
Disc3: School Culture 

Professional 
Development Toolkit
Tools and documents from today’s most  
successful small schools, including:

• The CES Common Principles 
• Discussion Guides 
• School Documents



Introduction
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Introduction

About the Project
For over twenty years, the 
Coalition of Essential Schools 
has been valued for its ten 
Common Principles, emphasiz-
ing equity, personalization, and 
students using their minds well. 
The Coalition is also known 
for honoring local wisdom, 
acknowledging that no two 
schools are alike, and that race, 
class, culture, gender, geogra-
phy, and experience all factor 
into creating unique communi-
ties and schools. The Coalition 
understands that context mat-
ters, and that is why Essential 
schools appear in the country’s 
largest and smallest districts, 
in urban, suburban, and rural 
settings, and serve the country’s 
advantaged students as well 
as those with few resources. 

The CES EssentialVisions 
DVD project brings the Com-
mon Principles to life with real 
stories and tools from today’s 
most successful small schools. 
Each DVD captures how the 
Common Principles have 
been implemented, illustrat-
ing how students engage in 
their own education and how 
teachers develop as profession-
als. Focused segments provide 
unique perspectives on the 
benefits and challenges of each 
principle, while discussion 
questions, lesson plans, and 
school documents offer tools 
that educators can use to drive 
improvement. Three DVDs have 
been released over the course 
of the falls 2005, 2006, and 
2007. The three-part series will 
demonstrate all ten principles 
in action. The third DVD, Disc 
3: School Culture, captures the 
principles “Goals Apply to All 
Students,” “A Tone of Decency 
and Trust,” “Democracy and 
Equity,” and “Resources Dedi-
cated to Teaching and Learning.”

The Annenberg Foundation 
generously funded the Coalition 
of Essential Schools National 
office (CESN) to create the 
CES EssentialVisions three-disc 
DVD series. CES contracted 
with the Harvard-Smithsonian 
Center for Astrophysics Sci-
ence Media Group to vid-
eotape and edit the series. 

We hope these DVDs will be 
used for interdisciplinary team 
meetings, department meetings, 
year-long staff development 
in schools, teacher education 
programs, professional develop-
ment workshops, and academic 
and professional conferenc-
es—anywhere that school 
policy and classroom practice 
is discussed and influenced.
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Introduction

About the DVD
The schools, teachers, students, 
and parents featured in the third 
of this three-part DVD series 
come from four very differ-
ent contexts. Amy Biehl High 
School in Albuquerque, New 
Mexico, is the first high school 
in the nation to require each 
student to complete two col-
lege courses before graduation. 
The Eagle Rock School in Estes 
Park, Colorado, has created 
eight themes, five expectations, 
and ten commitments as a social 
contract that makes a high-
functioning community truly 
possible, resulting in students 
who experience social, academic, 
and emotional success. The 
Academy of Citizenship and 
Empowerment is one of three 
autonomous small schools in 
SeaTac, Washington, that just 
two years ago was part of a large 
school conversion process so 
students may attend schools 
where negative predictable 
outcomes can be interrupted 
through democratic and equi-
table practices. Lastly, Peggy 
Kemp, Principal of Fenway 
High School in Boston, speaks 
of her work to keep funds allo-
cated to teaching and learning. 

CES EssentialVisions Disc 3: 
School Culture presents real-life 
video segments of the Common 
Principles: goals apply to all 
students, a tone of decency and 
trust, democracy and equity, and 
resources dedicated to teach-
ing and learning. In the “goals 
apply to all students” segment, 
we hear from teachers and the 
principal about what specific 
structures are necessary so all 
seniors can achieve in college 
courses. We witness numerous 
whole school meetings focused 
on rehabilitating students who 
break the rules of the commu-
nity conducted with “decency 
and trust,” and we view a new 
small school struggling to prac-
tice “democracy and equity” to 
interrupt and change predict-
able outcomes. By watching 
this DVD in its entirety or in 
individual segments over time, 
you are seizing the opportu-
nity to reflect on topics most 
pertinent to educators today.
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 Toolkit Elements

1. Using the DVD

2. History of the Coalition 
of Essential Schools and 
the Common Principles 

3. Description of 
Video Segments 

4. Discussion Questions

5. Structure of Schools 

6. Lesson Plans and 
School Documents 

7. Appendices,  
Glossary of Terms, and 
Additional Reading 

Introduction

About the Toolkit
The primary purpose of this 
toolkit is to introduce the DVD 
and suggest various discussion 
entry points to be used by teach-
ers, administrators, students, 
parents, teacher educators, and 
policymakers. Amy Biehl, Eagle 
Rock, ACE, and Fenway are our 
entry points into viewing the 
principles “goals apply to all stu-
dents,” “a tone of decency and 
trust,” “democracy and equity,” 
and “resources dedicated to 
teaching and learning” in action. 

The DVD provides a series of 
video segments from which the 
viewer can choose; the accom-
panying toolkit assists the user 
in making effective use of these 
possibilities. Viewers can select 
classroom segments, school 
tours, discussion questions, les-
son plans, and school documents 
based on their areas of interest. 
The combinations of paths to 
explore are unlimited, allow-
ing the DVD and toolkit to be 
utilized repeatedly in individual 
and group collaboration efforts. 
We hope that the DVD and tool-
kit will be used in many varied 
contexts, including: faculties 

who are trying to decide if they 
should become a CES school; 
CES and non-CES teachers alike 
who want to improve their class-
room practice; design teams for 
small school start-ups; teacher 
education programs training stu-
dent teachers, and families, stu-
dents, community members; and 
policymakers interested in learn-
ing more about the CES educa-
tional philosophy and practices.

Recognizing that time for 
teachers and principals is a 
limited—even scarce—resource, 
the toolkit includes a brief 
description of each of the 
videos with running time and 
related discussion questions. 
This information is intended 
to help you organize your time 
and the time of your colleagues 
to explore areas of interest and 
move forward the work of 
your classrooms and school.
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About CES ChangeLab
After using the DVD, viewers 
may find that they are interested 
in further exploring the work 
of innovative and successful 
CES Mentor Schools. In addi-
tion to the DVD, the Coalition 
of Essential Schools also offers 
CESChangeLab, which provides 
a behind-the-scenes look into 
the most successful CES schools 
across the country. This online 
library makes it easy to access 
proven resources of effective 
teaching and curriculum 24 
hours a day, seven days a week. 
Through online school tours, 
discussion boards, and “Ask a 
Mentor” panels, ChangeLab 
expands the reach of these 
schools to the larger CES and 
educational communities. Help 
improve your school’s teach-
ing and governance by logging 
on to www.ceschangelab.org.

 About CES Affiliation

To affiliate with the  
Coalition of Essential  
Schools as a center, organi-
zation, district, school, or 
individual, log onto  
www.essentialschools.org  
or call 510 433 1451.

Introduction
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Consider Your Audience
As you develop a formal  
workshop or presentation or 
casually gather a group of col-
leagues to view Disc 3: School 
Culture, understand your 
audience. Are you working 
with a group of student teach-
ers? First-year teachers? Vet-
eran teachers who team teach 
or who are in the same grade, 
group or department? How 
familiar is this group with the 
principles of the Coalition of 
Essential Schools? Once you 
have identified your audience, 
consider a few useful tips to 
introduce the DVD to the group.

Using the DVD

 Introducing the DVD

1. Print and copy the Brief 
History of CES and the 
Common Principles in 
the toolkit and have the 
participants read the 
information prior to the 
workshops or at the very 
start of the workshop.

2. Be sure you are familiar 
with the Coalition so 
you may try to answer 
any background ques-
tions that arise.

3. View selected seg-
ments prior to meet-
ing with the group.

4. Select and prepare discus-
sion questions that will help 
the group engage meaning-
fully with the material and 
focus the conversation.

Consider Your Goals
Be sure to have goals clearly 
identified before showing the 
DVD to a group. Are you show-
ing the DVD to understand 
how to implement a Common 
Principle in the classroom?  
To consider the challenges and 
benefits of such an approach? 
As an overview of what suc-
cessful small schools look like 
in action? To introduce current 
issues in education? To support 
teachers who are developing a 
more progressive philosophy of 
education? With a well-defined 
goal, clear support of the work 
you are trying to accomplish will 
surface in the video segments. 

Planning Your Time
Each classroom video segment  
is roughly 22–30 minutes long 
and school tours are between 
seven and fourteen minutes long. 
Be aware of how much time you 
have to conduct a workshop  
and choose segments that 
address your goals and that  
can be viewed and discussed in 
depth in the allotted amount of 
time. Remember, “less is more,” 
so give the group plenty of time 
to watch, talk, and dig deeply 
into the chosen issue of the day.

 Planning Tips

1. Share identified goals of the viewing with the group.

2. Review background on CES as needed, and the specific segment(s)  
that will be shown and discussed in the workshop. Take any questions.

3. Particularly with classroom segments, it is useful to have a sug-
gested focus for observation. To which aspects of the classroom 
experience should viewers pay especially close attention? What 
questions should viewers have in mind as they watch?

4. Begin segment of choice.

5. Discuss.

6. Reflect on implications for practice. What might be some next steps 
to take in your classroom or school?

7. Plan date, time, and agreed-upon goals for the next time the group 
will get together to watch a new video segment or report back on 
steps taken in the classroom or school.

8. At the next meeting report back on steps taken in the classroom  
or school.



8Disc3: School Culture

Brief History of the Coalition of Essential Schools

In 1984, Theodore R. Sizer and 
several colleagues published 
their findings from “A Study 
of High Schools,” a five-year 
investigation of teaching, learn-
ing, school history, and school 
design. This study found that, 
despite their differences in loca-
tion and demography, American 
high schools, by and large, were 
remarkably similar and sim-
ply inadequate. By offering an 
incredible array of courses from 
“consumer math” to calculus 
and from drivers’ education to 
volleyball, schools often failed to 
focus on their central purpose—
helping students learn to use 
their minds well. Teachers, fac-
ing 150 or more students a day, 
regularly assigned work on the 
basis of what could be graded 
quickly rather than on the basis 
of what would push students to 
think deeply. Students, traveling 
from room to room and from 
teacher to teacher for unrelated 
fifty-minute classes, rarely had 
time to sink their teeth into any 
topic or authentic work and 
passed their days with little sense 
of the connections between the 

various subjects they studied 
and the “real” world. The typi-
cal American high school, while 
perhaps a friendly enough place, 
promoted apathy and intellectual 
lethargy; the lesson it succeeded 
in teaching best was that becom-
ing educated is deadly dull. 

Sizer’s Horace’s Compromise: 
The Dilemma of the American 
High School (1984) describes 
how the typical structures of 
schools help make these inad-
equacies all but inevitable. 
This reality pushed Sizer to 
consider how schools might be 
more wisely designed. Given 
the dismal historical record 
of major “top-down” reform 
initiatives over the past 50 years, 
Sizer chose to approach reform 
not with a new and improved 
imposed “model,” but rather 
with a general set of ideas, today 
known as the Common Princi-
ples, which a school could fash-
ion in ways that made sense to 
their community. Subsequently, 
in 1984, a group of twelve 
schools in seven states agreed 
to redesign themselves on the 

basis of Sizer’s ideas and to form 
a coalition of schools based on 
these principles. A team led by 
Sizer, then based at Brown Uni-
versity, formed to support the 
reform efforts of these “essen-
tial” schools. These principles 
soon caught on among scores 
of schools around the country – 
public, charter, and independent. 

As of 2005, the Coalition of 
Essential Schools included 21 
affiliate centers and a national 
office in Oakland, California, 
that supports the work of hun-
dreds of schools across the coun-
try in the areas of school design, 
classroom practice (teaching and 
learning), leadership, and com-
munity connections. For more 
information on the Coalition of 
Essential Schools, visit  
www.essentialschools.org.
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The Common Principles

 The Common Principles

Learning to Use 
One’s Mind Well

Less Is More, Depth 
Over Coverage 

Goals Apply to All Students 

Personalization 

Student-as-Worker, 
Teacher-as-Coach 

Demonstration of Mastery 

A Tone of Decency and Trust 

Commitment to the 
Entire School 

Resources Dedicated to 
Teaching and Learning 

Democracy and Equity 

Learning to Use 
One’s Mind Well
The school should focus on 
helping young people learn to 
use their minds well. Schools 
should not be “comprehen-
sive” if such a claim is made 
at the expense of the school’s 
central intellectual purpose. 

Less Is More, Depth 
Over Coverage
The school’s goals should be 
simple: that each student master 
a limited number of essential 
skills and areas of knowledge. 
While these skills and areas will, 
to varying degrees, reflect the 
traditional academic disciplines, 
the program’s design should 
be shaped by the intellectual 
and imaginative powers and 
competencies that the students 
need, rather than by “subjects” 
as conventionally defined. The 
aphorism “less is more” should 
dominate: Curricular decisions 
should be guided by the aim of 
thorough student mastery and 
achievement rather than by an 
effort to merely cover content.

Goals Apply to All Students
The school’s goals should apply 
to all students, while the means 
to these goals will vary as those 
students themselves vary. School 
practice should be tailor-made 
to meet the needs of every 
group or class of students.

Personalization
Teaching and learning should  
be personalized to the maximum 
feasible extent. Efforts should  
be directed toward a goal that  
no teacher have direct responsi-
bility for more than 80 students 
in the high school and middle 
school and no more than 20 
in the elementary school. To 
capitalize on this personaliza-
tion, decisions about the details 
of the course of study, the use of 
students’ and teachers’ time, and 
the choice of teaching materials 
and specific pedagogies must 
be unreservedly placed in the 
hands of the principal and staff.
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The Common Principles

Student-as-Worker, 
Teacher-as-Coach
The governing practical meta-
phor of the school should be 
student-as-worker, rather than 
the more familiar metaphor 
of teacher-as-deliverer-of-
instructional-services. Accord-
ingly, a prominent pedagogy 
will be coaching, to provoke 
students to learn how to learn 
and thus to teach themselves.

Demonstration of Mastery
Teaching and learning should  
be documented and assessed 
with tools based on student per-
formance of real tasks. Students 
not yet at appropriate levels of 
competence should be provided 
intensive support and resources 
to assist them to quickly meet 
those standards. Multiple forms 
of evidence, ranging from ongo-
ing observation of the learner to 
completion of specific projects, 
should be used to better under-
stand the learner’s strengths and 
needs, and to plan for further 
assistance. Students should have 
opportunities to exhibit their 
expertise before family and com-
munity. The diploma should be 
awarded upon a successful final 
demonstration of mastery for 

graduation—an “Exhibition.” 
As the diploma is awarded when 
earned, the school’s program 
proceeds with no strict age 
grading and with no system of 
credits earned by “time spent” 
in class. The emphasis is on the 
students’ demonstration that 
they can do important things.

A Tone of Decency and Trust
The tone of the school should 
explicitly and self-consciously 
stress values of unanxious expec-
tation, of trust, and of decency. 
Incentives appropriate to the 
school’s particular students and 
teachers should be emphasized. 
Parents should be key col-
laborators and vital members 
of the school community.

Commitment to  
the Entire School
The principal and teachers 
should perceive themselves as 
generalists first (teachers and 
scholars in general education) 
and specialists second (experts 
in but one particular discipline). 
Staff should expect multiple 
obligations (teacher-counselor-
manager) and a sense of com-
mitment to the entire school.

Resources Dedicated to 
Teaching and Learning
Ultimate administrative and 
budget targets should include, 
in addition to total student loads 
per teacher of 80 or fewer pupils 
on the high school and middle 
school levels and 20 or fewer on 
the elementary level, substantial 
time for collective planning by 
teachers, competitive salaries 
for staff, and an ultimate per-
pupil cost not to exceed that 
at traditional schools by more 
than 10 percent. To accomplish 
this, administrative plans may 
have to show the phased reduc-
tion or elimination of some 
services now provided students 
in many traditional schools.

Democracy and Equity 
The school should demon-
strate non-discriminatory and 
inclusive policies, practices, and 
pedagogies. It should model 
democratic practices that involve 
all who are directly affected by 
the school. The school should 
honor diversity and build on 
the strength of its communities, 
deliberately and explicitly chal-
lenging all forms of inequity.



Tone of Decency and Trust
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Tone of Decency and Trust

 Thinking about the Principle

1. Who decides what decency and trust are, and how are they created/maintained  
in your school?
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Tone of Decency and Trust

 Prior to Viewing

 Reflecting on What You Saw

1. What evidence do you see that student voice/decision-making are genuine,  
not romanticized or perfunctory? 

2. Building and maintaining trust in a school community is quite challenging. 
Michael Soguero makes the provocative statement that students coming to Eagle 
Rock initially “… have no reason to trust us or be respectful of us.” In what ways 
are the adults in the community actively cultivating and nurturing trust between 
students and faculty? Faculty use charged words like “intimacy” or “a sense of 
love” to describe the culture they are trying to create at the school. What was 
your reaction to those words? Is there a place for “love” in a public school?

3. How might NOT sending students home immediately upon violating a  
non-negotiable community expectation be better community-building than 
automatic expulsion?

4. The faculty at Eagle Rock seems comfortable allowing the conversation about  
non-negotiables to be ongoing. How does one’s perspective on an issue change 
when you stop trying to solve and wrap up a problem once and for all, and 
instead commit to revisiting it whenever necessary?

5. Why do relationships matter? What is the connection between a strong  
community and academic progress/success? What does all of this have to do  
with learning? 

6. What happens at your school to bring people together and foster relationships?  
What could happen?

1. What aspects of your school/classroom culture do you have control over as you 
work to build a tone of decency and trust?

2. Creating a tone of decency and trust is challenging, particularly when working 
with students who have not experienced this culture in their previous school 
experiences.

3. How do schools start building a culture based on trust?



Dexter
This is a hard place to 
be, but you learn a lot 
about the world, and 
more importantly, you 
learn a lot about yourself.

Amber
Learning at Eagle Rock 
is the learner's responsibility.
The knowledge you gain
is your reward.

Kanoa
We surprise ourselves 
with our own personal 
growth at Eagle Rock.
We find qualities in 
ourselves that we 
never knew existed.

Post Office Box 1770
2750 Notaiah Road 

Estes Park, Colorado  80517-1770

t: 970.586.0600
f: 970.586.4805

e: info@eaglerockschool.org
w: www.eaglerockschool.org



Bare Facts About Eagle Rock
Getting to Know Eagle Rock …

An initiative of the American Honda Education Corporation, a 501(c)3,

a nonprofit subsidiary of the American Honda Motor Company

A full-scholarship high school for students and a low-cost professional

development center for adults

Located in the mountain resort community of Estes Park, Colorado,

gateway to Rocky Mountain National Park

Opened in the fall of 1993

Admits and graduates students three times a year

Year-round (three trimesters) and residential

Purposefully small, capacity of 96 students

Accreditation: Association of Colorado Independent Schools; North

Central Accreditation Association; an alternative licensing site for

the Colorado Department of Education; The Association for

Experiential Education

An Initiative of the American Honda Education Corporation

Students

Have not experienced success in traditional academic programs

Did not expect to graduate from high school

Are passionate about changing their lives

Are admitted between the ages of 15 and 17

Graduate when they can demonstrate mastery of Eagle Rock's 

requirements

Choose to enroll; choose to stay

Come from Colorado (50 percent) and the nation (50 percent)

Are equally represented, male and female

Comprise a purposefully diverse community

The Professional Development Center —

Linking Eagle Rock with Educators

Internships and student teaching

Preservice and continuing education experiences

Educational visits (shadowing and seminars with students and staff)

Workshops, guest speakers, conference presentations

Sponsored research

Residencies

Technical assistance

Publications and presentations

FOCAL POINTS OF THE EAGLE ROCK PROGRAM AND

CURRICULUM

Creating a community of learners

A set of guiding principles — 

"8 themes + 5 expectations = 10 commitments"

Challenging new students with a wilderness trip

Personal growth as well as academic growth

Service, being of "use"

Standards-based education with high expectations

Documentation of learning to prove mastery or proficiency

Active, interactive, interdisciplinary, and project-based 

experiential learning

Orientation toward application of learning

Courses regarded as vehicles for learning and documenting 

proficiency

No grades for courses and, therefore, no failure

Learning in a variety of modes, including 

times and spaces

Performance assessment that enhances learning


