GOLDEN BELL AWARD APPLICATION:  RIVER SCHOOL’S CHARACTER EDUCATION, THE IMPLICIT CURRICULUM

The middle school years present a unique challenge for educators because of the developmental needs for Identity (sense of self) and connection (sense of belonging).   For students to be successful academically, they need to be comfortable with who they are and emerge with a sense of self that empowers them to become confident, self-motivated learners.    The River School has developed its implicit curriculum into a character education program, focusing on the character traits (the Four Rs) of responsibility, respect, resourcefulness, and responsiveness to meet the needs for identity and connection.  By so doing, we ensure that all adolescent learners are intrinsically equipped to be successful with California’s rigorous academic standards.  At the same time, these traits promote school safety, academic achievement, and student engagement in the life of the community.

RIVER’S IMPLICIT CURRICULUM IS INNOVATIVE because it begins with the teacher as role model.  Analy-tical thinking begins in the adolescent brain sharpening students’ discernment of whether teachers “walk the talk.”  More effective than signs, pencils, and posters that promote responsibility and respect is the modeling done by teachers.  Discovery of mirror neurons in the brain is the physiological basis that students learn from how we interact with them – “We teach who we are.”  Thus, the most important element in River’s implicit curriculum is teacher coaching using the River-developed Four Rs Matrix as a reflective tool for professional growth. The Matrix is also used with students and with parents.  Here is one example of the Matrix focused on how teachers would model:
 “Responsibility – seeing oneself as cause instead of victim.”
	CHOICE OF ATTITUDE/

POINT OF VIEW/BELIEF
	GENERAL BEHAVIOR
	Contrasting Examples of Behaviors

	
	
	Not as effective
	More effective

	1/  I believe that each person is responsible for him or herself.  

I “own” my behavior, 

my choices, and the consequences of my choices rather than blaming self or others, making excuses, or justifying my actions.
	· I find and take responsibility for my own voice by communicating my needs, feelings, state of being.
· I acknowledge my mistakes to my students. 
	· I complain in the faculty room about the students driving me crazy. What’s wrong with them?   
	· I’m having a hard time today and I’m reacting to my students’ behavior.  

· What can I do so as not to react to their behavior? What don’t I have in place so that they are able to focus? 





Master teachers of middle schoolers connect with their students to build trust which allows them to guide students in their academic journey.  If, in addition, these master teachers are “being” the four Rs, the likelihood increases that their students will manifest these character habits by taking responsibility for themselves, their learning, and their community. This is especially effective for the at-risk students. The students can become a vital resource to create a safe climate, to model academic excellence, to connect with peers who need support, and to partner with teachers and parents to create an empowering educational environment for all students.  Transform-ing teacher attitudes creates the capacity and possibility for school-wide transformation and improvement.
RIVER SCHOOL’S IMPLICIT CURRICULUM IS SUSTAINABLE AND REPLICABLE:   The program began in Hawaii in 1972 at Ho`ala School and was brought to River by Linda Inlay when she became director.  Along with the teacher modeling is a system of school structures that are easily replicable.  
	ADVISORY HOMEROOM

Every day for 20 minutes
	Purpose:   to provide a trusting relationship with advisor and with peers.   Includes

class meetings and community building activities

	LISTENING GROUPS

of 5 or less students
	Stephen Covey’s 8th the most important habit is finding one’s voice and inspiring others to find theirs.  Advisors facilitate listening groups to help students with identity and relationship issues and find many other ways to listen to students in and outside of class to build trust.  

	STUDENT-LED
PARENT CONFERENCES
Lasting 30 to 60 minutes.
	To empower student voice, student-led parent conferences are held twice a year to nurture ownership of their own learning.  Students use reflective questions to guide their preparation and gain confidence, self-reflective habits, and goal setting skills.

	COMBINING 7TH AND 8TH GRADERS

	7th grade is the most challenging for students personally and interpersonally.  We mix 7th and 8th graders in advisory and in social studies and science in order to provide 7th graders with the “wisdom” of the 8th graders as mentors.  This also provides for a tighter community, lessening the tendency towards the pecking order of the older grades to younger ones.

	LIFE MASTERY SKILLS CLASS
	The historian, James Truslow Adams said: “There are obviously two educations.  One should teach us how to make a living, and the other how to live.”  Schooling is a small part of education.  Students need more than standards to lead successful and happy lives.   We are developing a three-year course which explicitly teaches the four Rs; e.g., Responsibility:  “You may be in situations where you don’t have a choice, but you do have a choice in how you respond.”   Responsiveness:   “What does it mean to act for the greater good?”


RIVER SCHOOL’S IMPLICIT CURRICULUM MAKES A DIFFERENCE:  In 2005 River School was selected as one of ten schools nationally to receive the National School of Character Award by Character Education Partnership.

· As an adjunct campus, River partners with Humboldt State University to offer a credentialing program in this model.  The first intern completed her credential this year.
· River received a Federal dissemination grant in 2001.  In 2005 ASCD featured River School in its video series, Teaching The Adolescent Brain, featuring many of the aspects of River’s implicit curriculum.
·  Out of the 800 participating middle and high school students in this year’s Bay Area World Affairs Challenge (WAC) sponsored by World Savvy, 300 came from our district alone; most of whom were River students who convinced their high schools to sponsor them in this event.  We are starting a partnership with World Savvy.

· The River program is being adopted locally and statewide, including Redwood Middle School, Napa’s largest. With River’s support, they conducted their first student-led parent conferences with 95% participation.  Redwood staff presented their program to another school in Redding with an enthusiastic response.  Elements have been successfully implemented with great success in a local community day school program.  .
· River API scores have consistently been over 800 each year:   2005:  832;   2006:  857;     2007: 867  

· Although River students comprised only 6% of the senior classes of the high schools this year, many of the top graduates were River students:  Vintage High School’s valedictorian; Napa High’s second, third, and fourth ranked students; New Tech High’s valedictorian, second, third ranked students.  

RIVER ‘S IMPLICIT CURRICULUM SUPPORTS THE DISTRICT MISSION  of “Transforming lives in the world by inspiring a passion for learning in every student.”   The transformative power of this model comes in creating trust between and among administrators, teachers, and students, reducing fear which can be one of the greatest obstacles to learning and school reform.  Less fearful, teachers are more likely to attempt new strategies.
 Less fearful, students are freed up to blossom and their capacity to learn and achieve academically is enhanced.  
OUR STUDENTS ARE OUR BEST ADVERTISEMENT:  “River taught me to deal with change. It empowered me; it taught me to adapt to difficult scenarios; and to find the confidence and fortitude within myself to overcome challenges and rise above them.”  Kara Shurmantine, Class of 2004 and this year’s Vintage High School Valedictorian.   “River has taught me three important things:  to be an individual, to examine and question the world around me, and to accept my mistakes and learn from them.  Zoe Haskell, Class of 2005
