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 “Never let it be said that a handful of people cannot make a difference, they are in fact the only thing that can.”
                     






  Margaret Mead
Hardin County Public Schools began the Thoughtful Classroom Initiative in July 2007 and completes the project June 2009.  All elementary schools within the district began the project in the summer of 2007.  Middle Schools joined the project in August 2008 on a smaller scale.

Administrative teams at the elementary level identified key teacher leaders to support their efforts in the growth of this work throughout the school.  Representatives attended workshops throughout the three year period focused on the following framework:
I. Research Based Strategies that Work in Classroom Instruction:  This research focuses on the work of Dr. Robert Marzano and a study conducted by the U.S. Department of Education.  Teachers became more familiar with the nine categories of effective classroom instruction and how to better integrate these strategies into daily classroom practices. 

II. Hidden Skills of Academic Literacy:  This research by Silver, Strong & Associates emphasizes necessary skills students need to be successful academically in school.  These skills are often overlooked, under taught, or ignored in the field of teaching.  During this project elementary teachers learned the importance of note-making, summarizing, compare and contrast, writing explanations, effective vocabulary instruction, as well as analytical thinking.
III. Student Diversity:  Teachers involved in this project studied the work Carl Jung and his theory on personality and learning styles.  Teachers gained knowledge of the four types of learning styles and methods for differentiating instruction and assessment based upon students’ styles and diverse needs. 
IV. Curriculum Design: Teachers worked on thoughtful curriculum design framed around state and district standards.  Teachers learned the process of backward design—narrow standards into manageable chunks, design assessment appropriate for the targeted standards, align diverse instructional strategies and integrate tools to engage students in active learning.
V. Professional Learning Communities:  Schools worked on creating support structures which promoted continuous improvement. Schools used on-going professional dialogue, reflection, and regular analysis of learning as a vehicle for growth.  Learning Teams led by the principal focused on school improvement goals and facilitated small nested communities or Learning Clubs focused on common goals and professional learning needs.
I am quite proud of the work completed by the Hardin County School System and thankful for their commitment and assistance with the Thoughtful Classroom Project.  Schools throughout the district have grown and continue to grow as professional learning communities.  Teachers work collaboratively to maintain ongoing professional growth focused on school improvement.  District personnel and administrators should be credited for the success of this project within schools. It is because of their efforts and follow-up that the work has been so successful.
It is with confidence I report the elementary schools’ teacher leaders are well versed in the following research based strategies:

Similarities and Differences

· Inductive Learning

· Compare and Contrast

· Mystery

· Concept Attainment

· Inference

Note-making & Summarizing

· Window Notes

· Graphic Organizers (e.g. Spiders, Fist List, Y-Chart, T-Chart, Matrix, etc.)

· Make a Case Summary

· Etch-a-Sketch

· Math Notes

· Concept Map

· Boggle

· Mastery Review

· New American Notebook

· S-Q-3R

· New American Lecture

Questioning
· Kindling
· Write to Learn Strategy

· Quest

· Four Thought

· Probing, Cueing

· Hooks, Bridges

· Questioning in Style & Depth of Knowledge

· Wait Time I and Wait Time II

· Carousel

· Graffiti

Explanations:  Taking a Critical Stance

· Reading for Meaning-Anticipation Guide & Reflective Guide

· Physical Barometer

· Do You Hear What I Hear?

     Vocabulary Instruction

· 35 Vocabulary Strategies using C.O.D.E.

      Reciprocal Learning

· Peer Reading

· Peer Practice

· Jigsaw

· Writer’s Club
Teachers have available the following resources provided through the district initiative:   Tools for Active, In-Depth Learning, the Strategic Teacher, Math Tools, and multiple individual portfolios for different strategies.  These materials can be explored further within Learning Clubs and at the school level throughout the upcoming school year.  
There remains much work to do in sustaining the work of Thoughtful Classroom throughout the district.  While teachers are comfortable with the work and ideals behind Thoughtful Classrooms, much work remains in the way of aligning standards, intentional planning of curriculum and unit design, maintaining the work started in classrooms and introduction of unknown strategies still found in the Strategic Teacher. The work of building Thoughtful Classrooms is continuous inquiry and remains an on-going process for school improvement.

Learning Clubs need more support and principals in the upcoming year must play a greater role as the linchpin for change.  Time within the school day should be allocated for teachers and teacher leaders to meet regularly for the purpose of assessing student work and lesson study.  Strategic planning is essential in any endeavor; therefore it is important for Learning Teams, led by the school administrator, and Learning Clubs, led by teacher leaders, to have a clear plan based upon both the needs of student learners and teacher learners. 

Leaders have five essential challenges ahead of them:

· Consistency in the expectations for Thoughtful Classrooms and quality instruction.

· Defining in clear and specific terms what ‘thoughtful teaching’ and “skillful leadership” means.

· Balancing the need for consistency of rigorous and thoughtful curriculum with the diverse needs and styles of students.

· Building collaborative structures within the school that help teachers improve their own skills within the classroom while improving instruction and learning for students.

· Holding onto the conviction and courage to continue the course of building thoughtful classrooms founded on the five pillars—research based strategies, diversity that works, hidden skills of academic literacy, thoughtful curriculum design, and professional learning communities.

Leading change of this magnitude requires support, not only for teachers, but for administrative teams as well.  As you continue the difficult work of school improvement efforts pay attention to the following assumptions basic to successful change suggested by Douglas Reeves in Leading Change in Your School, 2009.
1. Do not assume that your version of what the change should be is the one that should or could be implemented.

2. Assume that significant innovation, if it is to result in change, requires individual implementers to work out their own meaning.

3. Assume that conflict and disagreements are not only inevitable but fundamental to successful change.

4. Assume people need pressure to change, but it will be effective only under conditions that allow them to react, form their own positions, interact with other implementers, obtain assistance, and develop new capacities.

5. Assume that effective change takes time.

6. Do not assume that the reason for lack of implementation is outright rejection of the value embodied in the change, or hard-core resistance.

7. Do not expect all groups to change.

8. Assume that you will need a plan that is based on the above assumptions and that address the factors known to affect implementation.

9. Assume that no amount of knowledge will every make totally clear what action should be taken.

10. Assume that changing the culture of institutions is the real agenda, not implementing single innovations. (Fullan, 2007)

Recommendations:
· Administrative Learning Teams establish common goals and standards for Thoughtful Classrooms.
· Administrative Teams establish support structures within the schools which promote on-going professional learning for teachers and the district establish support structures which allow administrators opportunities to reflect, assess progress of the work, and learn from respective colleagues.

· School Leadership Teams establish common goals and a plan of action for helping administrators in achieving those school goals. 
· School Leadership Team members work to establish a plan of action for individual clubs or grade levels to achieve school/district goals based upon students’ grade level needs.  (e.g. If the school’s goal is to improve writing better explanations, then what are the plans of each grade level in addressing this goal, how will they monitor the growth of their students, and what actions are they committed to as non-negotiable?)
· School Leadership Team determines tools and strategies which can best help the school team monitor and assess growth or progress in implementation.

· Learning Clubs use student work analysis as the core of school improvement and use the process of inquiry to guide planning, inform practice, and guide instructional decisions.
Closing Statement
It has been a real pleasure working with Hardin County Public Schools and I hope to be able to continue a working relationship with your district.  The educators and administrators within this district are very professional minded and are truly child centered.  The last three years of work bear the fruit of the labor and investment put forth by the district, the teachers, and administrators.  While it is true, schools are at different places and different levels of implementation it remains worth nothing that all schools are truly committed to building Thoughtful Classrooms focused on quality instruction, high levels of learning, and skillful leadership.  Teachers understand the importance of knowing not just the content and best practices; however, they also realize the importance of building relationships with the students who sit in the classroom.  It is refreshing to know this district is one of those remaining within the state that values the “who” as much as the “standards.” 

Growth among colleagues, both teachers and administrators, emerged as this project evolved over the course of three years.  I watched as teacher leadership emerged to play a greater role in schools throughout the district.  Administrators share a common purpose with common criteria for Thoughtful Instruction.  Increased dialogue among teachers focused on improved instruction and improved learning led to greater collaboration and collegial cultures within schools. I am most proud of the accomplishments of this district, the teachers, administrators and the progress of the work throughout the schools.

Thank you for allowing me the opportunity to be a part of your learning community. It has indeed been an honor working with your staff and building friendships throughout your schools.

