CORE CURRICULUM

Eight Pillars

Building character requires consistent programming that cultivates habits; habits form the basis for lasting character. There is much truth in an age-old proverb: good thoughts produce good behavior; good behavior produces good habits; good habits build good character, and good character shapes destiny. At the same time, challenging academic curriculum requires a continuing effort to identify and implement educational components that result in stellar achievement. In the process of developing and refining our program and curriculum, we have chosen eight “pillars” that inform our efforts. These pillars are rooted in research, history, and our own evolving experience during our quest to provide the best education to every child at Birchwood.


Our first pillar informs us that all curriculum design and pedagogy must be time-tested and research-based. When making decisions about academic content or teaching methodology, we are careful not to jump on educational bandwagons or blindly follow theoretical trends. We use historical precedents: “Does history show us that this content is appropriate or that this method works? What is the track record of student achievement under this approach?” Then we check with the research: “Where and what is the empirical data to support the success of this approach?” 

But as we let time-test and research-based inform our decisions, we do not allow precedent to constrict us. After asking these questions, we are prepared to learn and innovate, and we have developed some of our own curriculum that has enhanced student achievement. 


Our second pillar informs us that we must benchmark our curriculum content, that is, we need to identify the schools and the academic programs in the United States and abroad that have demonstrated superior student achievement. We seek to discover, “What levels of academic achievement are other schools able to reach with their students? How do they get there? What materials do they use? How is the academic program designed?” When we find superior programs, we unabashedly learn what is being done well and improve our own program. 


Our third pillar informs us that good education is rooted in a sound taxonomy of thinking skills. Benjamin Bloom’s taxonomy of thinking skills guides us in this effort. Bloom’s taxonomy begins with knowledge and understanding but extends to application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation. In other words, students at a basic level must learn to learn, study, memorize and master bodies of information. From this base, they can learn how to think: apply knowledge, analyze it, synthesize it into new forms, and evaluate it against other bodies of knowledge.

Our fourth pillar informs us that curriculum design at the elementary and middle school level must be systematic. A well-defined curriculum for each grade level in each subject must build upon itself year after year. A robust, detailed, academic foundation, formed in elementary and middle school, enables students to excel in high school. Quality teachers may bring fresh inspiration or creative strategies to the curriculum, but the scope and sequence remains constant, adjusting only for the speed at which students proceed through coursework. 


Our fifth pillar informs us that student attitude and student work ethics are just as important to the learning process as good curriculum and good teachers. To this end, we have developed special curriculum to foster these virtues. In morning openings, students listen to stories of great individuals and great historical events that illustrate qualities such as industry, self-discipline, courage, and compassion. These stories help etch lasting impressions in the mind and conscience of each child. Furthermore, we expect student performance to be commensurate with each student’s ability. Whether of average or superior intellectual ability children should learn to produce work. 


Our sixth pillar informs us that parents and teachers should maintain a close, communicative relationship concerning the academic, social and emotional needs of students. To this end, not only do we hold regular parent meetings, but we maintain an open door policy toward parents in order to quickly and thoroughly address any issues that arise. 


Our seventh pillar informs us that great teachers are needed if students are to learn at high levels. Great teachers must not only know their subject matter well, but they must always be ready to “go the extra mile” with each student, whether for remedial work or advanced work. Furthermore, great teachers recognize the need to work in harmony with the school’s curriculum, faculty, and administration. They play an essential role in not only making their own classrooms exciting and challenging, but also in keeping the environment of the school happy, positive, and productive.


Finally, our eighth pillar informs us that because our mission is particular as it relates to both character development and academic excellence, we need to augment the core curriculum with an array of special programs that help us refine our program and provide students with maximum benefit. For example, we offer character classes, a leadership class, study skills and research classes, and programming for gifted students.


The following is a brief discussion of each subject.

READING CURRICULUM

We believe that not only should children learn to read, but they should also become avid readers. To these ends, children should be immersed in a reading atmosphere. They learn to read by reading, and by being in an environment in which good literature is enjoyed and celebrated. Each day, across grade levels, children read: silently, aloud, in groups, with a partner, or curled up in a corner. They hear the language of good stories and the style of great authors as teachers at every grade level read aloud and introduce classes to the best in children’s literature. Classics and award-winning literature, from times past and today, foster a love of reading and a respect for literature’s place in human life and development. Regular opportunities to read nonfiction afford chances to discover the world outside and the world of potential interests within the students. Poetry is more than a unit of study once a year; it is a source of enjoyment and reflection throughout the year. Words are celebrated, discussion and reflection are cultivated, and the classroom is a place where all the qualities of good readers are shared.

The reading program contains three vital goals upon which instruction is developed: 1) Students will learn to read. 2) Students will read to learn. 3) Students will read for enjoyment.

Learning to read occurs in the early years with an understanding that children learn at varying stages, rates, and styles. Therefore we approach instruction with a range of strategies. Teachers provide a solid foundation in decoding skills, the development of a sight vocabulary, and the use of context cues. Students gain skill in basic comprehension strategies through the primary years. In the middle years, students develop their ability to comprehend various types of fiction and non-fiction and learn to apply questioning strategies. The Junior Great Books program, employed at all levels, teaches methods of interpretation and shared inquiry discussion skills. Students learn to adjust their reading rate according to the purpose of their reading and the material being read. They become familiar with test-taking strategies and formats. By the end of junior high they are equipped to read and comprehend all forms of reading material.

Reading to learn is a skill and an attitude that is developed and advanced through weekly opportunities to read a variety of nonfiction materials including magazines, maps, and reference books. Students explore topics integrated with social studies and science classes and also other areas of interest. From a young age, students are guided to see that writing accompanies reading; they write reflections in a reading journal as they discover their own growing interests and awareness of the world. Students learn how to read a magazine article, how to derive meaning from poetry, how to study a textbook, and how to comprehend complex primary and secondary sources. In the upper grades, students learn to think critically. Using a broad range of media they learn how to approach information with judgment and discernment. Older students apply reading skills to authentic endeavors such as a literature review for science fair investigations, current social issues in the Future Problem Solving Program and long-term research of an historical topic for National History Day. 

Reading for enjoyment is a view of reading that permeates literature instruction. This view uplifts reading from mere subjective “liking a book” to seeing reading enjoyment as a means to broaden the soul. In order to cultivate reading tastes, students read broadly each year: historical and realistic fiction, folk tales, fantasy, biographies, great authors, and selected books containing enduring themes. Each literature unit has a particular focus that not only teaches forms of analysis but also nurtures growth experiences for the reader. From this rich involvement comes intellectual stimulation and challenge, an appreciation for the craft of master writers, a working knowledge of all literary elements, inspiration from the lives and experiences of characters, vicarious experiences of places and time, and increased empathy and understanding for all aspects of the human experience. 

Teachers accommodate varying reading abilities through three strands of learning: content, process and product. The content is adjusted with the quantity and sophistication of the reading material. The process of higher order thinking applied to literature helps a teacher to engage students at the deepest level of analysis/interpretation to which they are able. Products requiring written analysis and multi-step creative oral/artistic planning provide opportunities for varying degrees of expression.  The entire school presents an annual “poetry show” of choral speaking each year.

MATHEMATICS


In order to address a wide range of abilities, and to make mathematics challenging and exciting to all children, our mathematics program follows three guidelines. First we believe that children should develop core competencies at the earliest possible age, referring specifically to computation skills - whole number operations, fraction and decimal operations, and basic geometry vocabulary and concepts. These skills become tools in the student’s math “toolbox,” and as students gain fluency with their “tools,” they learn to enjoy math and are prepared to do higher-level mathematics. 


Second, because students gain a strong working knowledge of computational skills, we are able to give them extended experience solving word problems that require critical thinking, logic, and a variety of problem solving strategies.  All students in grades 2-8 take classes that prepare them to participate in an assortment of math contests requiring higher order thinking and problem solving skills. 


Third, we allow considerable flexibility in accommodating each child’s math aptitude. It is not unusual for children to be working on math content that is one, two, or even three years ahead of current grade level. We offer our junior high school students formal classes in high school honors algebra and geometry. Furthermore, we support the interest of the highly motivated and able math students who wish to compete at the state or national levels in math contests such as the American Mathematics Contest 8, Continental Math League, and Math Olympiads.  We also enable these students to take online math courses through Northwestern University for both enrichment and acceleration. 

LANGUAGE ARTS


The emphasis in the language arts program is the written expression.  From the first grade through the junior high years, students learn the process of writing in various stages.  From pre-writing to the editing of the final draft, students are given opportunities each week to write in many genres like creative stories or expository essays.  We strongly adhere to the premise that to improve as a writer the key is to practice writing.  Instruction in spelling, vocabulary, and grammar are taught systematically each week to enrich the writing process.  Through years of shaping, students emerge as competent writers who can wield the power of the pen.


We believe that instruction in spelling, vocabulary development, word usage, and grammar focuses on the writing process. The writing process gives purpose to these elements.  For example, it is important for children to understand good grammar because good grammar enables writers to clarify their ideas to their audience. Similarly, good writers need a well-developed vocabulary that enables them to select the appropriate word that matches the thought and feeling they hope to convey. 


Concerning spelling and vocabulary instruction, we afford interested students the option of studying advanced word lists or taking online courses in vocabulary development through Northwestern University. These include learning vocabulary through Latin and Greek roots, and they also include formal high school Latin classes available for seventh and eighth grade students. Since the 2008-2009 school year, we have also offered vocabulary enrichment classes to qualified fifth and sixth grade students and Latin classes as an elective to seventh and eighth grade students. 
A Further Word on the Birchwood Writing Program
Philosophical foundation:

1. Learn by doing. Children learn to write by writing. They learn to write creative stories by writing creative stories. They learn to write descriptive compositions by writing descriptive compositions. They learn to write expository and persuasive compositions by writing expository and persuasive compositions. This simple approach is supported by time and research. It is not new, but it is proven. From Benjamin Franklin to Stephen King, writers consistently attribute their success to their practice of writing frequently and persistently. In the Birchwood Writing Program, students are trained to write complete compositions weekly, often completing 20-30 such works per year. The success is measurable. Every year our teachers and parents are amazed at the improvement in a child’s performance from the first composition of the year to the last composition.

2. Modeling good literature is another time-tested approach to teaching writing. Teachers provide students good models from good literature to teach sentence structure, word choice, story structure, creativity, style, and voice. While learning the models, children practice imitating the models and gradually improve their own writing. 

3. The Joy of Writing. When students write complete compositions weekly, they invariably touch the joy of writing. They discover the excitement of putting their own ideas on paper and then having others read and enjoy their work. Students find that their writing is an extension of themselves. It becomes an outlet for self-expression and gratification.

4. Universal writing competency. When any student writes complete compositions weekly, he or she becomes a competent writer. While not all children will become great writers, all children can become competent writers. This fact is important. It has become evident that even in our high schools and universities, many students are not able to write clearly. Granted, some gifted students will learn to write with or without a good writing education. But research in the last 15-20 years has made it clear that even many of our high school and college students simply do not possess adequate writing skills to make them good written communicators. It is our contention that at the root of this problem, is the fact that during their elementary and middle school education, students did not receive sufficient practice whereby the writing process became second nature.
5. Writing and reading. A child’s writing will also improve the more the child reads. Either consciously or subconsciously the elements of good writing find their way into children’s compositions. Plots, characters, settings, writing forms, and styles become imprinted in a child’s mind through reading. 

SCIENCE


The thrust of the Birchwood science program is threefold. First, we seek to cultivate a love of science by providing children with a broad range of hands-on learning experiences. In this way, children learn the thinking habits of the scientist. When appropriate, we take an inquiry approach to science instruction that helps children learn the process of inductive thinking. Students learn to observe and interpret scientific phenomena. They learn from field observations, teacher demonstrations, and classroom experiments.  Students work with laboratory specimens and use scientific equipment.


Second, students learn higher order thinking skills in science, including the scientific method. Students observe and collect data. They compare and evaluate findings while organizing information, making inferences, and relating findings to previous experiments and observations. Then they draw conclusions and make evaluations. A school wide science fair for fifth and sixth grade students is designed to walk students through each step of the scientific method in detail. 


Third, students also learn how to study, retain, and apply scientific knowledge. They need a scientific knowledge base of concepts, terms, and processes. To this end students must learn how to learn. Knowing how to study, memorize, and apply bodies of scientific knowledge are important skills for life-long success in the study of science. 

SOCIAL STUDIES


Our social studies curriculum has four objectives. First, we help our students develop a strong knowledge base in history, geography, and cultural studies. This knowledge base helps create a love for the subject and interest in continuing studies. We believe it is necessary for children to memorize and comprehend important facts in order that they can use this foundational information to think analytically and critically about history and culture.  In view of this objective, students are taught a wide array of study skills they can utilize to master the content.  


Second, we guide our students to learn how to think like a real historian. They learn how to first determine the basic facts of an historical happening by asking questions about where and when the event occurred as well as the details of what happened.  Then they must consider why the event happened and what factors contributed to it, therefore analyzing its cause and effect.  We teach them to think about the context in which the historical event unfolded.  Students then learn to analyze the impact and significance of the historical event, both in the short term and the long term.  


Third, we provide our students with extensive experience in research. They learn how to collect data from general and specialized libraries and use the various reference tools available.  The students become adept at using some of the excellent reference sites on the Internet.  In addition, they learn how to seek out primary sources from various archives.  Students are taught how to take notes, how to organize their notes, and how to set up an outline from their notes. They learn how to think about the data they have collected – organizing, analyzing, synthesizing, and evaluating.


Finally, students learn how to display their research in a variety of forms – papers, speeches, re-enactments, audio-visual productions. All seventh and eighth grade students participate in the National History Day competition that gives in-depth experience in our social studies objectives.

At all grade levels, we try to make history come alive through debates, simulations, field trips, or visiting speakers. Furthermore, our classes also reach out to the world through service projects such as sending school supplies to Uganda or writing letters to soldiers overseas.

COMPUTER INSTRUCTION


The computer has become an essential tool for productivity, research, and learning. It can also be used to teach computer programming. We provide our students with training in all four aspects.  


Beginning in the primary grades, students learn keyboarding skills including typing skills and the general use of word processing software. In the elementary and middle grades, students use spreadsheets, databases, graphics, and design software.


In addition, with the advent of online coursework and web-based learning centers, the options for learning through the Internet have become endless. Teaching children how to navigate the web and guiding them through the educational options that are available, are central strategies to provide educational experiences that were unheard of even five years ago. With help of the Internet, we teach children how to get remedial help or how to locate accelerated content. It has greatly enhanced our ability to meet individual academic needs.


Also through the Internet, we recognize that options for research are considerable. While understanding that not all activity on the Internet is constructive, we point children to some of the exceptional sources now made available to every classroom through government and university sites. We make our students educated users so that they can take advantage of the primary and secondary resources now available. Especially in science, social studies, and mathematics, the use of Internet sources has become an integral part of learning.


Finally, we teach children basic programming skills. In the primary and elementary grades, they learn how to program in Logo, a programming language developed at MIT, useful to children of all ages. In the middle school grades, we provide high school coursework via online courses. 
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