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For 25 years I've led a double life. I'm a full-  Some schools are very god
i

ime classroom teacher in a public school. T&me are not. Those that are g

make ends meet for my family, I've worked during theave an ethic, a culture, whig
summers, and sometimes weekends, as a carpenter. Irstgoports and demands qual
pentry there is no higher compliment builders give each otix@rk. Those schools that are 11
than this: That person iceaftsman This one word says it effective need a lot more than ng
all. It connotes someone who has integrity, knowledge, dadists and new mandates. Th
cation, and pride in worksomeone who thinks carefullyneed to build a new culture.
and does things well.

n my work with schools acro
| want a classroom full of craftsmestudents whose 1 the country, | encounter plac

work is strong, accurate, and beautifitidents who are where students are remarkably

proud of what they do and respect themselves and othegeod at something. These schools dominate state competi-

tions in orchestra, chess, wrestling, visual arts, debate, and

| want a classroom full of craftsmen. €ssay contests, and have done so for years.

What's going on here? | don't think this is genetics or
In my classroom | have students who come from hormask. Private schools and universities can recruit talent, but
full of books and students whose families own almost tiese are public schools. Every year they take whatever
books at all. | have students for whom reading, writing, akids they happen to get and make them stars. This phenom-
math come easily, and students whose brains can't folloen@n isn't limited to special areas. My colleagues at the
line of text without reversing words and letters. | have stGentral Park East High School in Harlem and the Fenway
dents whose lives are generally easy, and students with phyigih School in Boston work with urban students, almost all
cal disabilities and health or family problems that make lifeéwhom are low-income and non-white, for whom the pre-
struggle. | want therall to be craftsmen. Some may take dicted graduation statistics are dismal. These schools gradu-
little longer; some may need to use extra strategies andate-95% of their seniors and send about 90% to college.
sourcesln the end, they need to be proud of their wo

and their work needs to be worthy of pride. Summer Institute in Character Education
'm concerned when | pick up a newspaper these daysff STRENGTHENING RELATIONSHIPS,
find an article about the "crisis" in education and how INCREASING ACHIEVEMENT

ran

new quick fix will remedy things. | think as a nation we'v
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gotten off track regarding education. Our concern seemg

be centered on testing and on ranking students, schools New, flexible format!

districts. | believe our concern should be centered on wWf Register for 1, 2, 3, or 4 days!

\t/)ve (ggnkq(;) in our schools and communities to bring out See www.cortland.edu/character
estin kids.
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These schools don't have any special magic. The keget-image, a new notion of possibility. There is an appetite
excellence is thist is born from a cultureWhen children for excellence. After students have had a taste of excellence,
enter a family culture, a community culture, or a school ctitey're never quite satisfied with less.

ture that demands and supports excellence, they work to fitFive ractices (see box below) are essential for creatin
into that culture. It doesn't matter what their background is P 9

Once those children enter a culture with a powerful ethicand sustaining a cllassroom culture of excellence: (1) a§5|gn
work that matters; (2) study examples of excellence; (3)

an ethic of excelleneethat ethic becomes their norm. It %uild a culture of critique; (4) require multiple revisions; and

whatthey know. (5) provide opportunities for public presentation.

When students enter a culture that de-Classroom Projects That Inspire Excellence

o When | speak, | begin with slides of children's work—
mands excellence, they work to fitin. work by my own students and students in other classrooms

in our school. People sit up. They point to things on the

Unfortunately, most students, | believe, are caught$ff€en. There's electricity in the room.

school treadmiills that focus gmantityof work rather than ¢ A science project.show slides of my®6grade students
quality of work. Students crank out endless final produgtfanaging a scientific project, done in collaboration with a
every day and night. Teachers correct volumes of such lgy¢al college laboratory, to test the town's homes for radon
quality work; it's returned to the students and often tossgg. The slides show students preparing surveys, kits, and
into the wastebasket. Little in it is memorable or significaiiformational packets for the families in town and learning
and little in it engenders personal or community pride. | fegk Microsoft Excel spreadsheet program to do data analy-
that schools need to get off this treadmill and shift their focsis of results. They show pages from their final radon report
from quantity to quality. for the town. The report turned out to be the first compre-

ork of excellence is transformational. Once a studdi@Sive radon picture of any town in the state. After being
sees that he or she is capable of quality, of exciRtured in the media, our report was requested by towns all

lence, that student is never quite the same. There is a A¥@} the state, by the state radon commission, and even by

CREATING A CULTURE OF ExceLLENCE: Fi1ve PepacocicAL PRACTICES

1. Assign work that matters. Students need as-
signments that challenge and inspire them. At the Raphael
Hernandez School in Boston, for example, middle
schoolers took on a study of vacant lots in their Roxbury
neighborhood. Students researched the history of the
sites and interviewed neighborhood members regarding
what uses they would prefer for the lots. Their propos-
als were formally presented to the mayor of Boston and
his staff, and one of the sites was later converted into
community gardens.

2. Study examples of excellence. Before they
begin work on a project, the teacher and students exam-
ine models of excellence—high-quality work done by pre-
vious students as well as work done by professionals.
What makes a particular science project, piece of writ-
ing, or architectural blueprint so good? What was the
process of achieving such high quality? What mistakes
and revisions were probably part of the process?

3. Build a culture of critique. Formal critique
sessions build a culture of critique that is essential for
improving students’ work. The rules for group critique:
“Be kind; be specific; be helpful.” Students presenting a

piece of work first explain their ideas or goals and state
what they are seeking help with. Classmates begin with
positive comments and phrase suggestions as questions:
“Have you considered . . . ?” The teacher uses the cri-
tique session as the optimal opportunity for teaching nec-
essary concepts and skills. Through this process, stu-
dents have regular experiences of being able to improve
the quality of a piece of work as a result of feedback
from others.

4. Require multiple revisions. In most schools, stu-
dents turn in first drafts—work that doesn't represent
their best effort and that is typically discarded after it
has been graded and returned. Inlife, when the quality
of one’s work really matters, one almost never submits a
first draft. An ethic of excellence requires revision.

5. Provide opportunities for public presentation.
Every final draft students complete is done for an out-
side audience—whether a class of kindergartners, the
principal, or the wider community. The teacher’s role is
not as the sole judge of their work but rather similar to
that of a sports coach or play director—helping them get
their work ready for the public eye.




the federal radon commission. The slides show a classrdouiture Matters

transformed into something like a non-profit company  The achievement of students is governed to a large de-
printing and mailing off copies of the report, respondingdpee by their family culture, neighborhood culture, and school
requests and questions with individual cover letters. This wakure. Students may have different potentials, but in gen-
work that mattered. eral their attitudes and achievements are shaped by the cul-

) ) _ ) ture around them. Students adjust their attitudes and efforts
+ Biographies of seniordn another project, my 6th-grad+, order to fit into the culture. If the peer culture ridicules

ers interviewed senior citizens and wrote their biographigssdemic effort and achievemetitisn't cool to care openly
No one needed to tell them the reason for doing a qualifbyt schoekthis is a powerful force. If the peer culture
job. These books were to be gifts to the seniors, gifts afeprates investment in schabis is just as powerful.

might become precious heirlooms. Because their wagknools need to consciously shape their cultures to be places
would have this public audience, students were motivaiggere it's safe to care, cool to care.

to seek critique from everyone. They read the drafts of their . .
biographies to the whole class for suggestions. They labo en children first come to school, they do care. An

draft after draft, on their cover designs. They wanted th enthusiastic attitude toward learning seems universal
books to be perfect. This, too, was work that matteredin kindergartens. By secondary school, however, things are
very different. | am struck in particular by conversations with

middle school and high school students from poor urban or
Once students see that they are rural neighborhoods who attend large schools. When | ask
capable of excellence, they are never about the social norm for showing interest in learning, I am

quite satisfied with less often met by friendly laughter. Students say you would be
' out of your mind to raise your hand in class or otherwise

show interest in school. This attitude appears to be a pri-
Archiving Excellence mary obstacle to achievement in these schools.

One of my jobs as a teacher is to be an archiveryaf s giory: The Power of Positive Peer Pressure
excellence. Wherever | am, in my schoql or in other schools, | was raised with the message that peer pressure was
| amko_n the lookout f?(r mﬁdels ofb ealefuI worrll<, powerflsll mething negative. Peer pressure meant kids trying to talk
work, Important work. These examples sett_ € standag; Ginto smoking cigarettes or taking drugs. | realized after
for what my students and | aspire to achieve in school. ten years of teaching thadsitivepeer pressure was often

In my library | have photographs of historical archite€)€ Primary reason my classroom was a safe, supportive
tural scale models built by4yraders in Decatur, Georgia€nvironment for. student Iearmryg. Peer pressure wasn't.some-
that would set a high standard even for high school studdftt9 to be afraid of, to be avoided, but rather something to
| have a field guide to a pond in Dubuque, lowa, written @@ cultivated in a positive direction.
illustrated by elementary school students, that is bookst
quality. | have statistical math studies designedtyrad-  SCchools need to create a culture

ers in Maine. | have photocopies of students' stories, where it's "cool to care."
says, reviews, novels, and poetry. | have videotapes of [ )

folio presentations by students from all over the country. A fa\y years back | got a boy who was new to my school

And I have 25 years of models from my own classroom and, sixih-grader. He entered the class with a bad attitude
school—copies, photographs, slides, and videotageat 5§ \wasn't about to change it to please an adult.
| draw from almost daily.

This boy, whom I'll call Jason, was clear about who he

When my class begins a new project we begin witlvas. The evening of the first day of school | read through his

taste of excellence. | pull out these models of waskickground sheet, an introduction form he had filled out to
by former students, videotapes of former students pres&fitme know a bit about his life and interests. | met with him
ing their work, exemplary work from other schools, antle next day to learn more about him. | learned that Jason's
examples of work from the professional world. We discussher was a logger who spent his life alone in the woods
what makes the work powerful; what makes a piece of atatting firewood. Jason worked with him whenever he had
ative writing compelling; what makes a scientific or histotike opportunity-clearing brush, cutting and stacking wood,
cal research project significant and stirring. and working with heavy equipment. Jason was proud of his
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skill in the woods, and he loved his life there. only frustration and complaints from peers. Jason may have

Jason hated school, he said. He hated teachers. HJiHQJine in other schaols by turni_n_g in Iousy_vv ork, buthere,
always done terribly in school, but it didn't matter; he didﬂ’t‘”ng.(?ur regular classroom crlthuc_e sessions, he was met
need schoolhis father hadn't needed school, and he di '{h criical cyes and helpful suggestions from peers. When
either. Soon he could leave school and cut wood full-tima>°" _turned n s_loppy, meager wo_rk, ot_her students ‘f?ld-
and make a living. He hated the fact that he didn't live w\{ﬁed him to put a little more care into it. At first, he met their

his father. He hated the fact that his mother had moved ltlggestions with defensive anger.
this junky town. He hated women and girls in general. '[he turning point for Jason came when he pinned up some-
t
h

\Ison made no friends the first two days of school. In t hing for class critique that was well done and was show-

lassroom and on the playground he was suspicious F%j with compliments from the class. They knew what a

unfriendly. On the third day, | took the class and their p Ir_eakthrough this was for him. He actually blushed. In the

ents on an Outward Bound-type adventure trip to buil aﬂ]iwgy’ th;f':?r:'mn? Jafs orn f]tetﬂp?dtogt ﬁ{ h;s role d"."S a
sense of community and challenge. We climbed a mountar y 3 dors'r? N rlmg rrl:':r? (r)na t(')n € i duhe ! Vr\;lai Isth
and went cave-exploring together. The students and [%s_se uring our morning meeting, a €was metwl

ents were scared and excited and knew they had to V\Hﬂ?mlhar praise.

together as ateam. Underground, in the dark, Jason couldn'During the course of the fall, Jason's work began to im-
worry about whose hand he was grabbing for help. Bve, along with his attitude. At one point he looked at his
helped others, even girls, and they helped him. He got ceyark and smiled. "I'm proud of this," he said. "l think it's the

pliments from others for his support in the tight squeezgst good thing I've ever really done in school. | think the
and smiled for the first time. class will like this."

But he wasn't a new person. The trip had been a ber™
ning, had builtimportant bridges, but backinthe classroc  Jason had bought in to school.
it wasn't long before his scowl returned. He'd be darne:
he was going to put any effort into his schoolwork.

Jason's academic skills didn't become stellar overnight,

Adult Approval Was Not Enough and his personality remained difficult at times. But he was a

If my teaching personality were all | had going for mgitferent kid. He made eye contact with me and with others.
with Jason, | wouldn't have gotten too far. Adult approvigle was proud of his work. He was willing to put tiint®

was not the big motivator in his life. Fortunately, | had theading and writing. He had bought in to school.

power of the school culture on my side. Students in my school .

have learned to care since pre-school. They have sh&8d=thic of Excellence

their work with pride with different audiences since they HOW do I'really know what I have done for students?

were four years old. They have been surrounded by molft§¥/ do | know what my school has done? | think of my life

of strong work and children who enjoy school, care abdfyfly Small town. The policeman is a former student. | trust
their work, and are outspoken about it. They have learfidg t0 protect my life. The nurse at my medical clinic is my

to feel that a safe and inclusive emotional environment is {AENer student. | trust her with my health. The lifeguard at the
norm. This is not to say that work or behavior is alwaf@Vn lake is my former student. She watches my grandsons
good, but rather that it is expected. as they swim. There may not be numbers to measure these

things, but there is a reason | feel so thankful trusting my life
to these people. They take pride in doing their bédxsty T

Our students have learned that  |4ye an ethic of excellend.
in order to fit in, working hard and  adapted from Ron Berger'sAn Ethic of Excel-

respecting others are expected. lence: Building a Culture of Craftsmanship with
Students (Heinemann, 2003) Ron Berger was a

There was no role for a mean-spirited class clownRHblic school teacher for 28 years and is now a
our classroom. Jason may have garnered social powers#ool consultant/designer for Expeditionary
attention in other schools by cracking jokes at the expehs@rning Outward Bound. He can be reached at
of others or at the expense of class lessons, but here heggager@massed.net.
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STEPS FOR
DeveLorING A TOUCHSTONE

(cont. from p. 6N 8th-grader at Place Middle School te
a new student who tgalking trash" in the hallway, "Hey,
that's not the Place Way." Without somethingTike Place

Way(see box, p. 6), students might not feel justified in nudgjn i Dlier e e cEesronms wi
their peers, partly because they may not feel clear enaugh .o jymns labeled "Things to Preserve and Cel-
about their own values. Atouchstone can be enormoysly eprate” and "Things to Improve." Have stu-

empowering for students. dents and teachers write their suggestions.

. ) . Collect the sheets and look for patterns.
The touchstone can be incorporated into a school by fis-

playing it in all classrooms, printing it on student |p 2- Have each member on the character educa-
tion committee write down up to four core

cards, sending a printed refrigerator magnet home to par-
gap g g school values (e.g., respect, best effort)

ents, and conducting a school-community signing ceremeny. e TR EMUIE Wl 1
At Lowry Elementary, students read the touchstone overfthe {1 touchstone (e.g., "We give our best in
PAeach morning as part of morniagnouncements. Many, all that we do.") and then break the com-

schools printitin their newsletters. mittee into four groups. Have each group
agree on four values and four sentences. Then

We recommend a step-by-step process (see boy) to pair up the groups and have each pair agree
help each school develop its touchstone. Since ownerstipis on four values and four sentences. Repeat
crucial, it's important to include teachers, parents, and ptu- the process until one set of four values and
dents in this process. four sentences remains. Finally, select a
member of the group to write a draft of the
Some schools create a motto, which serves as a short- touchstone based on the final list.

fsla?]d f(l)lr(the t(t)# ih:t?(n(ihl:%r.l?lﬂang?’ StLljldentS at ?Ial eg_s Circulate the draft of the touchstone to
chooliknowthat take the high road: really means OJ:Ve parents, students, and community members

the whole set of touchstone values. Keep thisin mind when ¢, their feedback.
crafting a school touchstores there a line or phrase th

might serve as a motto? 4. Print the finali.zed touchstone on school news-
letters, refrigerator magnets, school T-
Creating Rubrics for the Touchstone shirts, school ID cards, and posters through-

out the school. Consider having students paint

We also recommend that a school create rubrics basdd on
the touchstone on the school walls.

each touchstone value. For exampl& ePlace Waywhat
does it mean for students and adults to show "cultural’ap=
preciation for each other in all we do"? What are obseexample, a teacher might use the touchstone to help a stu-
able behaviors that reflect a high degree of cultural apptent identify what "taking the high road" looks like in a par-
ciation? A low degree? We worked with one school wheiular situation, such as the playground, and then help him
"awareness" was a touchstone value. However, whenrefiect on his actions. Or a parent could help her son identify
began developing rubrics, it became clear that there wasvhat “taking responsibility for our own learning and behav-
consensus among teachers about what they meant byaHisnight look like on an upcoming field trip. (For a high
concept. One teacher thought it related to emotional setfhool example of a touchstone, Sesart & Good High
awareness, and another thought it meant being aware of tr&fficoolsat www.cortland.edu/character/highschool, chap-
before you crossed the street. Building rubrics and identifgr 3, pp. 36-37.)

ing strategies for growth can help clarify, for students

adults, what the targets are and how to reach them. ani_

he touchstone becomes the "north star" of the school
and helps guide the daily decision-making of students

and staff. It can inform decisions about many aspects of school
The touchstone becomes life, including parental involvemeand the hiring of staff]

the school's "north star.” Adapted fromThe Intentional School Culture:

Building Excellence in Academics & Character
The touchstone serves as the reference point for he'IEiS)gCharles Elbot and Dave Fuller, Denver Public

skillfully, and (3) reflect and learn from that situation. Fgg 5,1, Evans@dpsk12.org.
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The Power of a Touchston

Charles Elbot and Dave Fulton

central tool for shaping  vigorously, with optimism
‘ \ anintentional schoolcul-  and a sincere belief in th
ture is the schoolwide value of our contributions
touchstone. The touchstone is We strive to decide our ow
crafted by the school community fate. We act with self-reli
and contains universal principlesto  ance, trusting in our own
guide daily reflection, decision-making, and behavior. Itmay abilities. We accept responsibility for our con-
serve as a reminder to "maintain a sense of humor," as itduct and for maintaining and improving the skills
does at Cory Elementary, or to inspire students and staff tothat enable us to produce added value
"take the high road," as it does at Slavens School, or
"engage in courageous conversations,” as it does at Wgs\-
erly Creek.

touchstone is not a set of commandments, nor a mis-
sion or a vision statement. Atouchstone expresses the
"how" of an organization, including how to treat each other
] and with what attitude to approach learning and work. It is
A school's culture has far more influence meantto inspire individuals to be their best and to guide their
on life and learning in the schoolhouse  thoughts and actions on a daily basis. At Denver School of

than the state department of education, theScience and Technology, the staff rate themselves twice a

superintendent, the school board, or even Yearon how well they are upholding the values of the school.
the principal ’ ’ Parents can be asked to do the same thing. The touchstone

applies tall members of the school-community.
—Roland Barth, Harvard University

If the touchstone is properly introduced and developed,

. Sstudents will start holding themselves and their peers ac-

Students thrive when they are immersed in an envirag: L .
ntable for living its values. You might héamt. on p.5
ment defined by shared values. Many students attend schools g d P-9)

where values and expectations differ from classroomto cl
room and hallway to hallway. This can be profoundly ¢ THE PLace Way
fusing to students and demoralizing to staff, who feel undg
mined by their colleagues. Without a consensus on val
students learn to respond to the values and expectatio:l

At Place Middle School, we pursue
excellence in scholarship and character.

individual teachers, but do not develop an affinitsfaared We celebrate and honor each other by

school values, since there appear to be none. being respectful, honest, kind and fair.

Successful Businesses Use Touchstones We show our cultural appreciation
Businesses have been using touchstones for years for each other in all we do.

example, Toyota has developed a highly effective culm
partly by following theloyota Waywhich expresses ho
employees are to approach their work:

We give our best in and out of
the classroom and take responsibility

_ _ N for our actions.
We accept challenges with a creative spirit and

the courage to realize our own dreams without This is who we are, even when
losing drive or energy. We approach our work no one is watching.

SMART & GOOD HIGH SCHOOLS: INTEGRATING EXCELLENCE & ETHICS
FOR SUCCESS IN SCHOOL, WORK,& BEYOND

Download free from: www.cortland.edu/character/highschool
"Great study—can"t wait to put this in place in my high school.” —H.S. Principal




