a habit that leads to self-deprecation 
and depression, while helping readers develop the self-awareness 
and skills necessary to lead positive, productive lives.

When we found the book, we couldn’t believe how lucky we 
were. Our dean contacted the author and explained how we were 
going to use it in our advisories. Randy was overjoyed to hear this 
as she was working on creating curriculum for the exact same pur-
pose. We decided to partner up, and test out her lesson plans in our 
eighth grade leadership class. 

We started by showing the students the Project Happiness DVD, 
and then giving each one their own Project Happiness Handbook, 

which they used as a workbook and resource. While coming up with 
personal definitions of happiness, the kids shared their thoughts 
and feelings, ultimately realizing that everyone struggles with over-
coming obstacles, and it is how you respond to these obstacles that 
affects your state of mind. The kids concluded that a large portion of 

a person’s happiness is derived from the ability 
to treat oneself and others with compassion. In 
the end, they suggested that having family and 
friends who love and support you is the best plan 
for achieving life-long happiness.

Our school’s mission is to Think Creatively, 
Act Compassionately, and Live Courageously. The 
Project Happiness Handbook enables our stu-
dents to explore all of these values in meaningful 

ways. In our monthly “family groups” (first through eighth grade) ac-
tivities, the eighth graders have been amazing as role models to the 
younger kids, teaching them age-appropriate lessons they helped 
create in leadership class on concepts like the “Boomerang Effect” 
(what goes around, comes around) and “Waves of Appreciation” (act-
ing with intentional positivity). These activities are usually done in 
an entertaining manner, always coming back to prompt students 
to think and react positively. Some lessons include: skits, reading 
stories or creative projects. For example, the eighth grader may ask 
the younger students to think of ways to be kind, help others, and 
assist in contributing to a school community where everyone feels 
welcome. The younger students really embrace the lessons because 
they are taught with an eighth grade leader, someone they look up 
to and want to be. These lessons drive home the idea to the younger 
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students that these ideas are good for everyone to practice.  
Saklan truly is a kindhearted community. Many eighth grad-

ers know all the first graders’ names, third and fifth graders play at 
recess together, and faculty members share and enjoy each other’s 
perspectives and talents. This book has helped us reinforce our mis-
sion.

While creating happiness and compassion is not a core curricu-
lum, we feel it is an essential one. Stress, anxiety, pressure, failure, 
and depression are becoming too common in our society and among 
young students. This book brought awareness to the fact that even 
the smallest negative comment said by a student, for example: “no 
one cares” or “no one gets me,” can lead to a chain reaction of pessi-
mistic thoughts and feelings about themselves These habitual nega-
tive feelings can lead to a more serious state of depression. Realiz-
ing one’s place in the community and the value each brings, allows 
them to connect more to others and have a sense of self worth. 

Currently the students are looking at “Finding Happiness, 
Sharing My Piece.” This idea is focused around having the students 
identify people who make up their community, and how each per-
son, including oneself, has a role. Each student is asked to think of 
the valuable talents they have, and what they bring to the commu-
nity. Some may be the athletes, or good listeners, others are funny 
or dramatic, some incredibly smart or a great sister/brother, but 
whatever that talent is that they offer, it is valuable.  

They see that taking anyone one out of the community leaves 
a void, which then reinforces the fact that everyone in our com-
munity has value. Some students are able to see that they fill many 
roles, and that they truly benefit their community no matter how 
large it is. The eighth graders bring this idea to their family groups 
and demonstrate through team building challenges how everyone is 
needed. They highlight every student in their group with at least one 
thing they did well, and how the group together used their talents 
to complete the task.   

Of course, the Project Happiness Handbook is not going to 
change anything over night, or magically vanquish the stresses of 
growing up. It is, however, an excellent reminder to accept challeng-
es in a positive way. At Saklan, our students are now more aware 
of the value of being compassionate not only to others, but with 
themselves. We also hope that this book, now in their own personal 
libraries, will be a resource to them in the future, as it may give 
them the tools for overcoming difficult or unforeseen obstacles any-
time in their life.  

Editor’s note: For more information, joining the Happiness Coalition, 
or hosting a screening visit the Project Happiness website: http://
www.projecthappiness.org. Also, you can find Randy Taran’s blog 
featuring the Project Happiness curriculum at Edutopia  www.edu-
topia.org

We don’t want to change you—we want to inspire you and remind 
you that you can find out a lot about yourself and the choices you 
have. We’re not saying this handbook will definitely change your 

life—but it just might . . . if you allow it.
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