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OUR CLASSROOM COMMUNITY 
“One can acquire everything in solitude except character.”  

                                                           ― Stendhal (1783 - 1842) 

 

This year’s group was comprised of 18 students: eight girls and ten boys, all sixth graders. This was an atypical 

grouping structure, as we usually blend the fifth and sixth graders in two parallel groups. This year, for a variety of 

reasons that the entire staff discussed at length in our late-spring grouping meetings, we decided that most of our 

fifth and sixth graders would be better served by a grade-based grouping. Some had been together in our group last 

year, while others had spent that year with Diane and Jeri. Our overnight camp-out at the start of the year is one of 

the ways that we work to support friendships and mutual respect. As students spend many hours together away from 

the familiar Miquon setting, it’s a bit easier to try new things, find successful ways of working with people who are 

not already close friends, reconnect with classmates from past years, and establish new relationships. In addition to 

being very important to our students, their social world is the basis for an essential part of our curriculum.  

 

Our learning goals for students include things that they will need to use in their lives far more often than knowing 

how to do long division or where to put commas in a list. We want them to be confident, inclusive, empathetic, 

peaceful members of their communities, now and in the future. We want them to make good choices about their own 

behavior and their response to that of others. We want them to have the resources to resolve disagreements and 

conflicts, and to choose understanding and compromise over revenge and resentment. We want them to take 

responsibility for both the intended and unintended consequences of their words and actions, to learn how to make 

and accept an apology, and to let go of past events in order to make a fresh start and allow others (and themselves) 

to change and grow. We want them to notice when something needs to be done and take it on if they can. We want 

them to take a stand against hurtful behavior when it happens around them, to trust adults to help them solve 

problems and guide their important decisions, and to remain true to their values in the face of peer pressure. 

 

Obviously, this enormous body of learning must take place outside of school as well as within it, and family 

guidance is essential. But we give it a lot of classroom time. Sometimes it’s embedded in a history lesson or a story 

that is extended to point out a parallel within our own society or classroom. It’s easy for students the age of ours to 

declare a distant war to be “stupid” or respond to accounts of racism, ethnic or religious prejudice, and genocide 

with scathing disapproval. It’s much harder for them to recognize similar situations on a smaller and more personal 

scale within their daily lives at school. Excluding a classmate from a lunch table, hitting when angry, challenging a 

classmate for territory (such as a chair in the room), mocking a child during a team game, saying something hurtful 

on the bus, changing one’s seat when another child sits down in an adjacent chair . . . none of it is as serious as a 

war, gang attack, or repressive government policy, but it’s on the same destructive continuum of us against them. So 

we take their growth as community members just as seriously as we do their mastery of academic skills. Sometimes 

a few children eat lunch with an adult or two to discuss a problem that came up during morning choice. We listen, 

ask questions, offer advice, and try to keep all of the focus on moving forward to better decisions in the future. By 

the time our children head off to middle school, we hope they will know how to join, include, negotiate, 

compromise, volunteer, forgive, empathize, speak up, trust, and make a positive contribution to their ever-widening 

world. It may well be the most valuable curriculum goal that we can achieve together. 

 

We also worked on extending our community beyond the room. We looked for ways to engage with our fifth grade 

neighbors. We met together for a sing on Wednesday mornings, sometimes doing songs that related to a classroom 

focus of study but often just building their familiarity with American folk and iconic music (such as the Beatles and 

the Coasters). Mondays were “mix-it-up” lunchtimes when 5 or 6 students ate together at a table with randomly-

chosen others from our building. We worked together for many weeks on building toothpick bridges and learning 

about real bridges in the middle of the year. We also established our connection to younger buddies, which in our 

case were our friends in the first-second grade classroom led by Rich, Elisa, and Ted. We read books together, 

played games inside and outside, and built structures with blocks, Tinker Toys, Keva planks, and more. 

 



INSTRUCTION AND INSTRUCTIONAL GROUPING 
“There is nothing about a caterpillar that tells you it's going to be a butterfly.”  

                                                      —  R. Buckminster Fuller (1895 - 1983) 

 

This year’s group, despite being comprised only of sixth graders, represented a wide range of cognitive and physical 

maturation, learning styles, interests, working pace, and acquired skills. They spanned a full year in age, and the 

spread was greater than that in other ways. So it was important (as it always is) to take those differences into account 

as we planned our lessons and projects and made decisions about partners, teams, and half-groups for specialists. 

 

We collected homework at the start of every day, and we tried to get it checked or at least looked at by the time the 

related classes started. This gave us a chance to modify our plans for the group or for just one student if it turned out 

that more (or less) had been understood from the previous day’s work than we had expected. We tried help students 

understand that homework was not a test but a kind of communication about their learning achievement and learning 

needs.  

 

There are several ways that we always seek to individualize instruction. One way is through multiple entry points. 

That is, students can work on the same topic but begin it at a level suited to their own knowledge, experience, and 

learning style. An examples of that approach this year was our online spelling practice. Whenever it seemed 

appropriate, students were consulted individually on where they wanted to begin something or how they wanted it 

set up (such as the time limit for answering in XtraMath, an online fact-drill site). In such cases, students were also 

able to revise their choice if it wasn’t what they expected.  Another way to individualize is through multiple exit 

points. Students begin a topic at the same place, but some go more quickly and/or more deeply than others. Some 

may be reviewing and consolidating while others are exploring new territory. This was true for Hands-On 

Equations, for example. A third way is through teams and partnerships. As students work together on a project, they 

contribute in different ways, and all learn from the conversations that take place as things are explained and decided. 

A fourth way is to take advantage of our half-group instructional time and create quarter-groups that might be based 

on skills or interests. No instructional group remained intact for the entire year. We grouped and regrouped many 

times for mathematics, language arts, and social studies. No child consistently dominated or trailed behind, and 

everyone had a chance to demonstrate expertise to all of their classmates.   

 

Working partnerships and teams were usually, but not always, created by the teachers. We defined year-long 

partnership lists for groups of two, three, and six that we used for many things, such as doing our weekly recycling 

collection for all of the classrooms. We tried to put together pairs and small groups whose skills and styles would 

complement each other. We looked for balanced combinations of talents: fast typists, good artists, strong readers, 

detail-managers, creative problem-solvers, and the like. Sometimes we just put together groups that didn’t seek each 

other out socially, in the hope that side conversations would lead to more appreciation of each other and perhaps 

spark some new friendships. 

 

Whatever decisions we made about instructional grouping, we tried to avoid making assumptions that could restrict 

a student’s growth or choices by mistakenly believing there was an upper limit on how much a child could learn or 

achieve. 

 

THE CURRICULUM  
“Education creates the ability to listen to almost anything without losing your temper or your self-

confidence.”              

― Robert Frost (1874 - 1963) 

 

A lot of this will be familiar to those of you who have read the August newsletters and especially the weekly blog 

that we have published during the year, where our days were often described in much richer detail. There just isn’t 

enough room here to do more than provide goals, brief lists, and a few examples. Although our year’s program is 

presented in this report as separate subject areas, there was extensive cross-curricular instruction that, in our opinion, 

is one of the essential elements of meaningful education. Daily life is not divided into subject areas, and it would be 

very dull if it were.  

 

We believe that our curriculum should serve three broad goals. Children need learning tools, values, and self-

respect. Learning tools include skills and knowledge. These are acquired and refined over a long period of time. We 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7715.Robert_Frost


look for progress rather than perfection. Values form the basis for many important things, including behavior and 

social judgment. We teach these by examining the behavior (and its consequences) of others in our world, by 

learning about the social rules and underlying beliefs of cultures including but not limited to our own, and by setting 

appropriately high standards for our own community. We give public recognition to students who make significant 

contributions to a positive social tone, generally in the form of praise when we see it occur. Self-respect seems to 

arise from many sources, including setting and meeting goals, persevering successfully in the face of difficulty, and 

feeling appreciated and important within one’s family and other social groups. We take everyone seriously as a 

learner and as a community member, and we offer many opportunities for accomplishment. With those three things 

under construction, a fourth element becomes important – strong interests. A desire to do, learn, create, or improve 

something provides the impetus that gives those first three goals a purpose. 

 

Mathematics 
“Still more astonishing is that world of rigorous fantasy we call mathematics.” 

  ― Gregory Bateson (1904 - 1980) 

 

Our general goals for mathematics instruction are to:  

 broaden students’ problem-solving strategies and reasoning skills;    

 improve and expand computation skills, including mastery of traditional algorithms and number facts;   

 increase awareness of the interconnectedness of mathematics topics;  

 develop a lively intellectual community, working with partners and exploring ideas as a group; 

 make connections among mathematics, mathematicians, and mathematics history;  

 enable students to use reference materials to answer their own questions and review prior instruction;  

 improve students’ communication skills, both written (including diagrams) and spoken;  

 find practical uses and applications for abstract concepts and processes, showing that math is a part of 

everyone’s daily life;  

 strengthen students’ use of tools and technology, including geometric construction tools, measuring 

equipment, computer software, and calculators;  

 establish a distinction between inventions and discoveries in mathematics, along with artificial systems and 

laws of nature;   

 endorse the value of effort, the importance of conjecture and generalization, and the usefulness of an 

incorrect solution;  

 encourage enquiry and curiosity, especially in terms of making cross-topic connections and taking ideas 

into a deeper and more theoretical domain;  

 motivate students to look for reasonableness in their conclusions;  

 sustain a strong connection between the visual and the numerical, the concrete and the abstract; and 

 present mathematics as a living science, in which new ideas are still being generated, new questions asked, 

and old ones remain unresolved.    

 

We reviewed and extended computation skills throughout the year. One of the goals was to make everyone secure 

with efficient computation methods. The expanded algorithms that are usually taught in the younger groups make 

good mathematical sense and provide a solid conceptual foundation. However, by this point in school, most people 

are ready to use less paper and take less time to crunch those numbers. And, for some learners, a more compact 

procedure is less visually-confusing and comes as a great relief.  

 

Computation practice and review in isolation remained an instructional focus throughout the year, but most of our 

time was spent in more interesting and integrated tasks. We explored area, perimeter, and volume of a variety of 

polygons and solids, which allowed us to practice computation skills in a meaningful context. We worked with ratio 

and rate, which connected with fractions and percentages.  “Circle math” was our focus for a couple of weeks 

leading up to Pi Day (March 14). We did a lot of work with measurement, fractions, proportional reasoning, and 

data analysis. Algebra and algebraic reasoning were ongoing themes. Expressing generalizations (both as formulae 

and as equations with variables) was a topic to which we returned many times. All students worked with linear 

functions, both simple and composite. We spent some time on the visual “math modeling” approach that comes from 

what is generally known as Singapore Math, but we believe in retrospect that we should have done more. 

 



The basis for our program is NCTM’s publication titled Focal Points, as it is for the rest of the school,. It is not a 

curriculum or student text but, rather, is a guide for developing a coherent scope for each grade from pre-K through 

eighth. NCTM (the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics) has created many influential and groundbreaking 

documents. The primary purpose of Focal Points is to counteract the mile-wide, inch-deep approach to math 

education that has been characteristic of the United States -- to encourage schools to identify essential topics at 

every grade level and go deeper with them. We used many different materials to implement this goal. When we were 

working in small groups, we generally used three different core texts with four different groups. Everyone spent 

some time with units from Math in Focus (an American version of so-called Singapore Math). Some students 

worked parts of a first-year text of a program called IMP,  actually intended for ninth graders but modified by us to 

be appropriate for some of our strongest students. We used parts of the Key To . . . workbooks with everyone, 

focusing primarily on measurement.  Most students used parts of the TERC Connections and Investigations 

programs to work with probability and also with data analysis. We also met in mixed half-groups to do many 

different math activities through the year, in which book-affiliations and grade levels were of no importance.  

 

Below, in brief, are the NCTM Curriculum Focal Points for grade 6. There is far more annotation and related 

context in the actual publication. The authors state: “It is essential that these focal points be addressed in contexts 

that promote problem solving,  reasoning, communication, making connections, and designing and analyzing 

representations.” 

 

6th grade level 

Number and Operations, Algebra 

> Develop fluency with multiplication and division of decimals, multiplication and division of mixed numbers 

and fractions, and addition and subtraction of mixed numbers and fractions with unlike denominators 

 

> Understand the proportional nature of ratio and rate 

 

> Write, understand, and use mathematical expressions and equations 

 

Geometry and Measurement 

> Identify, describe, and construct 3-dimensional shapes, extending the 5th grade work in this area 

 

> Analyze their properties, including surface area and volume 

 

>Find and justify formulae for area, perimeter of 2D shapes, and surface area and volume of polyhedra and 

prisms. 

 

  

 

Projects and hands-on experiences are essential parts of our approach to mathematics; some of the content of the 

Focal Points guide was presented in ways that paralleled but did not arise from anyone’s published materials. For 

example, we did most of our work with understanding mean, median, and mode in the first part of  the year with 

practical applications. We launched student-built gliders and tracked their performance by measuring distance and 

accuracy. We measured a lot of round things during “circle math” time and arrived at an approximation of pi 

through finding the mean of our measurements. We looked at some statistics for several professional sports --

  investigating the relationships among time played and points earned and games played, and much more. At the end 

of the year, testing our game for the Miquon Fair was a review opportunity for these concepts. Explorations early in 

the year with triangle-related mathematics came around again as we constructed toothpick bridges. We always 

looked for linkages between mathematics and other subject areas and activities. We created spreadsheets to track our 

costs and profits from our lunch sales early in the year and learned about inserting formulae. We used a spreadsheet 

to pack our wagons for the journey to Oregon, to keep track of our money as we spent and earned on the journey, 

and to decide about replacing our diminishing supplies. The history of mathematics and the contributions of 



individuals and of cultures were a recurring part of our mathematics lessons. Math is a human construct, and it 

requires a human face. 

 

Technology was an essential support to our mathematics program. We used calculators frequently, for everything 

from data analysis to searching for square roots by an efficient guess-and-check method that increased students’ 

understanding of the infinite nature of decimal places. Everyone made extensive use of our mathematics software, 

which includes tools, instructional programs, and games. Sometimes we spent the entire math lesson time at the 

computers, working with programs that taught and strengthened children’s understanding of order of operations, 

number facts, problem-solving skills, algebra concepts, geometry, and much more. We used spreadsheets and 

graphing software for many purposes, both in and out of mathematics classes, all year long. We used Geometer’s 

Sketchpad to provide dynamic presentations of concepts and skills that were presented in a static way in our print 

resources. For example, we used it to discover and better understand the relationship between the diameter and 

circumference of circles as we prepared for Pi Day (March 14). We also used it to prove that the sum of the angles 

of any triangle is 180 degrees. We used it to investigate the Pythagorean theorem for right triangles (a-squared plus 

b-squared equals c-squared). We used the same publisher’s “Lesson Links” to explore many topics within and 

beyond geometry, including probability and decimals We used the Xtra Math website to increase children’s mastery 

of number facts, although it was unsuitable for a few students who needed to practice on a more limited set of facts 

and to be given more time to think. (We moved them to worksheets instead, which they used more successfully and 

happily.) One of the most popular sites for open math time was Calculation Nation, a free collection of learning 

games from the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics that is part of their Illuminations side. Students also 

enjoyed the international competition of World Maths Day, which was available online for several weeks in 

February and March. While doing rapid calculations, they asked questions: Where is Qatar? Why isn’t anyone from 

Asia online now? How do you pronounce that name? Late in the year, a new website called Sumdog was 

recommended in a regular email we receive from NCTM, and we found it to be tremendously popular while it 

offered good practice in a wide range of math skills that could be configured at an individual level. 

 

We approached assessment of children’s understanding of mathematics in several ways. Classroom observation and 

evaluation of homework were ongoing and, we think, gave the most valid information. Formal testing in October (as 

part of the Terra Nova standardized testing) formed part of our growing body of information about each child, as did 

the SSAT in November for those students who took that test. We used assessment materials from Math in Focus 

more heavily in the first half of the year (through the mid-year assessment) than later, when we began to modify our 

“snapshot” testing to create more challenging tasks that assessed several skills and concepts at once. At the end of 

the year, we used questions from the NCTM “Mathematics Assessment Sampler” for grades 3 -5 and grades 6 -8, 

which were open-ended and complex in the skills and reasoning required.  

 

A word about summer math support/maintenance/acceleration: 

 

Most children would benefit from some review or extended math experience over the summer. Working in a real-

life context (such as calculating the tip in a restaurant) is more meaningful than drill, but there is value in both. 

Online programs can be accessed from your houseboat in Acapulco and are worth considering. Three that I 

recommend: 

• Mrs. Glosser’s Math Goodies  – http://www.mathgoodies.com 

This is an activity filled, resource-rich site with a lot of explanations and short assessments. Most students won’t 

read the text carefully enough without some parental guidance.  

• Noetic Learning  – http://www.noetic-learning.com 

This subscription-based site ($24.95) offers both maintenance and acceleration to students in grades 2 through 8.  

• Khan Academy – www.khanacademy.org 

This immense and growing site has flaws in many of its content areas, but the pages that review math computation 

processes are worth exploring. It’s very much a matter of here’s how rather than here’s why, but students who need 

practice with processes (such as multi-digit multiplication or dividing fractions) will find its animated, highly visual 

presentations very engaging. 

 

Language Arts 
“The limit of my language means the limit of my world.”  

― Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889 - 1951) 

 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7672.Ludwig_Wittgenstein


It’s our intention that all students will end their Miquon years being able to: 

 read well enough to enjoy literature at a level commensurate with their interests and maturity; 

 find lots of books and authors that please them; 

 have an open mind about exploring an unfamiliar genre;  

 comprehend independently most written material that they encounter in other curricular areas, such as 

social studies, science, and mathematics;  

 write legibly, using standard punctuation that supports their syntax;  

 convey their ideas in well-organized paragraphs whose levels of detail and elaboration are appropriate to 

their purpose;  

 speak clearly in a confident and organized manner; 

 listen with full engagement in order to understand the purpose, content, and structure of what they are 

hearing;  

 use basic word processing features independently; and 

 type fast enough to keep up with their flow of ideas and use keyboard-related software efficiently.  

 

By the time most students reach the sixth grade, they are ready to benefit from varied opportunities to apply their 

language skills: reading, writing, listening, and speaking. They still need instruction in specific topics, and some are 

continuing to work on some foundation areas. The need to use of all of their prior years' learning is the way that we 

consolidate their skills and motivate them to strengthen areas in need of more work. As a result, development of all 

of these language skill areas was not only a part of direct instruction but also embedded in all kinds of classroom 

work, particularly in social studies activities. 

 

Vocabulary 
There are about 650,000 words in American English. Literate high school graduates need to know approximately 

60,000 words. The average student enters kindergarten with only 5,000 words, so s/he needs to learn an average of 

4000 words a year, or 70 words a week, to reach 60,000 by the end of high school. Most researchers agree that the 

best strategy for learning this number of words is to read a large amount of narrative and informational text. 

Students should be reading 25 - 35 books a year from late first grade on. The average child needs to read and/or hear 

a new word about 15 times before it is truly learned. Spending time in conversation with adults is one way that 

children are exposed to new words, phrases, and idiomatic expressions.  Reading seems to be the most effective 

route to a strong vocabulary, however. (Principal source: www.literacyfirst.com) 

 

We did vocabulary-building work throughout the year, focusing primarily on learning to recognize common 

prefixes, suffixes, and roots. The core of that work was a pair of books called Red Hot Root Words 1 and 2. Students 

were introduced to the Latin and/or Greek origins of the related word elements and given a collection of words both 

familiar and unfamiliar that arose from those elements. We always spent time discussing the meanings and usage of 

the words, as a sterile dictionary definition doesn’t provide enough in the way of language nuances. In the 

workbooks, students completed activities such as matching and sentence-writing with the basic word lists and were 

delighted later to encounter some of the challenge words in other contexts. We often paused in the reading of our 

chapter books to make sure that new words and phrases were being noticed and their meanings correctly inferred or, 

when necessary, explained by the teacher. We had a number of students in the group with excellent vocabularies, so 

teachers rarely had to supply a meaning or explain a reference. We often put emphasis on the enormous part that 

Latin and Greek play in our language. Mathematics gave us another opportunity to learn and apply Latin and Greek: 

words. Polyhedron, quadrilateral, radius, diameter, all of the metric prefixes, and more were constant reminders of 

the way that ancient languages can continue into modern usage. We strongly encouraged students to consider 

choosing Latin for at least part of their language study in their next school. 

 

Reading  
Skilled reading requires much more than the decoding of individual words. A successful reader maintains an inner 

monologue. This may include self-checking for comprehension, recalling and comparing related information, 

making predictions, sorting information from the reading into a hierarchy of major ideas, and recognizing causal 

relationships. Many children who are strong in word analysis skills (“sounding out” or “decoding” single words) 

may need extra instruction and more time to mature in this metacognitive domain. In contrast, some children who 

are still putting out a lot of effort to decode words may be doing extremely sophisticated thinking to help them infer 

meaning from context, using their recognition of main ideas to help them bridge the gaps created by the single 



words they cannot yet read. For that reason, we work on both kinds of reading skills throughout the year. We work 

on syllabication, the sounds of vowels and common blends, and other word attack skills at the same time as we are 

making sense of the reading and using that context to figure out what that troublesome word could be. 

 

Students read many books independently and in discussion groups. Many of those books (both fiction and non-

fiction) related to social studies topics. We were pleased to hear students recommending books to each other. 

Following the lead of our neighboring teachers, Diane and Jeri, we increased our collection of graphic novels, some 

of which were entirely wordless and required the reader to move slowly and thoughtfully through the story in order 

to take in all of the visual details. Students did an independent reading project that culminated with a poster and an 

oral presentation; some chose to do an author study (reading several books by the same author) while others opted 

for a genre (such as science fiction).  

 

A new addition to our reading instruction came from a book titled Notice and Note (by Kylene Beers and Robert 

Probst). Its purpose is to enable students to engage with their books more deeply and thoughtfully than sometimes 

happens without guidance. We talked about 6 elements that appear often in novels, short stories, and films. They are 

“signposts” that indicate something important in the text -- something that should cause the reader to pause, think, 

and perhaps hold a question in mind until it gets answered later. In brief, the signposts that the authors identify are: 

 contrasts and contradictions 

 the aha! moment 

 tough questions 

 words of the wiser 

 again and again 

 memory moment 

What we’re trying to develop is that metacognitive portion of the act of reading — not only immersing oneself in the 

story but also stepping back to think about the author’s way of telling it, reflecting on what has been indirectly stated 

or might be signaled as something to come. 

We read aloud to students throughout the year. This was a favorite time for many of the group, although not 

everyone found it easy to listen for half an hour or so. The most challenging book we read was To Kill 

a  Mockingbird. For some, it was enthralling, and they eagerly made predictions and expressed indignation or 

admiration at the behavior of individuals in the tale. For others, it was a very big stretch, and they had difficulty with 

the long passages of social commentary. In an effort to get those students more connected, we watched part of the 

film when we were only partway through the book. As we returned to the story, many of the less-connected students 

had a better idea of what the essential conflicts and issues were. When we finished the book, we went back and 

watched the end of the film.   As we did with novels that students read on their own, we discussed characters, 

themes, language, symbolism, and made predictions throughout the time.  

 

Non-fiction reading activities were important. We worked specifically on previewing, setting purposes, 

summarizing, and seeking causal relationships. “Read the directions” was our constant litany, whether it was to 

install a new piece of recreational software or to complete an assignment. We helped students learn to underline key 

instructional words, to refer often to written task descriptions, and to bolster their understanding by predicting and 

making note-maps.  

 

Writing  
Our minimal writing goals for all of the students include:  

 spelling correctly most of the basic bank of high-frequency words;   

 making punctuation and capitalization automatic in their writing, not something to be “fixed up” later;  

 knowing how to apply the relatively few consistent spelling rules that exist in English;  

 writing all words with every sound present, even if misspelled;    

 writing complete sentences instead of comma-spliced or fragmented ones;    

 understanding the basic structure of a paragraph and employing topic sentences in expository writing; 

 developing a handwriting style that is legible and fluid;    

 learning to type well enough to keep up with their own ideas and make revision less arduous; and 



 acquiring an awareness of their own personal error tendencies to support independent proofreading and 

revising of their own work.   

 

Writing was an instructional topic in itself and a presence in all curricular areas. Children in sixth grade are at many 

different places in terms of mechanics, elaboration, and fluency. We worked on increasing students’ mastery of 

high-frequency words. This was done in part through directed study, in which we presented some of the relatively-

consistent rules in English, including forming the past tense and plurals. We tried to make a stronger connection 

between rules for reading and rules for spelling in the hope of strengthening both. We used the online program 

Spelling City to provide individualized practice for our almost-weekly word list during the first half of the year. 

Students did a pre-test on Monday and then completed a variety of spelling and vocabulary activities online that 

contained words they had missed, along with occasional review words from past weeks.  We also worked in a 

context-based way, focusing on common words that individual students were writing often in journals and other 

project-related work. We emphasized the correct spelling in our written feedback, insisted on attention to that 

particular word, and saw some of the most durable learning come from that repeated need to write the troublesome 

word correctly. We also observed that, when students were writing on computers, the immediate underlining of 

misspelled words by our software led most of them to be more attentive to the spelling of those words as they 

continued writing.  

 

We did a lot of writing, much of which was non-fiction. Students wrote about trips we took, films we watched 

together, opinions about current events, short research topics, favorite places, and the like. Writing nightly diaries 

for our wagon train simulation was a transformational experience for a number of students. Having the setting and 

the events of the day established made it much easier for many to turn those things and their own ideas into an 

interesting narrative. At the end of the unit, quite a few students credited the experience with helping them see 

themselves as writers. A visit by poet Yolanda Wisher was exciting and inspiring to just about everyone in the class. 

Several students used ideas she shared to create their contributions to Miquon Grass. We read and discussed a lot of 

poems during April in acknowledgment of Poetry Month, especially, but poetry was part of our entire year. 

 

We spent time on grammar in speech as well as in writing. “Me and . . .” almost always elicited a cry of pain and 

distress from the teacher who (over)heard it and a swift self-correction from the speaker. The mystery of nouns, 

verbs, adjectives, and adverbs was at least exposed, if not resolved. One of the more elusive parts of grammar is 

learning that a word must be seen in a context before it can be labeled confidently as a particular part of speech: 

That’s a tree. She is a tree surgeon. My dog loves to tree raccoons. A student needs to understand these labels in 

order to make sense out of an observation such as “You are mixing up past and present tense with your verbs in this 

paragraph” or “Some adjectives might make this narrative a lot more exciting.”  

 

We worked throughout the year on paragraph construction for all sorts of writing: selecting a topic, starting with a 

topic sentence, adding supporting details, and creating smooth transitions. We used the students' increased 

awareness of this structure to help them get more out of their reading of informational material. We worked hard on 

punctuation, especially the use of commas for many purposes and the use of apostrophes to show possession. 

 

Graduation provides an important language experience for the sixth graders each year. Every graduating student 

writes and delivers a short speech. They begin the work in May, first choosing a quotation and deciding on a central 

message or theme, then writing an essay that is uniquely their own. They are asked to avoid a making a lengthy list 

of favorite activities from each Miquon year and, instead, to create a speech that is focused more narrowly and is 

truly personal. They might decide to talk about their growth in a particular area, such as how they became a reader, a 

writer, a potter, or a naturalist. They might share their philosophical views on such things as friendship, 

perseverance, or leadership. Whatever the message, students are coached to keep their content narrow but deep, to 

stay on topic, and to wrap up in a way that is meaningful and sounds like a conclusion. Individual conferencing with 

teachers includes explanations of why punctuation needs to be changed, how a sentence might be strengthened by 

adding or removing adjectives, and advice for organizing the content. Sharing their speeches as works-in-progress 

with classmates elicits support and useful feedback from peers. And then they practice . . . and practice. Eye contact 

with the audience, a clear and expressive voice, proper use of a microphone, standing at rest onstage without 

writhing or rocking – it’s all part of the experience and imparts some skills that will be of value to them in their adult 

lives. Not every child is comfortable with this kind of public performance, but every child can learn to feel 

competent while doing it.  

 



Social Studies 
“The future ain’t what it used to be.”  

―  Lawrence Peter “Yogi” Berra (1925 -  ) 

 

In general, our goals for social studies encompass information, skills, concepts, and attitudes. Children need to know 

a certain amount of “stuff” in order to be effective members of their society, and that includes but is not limited to its 

history. Things are best learned in a meaningful context and built layer on layer over time. 

 

Skills for social studies at this age include:  

 the efficient use of resource materials and their access structures such as indices;  

 understanding maps and mastering common geography vocabulary;  

 the interpretation of statistical tables and charts;    

 strategies for previewing, reading, and skimming informational text;    

 basic methods for presenting information in well-organized and content-appropriate ways; and 

 methods for note-taking and summarizing.    

 

Concepts and attitudes, along with values, cover a wide range of ideas such as these: 

 successful inventions and practices are the result of many people’s contributions and effort 

accumulated  and blended over time;  

 we are not “smarter” than people of the past or present who had/have simpler tools;  

 when people trade goods, they are also likely to exchange ideas;  

 cultures have different ways of fulfilling basic goals such as housing, education, and social order, but there 

are many features in common across societies and time periods;   

 cultures are often shaped by their environment: location, resources, climate, terrain;  

 although cultures and societies have had many different attitudes about such things as genocide and 

slavery, we should not feel less certain of our own social rules and guidelines as we try to understand 

theirs; and 

 history is usually written by the winners and sometimes edited later to fit current beliefs and values.  

   

Throughout our explorations of history and current events, we worked on many related skills and concepts: map-

making and interpretation, basic geography and natural resources of the United States and other regions of the 

world, how environment can shape culture, what can happen when different cultures collide, the Constitutional basis 

and structure of the U. S. government, the creation and use of graphs and tables, reading techniques appropriate to 

information-dense text, and effective use of reference books and other resource materials. Students developed better 

skills for using print, video, and electronic sources. We did a number of short inquiry projects, ones that gave 

students repeated experience in using their research and writing skills and applying what they had learned from a 

previously-completed project. This opportunity for repetition seems to work better than doing one or two large 

research projects. 

 

Research is challenging. How do we find things? How do we know what to select? How do we organize a lot of 

stuff collected from several places into a fluent, coherent body of text? Most of our children are just starting to build 

their research skills for dealing with an enormous mass of content. We did some work with ways to limit and refine 

a search, whether it is being done online or in a print resource. We worked with Mindmup, an online graphical 

organizer that connects seamlessly with Google Docs. We used several different methods to take notes and plan 

projects. We reviewed and expanded students’ understanding of using a print index successfully. We did activities 

that pointed up the benefits of using more than one source to gather and compare information on the same 

(sub)topic. We also discussed ways we might determine the reliability and level of scholarship of a website.   

 

We explored three major topics this year. The first was the westward expansion of the United States in the 19th 

century, primarily through a simulated journey to Oregon by wagon train. The cornerstone of our westward 

expansion study was a simulation of a wagon train journey from Independence, MO, to the fictitious “Hacker’s 

Valley” in Oregon. We began in September and finished just before winter break. Students packed their wagons 

from a large list of available supplies and learned about many of them by asking questions as they made choices. 

“What’s a bedpan?” “Will I need a Dutch oven?” “What are family heirlooms?” We always learn more when we 

have the need to know. A spreadsheet helped them stay within the maximum packing limit at the start and keep track 



of supplies and money consumed and added throughout the trip. A trip to the Mercer Museum in Doylestown gave 

students a look at the kinds of things that were likely to have been a part of their characters’ lives and either packed 

or regretfully left behind. 

 

Students traveled in three teams of six, chosen by the teachers. They elected a wagon master who led discussions, 

kept track of points earned, and led decision-making. They made many, many group decisions. The trail has forked, 

and one branch is not on the map. A difficult choice must be made about some rebellious teenagers. Some people’s 

dogs are barking all night. A few people have not brought enough supplies. Is the snow too deep to try to get 

through the last pass? The three teams were independent of each other, and their success was entirely their own. In 

the end, not everyone got to Hacker’s Valley alive and well this year, but most did.  

 

They kept journals that were partly a reporting on the day’s events (read by the teacher from a somewhat flexible 

script) and partly a creative effort. At the start of the simulation, each student chose a family and a character within 

that family. The progress of the entire train depending on points earned for diary-writing. Most points were earned 

for complete, accurate reporting of the day, so note-taking skills became important. Character development and 

inclusion of others on the train became increasingly well-done as the journey continued. Additional points were 

earned for authentic material  – descriptions of natural features and wildlife, historically-accurate details of daily 

activities, and the like. The journals are treasures; I hope all of our parents have had time to read their children’s 

complete work.  

 

After the journey was completed, we did a short research and writing project that focused on the Native American 

groups that settlers were likely to encounter. After doing an overview, students chose to concentrate on a particular 

group and then wrote a short story in which a character from their wagon train family spent time with them, learning 

about their way of life and comparing it to their own. We watched a film -- I Shall Fight No More Forever -- and 

learned about the tragic story of Chief Joseph’s efforts to keep his Nez Perce tribe in their valley and avoid being 

forced onto a reservation. 

 

The bridge unit that we started after winter break was a cross-curricular project that blended our class with the fifth 

graders in the adjacent classroom. It involved research skills, geography, new vocabulary, mathematics, and more. 

We began by exploring the West Point Bridge Designer software, a free downloadable program that makes the 

construction, cost factors, and stress analysis of a truss bridge completely understandable. It was so much fun to use 

that many of our students played with it at choice time, too, in some cases going for the most dysfunctional bridge 

instead of the best one. We watched a Bill Nye video on structures and at least part of some others on constructing 

bridges in various locations worldwide. As a follow-up activity, while on our end-of-year overnight at my house in 

June, we went to the little town of Riegelsville to walk to New Jersey and back across the lovely and almost-

miniature suspension bridge over the Delaware River that was built in 1904 by the company founded by John 

Roebling, the builders of the Brooklyn Bridge.  

 

The major component of this study was the building of toothpick bridges. As much as possible, our building teams 

blended fifths with sixths. Pairs of students used what they had learned from the bridge designer software to create a 

plan for their truss-type bridge on centimeter graph paper, providing a side, top, and end view. (This also required 

some of the skills they had gained in math class earlier in the year while drawing in 2D and constructing in 3D 

Cuisenaire rod arrangements.) They created a name for their construction company and designed a sign with a logo. 

They had a budget that limited the number of toothpicks they could buy, and glue also cost money. So did the land, 

for which they had to summon  their geometry and measuring skills to prepare the site according to the bridge code. 

When they had an approved site and a workable design that would let the cardboard boat sail under and truck cross 

over, they began to build. Wax paper laid over the graph paper allowed them build directly on their 1:1 scale plan. 

They learned to write checks to the warehouse for their supplies. They had to keep a balance sheet to make sure they 

were not overspending. Gradually, the bridges rose on their sites, and testing day came. The goal was for each 

bridge to support 2 kilograms (about 4.4 pounds), a weight that was distributed across the entire roadbed. To 

everyone’s delight, all of the bridges met the target . . . some with a bit of a sag, but no bridge gave way entirely. It 

was a satisfying end to a project that involved a lot of planning, careful craftsmanship, and establishment of a good 

working partnership. 

 

Then students each chose a bridge to research. To give some direction to the research, students generated questions 

that they thought all of the investigators should try to answer, such as the location of the bridge, the time it took to 



build it, the purpose of it, the meaning and reason for its name, and the like. Some chose bridges simply because 

they recognized their names. Others looked for bridges that were visually appealing or that were unusual. Diane had 

students make “baseball card” presentations of their research with an image and essential facts on one side of the 

paper and more detail on the other. Students shared their cards with each other, presented in chronological order, and 

then left them on display in Diane and Jeri’s room for several weeks. Lots of new words became familiar: bascule, 

span, cantilever, cable-stayed, tension, torsion, compression, and much more.  

 

At the end of this study, our group spent several days watching The Bridge on the River Kwai. This many-layered 

classic film gave us a lot to talk about. The significance of the bridge was symbolic as well as functionally important 

for the Japanese as well as the British prisoners of war. The geographical and historical setting was unfamiliar to 

many students, who knew more about WWII in Europe than in the Pacific. We used our American history books and 

other resources to learn more about the expansion of Japanese control and how it eventually led to the entry of the 

United States into the war. The actions and motivation of the central characters were puzzling to a number of 

students and needed ongoing discussion to help them make some sense of it.  

 

Our third major unit encompassed the rise of Islam and its relationship to the medieval West African kingdoms of 

Ghana, Mali, and Songhai. When I first started teaching this topic in the early 1970s, there weren’t many age-

appropriate resources in print, and the internet was not yet available. Still, it was an interesting exploration, at least 

partly because it seemed so remote, exotic, and surprising in its influence on the development of knowledge in so 

many spheres.  Now we have wonderful materials available in print and online, research in the last 40 years has 

yielded a richer understanding of the complexity and sophistication of the West African empires, and it is much 

more politically and emotionally loaded in terms of what Islam signifies to many Americans today. So how we teach 

about it has changed, especially in trying to help students understand that the violent, repressive groups who declare 

an affiliation with Islam do not represent the views or beliefs of most of the 1.6 million Muslims who live 

worldwide, most of whom are located in the Asia-Pacific region. What do we teach? First, consider this: 

 

  ”. ليمج ءيشل مئاد راظتنا ةايحلا“

ندي ― ب ش ق ي ن  هان

 

Can you read that? It’s printed incorrectly here, for which we apologize, because Arabic -- like Hebrew -- reads 

from right to left, but Google Docs just can’t rise to the challenge. Our point, however, is that most of us probably 

would be able to read it if the Muslims had not been stopped by Charles Martel in France in the eighth century, or if 

the Muslims (along with most of the Jews) had not been driven out of Spain 700 years later by the Christians. Or 

perhaps if some of the enslaved people in the American south had been able to show their “owners” that they were 

literate in Arabic and were Muslims who shared much of their essential religious tradition with the people who 

bought them, there might have been a cultural blending opportunity. But the Muslims’  influence is far from lost -- 

the Islamic universities in Spain and West Africa disseminated a tremendous amount of knowledge from India, 

China, and Greece as it was added to what the local people already knew. Leonardo Fibonacci brought Hindu-

Arabic numerals from Muslim Spain to the rest of Europe. Medicine, astronomy, chemistry, and more were domains 

of tremendous advances. Geographical knowledge moved forward as Muslim travelers explored and documented 

their ever-expanding world. Before Marco Polo made his legendary travels, Ibn Battuta went from his home in 

Morocco to Mecca, Timbuktu, Indonesia, India, and possibly even China during the 29 or 30 years before he 

returned. All of this was part of our study as we read and saw videos about the beginnings of Islam, the unification 

of Arab tribal groups, the expansion of Muslim control across north Africa and into parts of Europe and the East, 

and the ongoing presence and growth of Islamic culture today. We linked some of our work in geometry with the 

geometric foundation of Muslim design. We extended our study to learn about other religions of the world, doing 

comparisons of such things as social rules, dietary laws and fasting, rituals and ceremonies, and more.  

 

Our study of West Africa focused on the medieval kingdoms of Ghana, Mali, and Songhai. They were located in 

roughly similar areas over the course of several hundred years. The wealth provided by the gold and salt trade made 

them powerful. Their skill as iron workers gave them tools and weapons that enabled them to resist Muslim 

conquest by force and allowed for the establishing of a trading relationship that was generally peaceful. The two 

cultures began to blend and change. The 12th century university at Timbuktu had some 25,000 students in residence 

at its height and was a center of advanced learning and research in medicine, geography, mathematics, astronomy, 

religious studies, and more. Europeans and Asians traveled to study there along with local people. When we 

watched a video of Dr. Henry Louis Gates as he visited modern Timbuktu, we saw that many of the ancient books 
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and other manuscripts still exist, largely in private hands and protected by family tradition going back hundreds of 

years, although they are under threat of destruction by Islamist extremists in Mali today.  

 

Stories are always an entry into understanding culture and history, and this study was no exception. We read aloud 

many of the stories in a well-written version of The Arabian Nights. Students were largely unfamiliar with tales of 

flying carpets, jinni in (and out of) bottles, the fantastical journeys of Sinbad, and a cave that opened with the magic 

word “Sesame.” They knew a bit through cartoons and Disney versions, but the original stories with their rich 

descriptions and constantly-present Muslim values and traditions were entirely new. In the same way, as we 

embarked on our study of the West African empires, they met Sundiata -- the real “Lion King” -- and were, again, 

surprised by the origin and antiquity of something they had encountered in a much less substantial form. We read 

stories of the trickster Anansi, sometimes a spider and sometimes a man but often not very likeable -- and it again 

provided a sharp contrast with a few simplified tales they had heard in earlier years.   

 

Throughout the year, we discussed current events and learned more about the modern world. Junior Scholastic 

magazine provided the basis for many of those discussions. Another way we engaged with the wider world was 

through our Kiva donations. This was something we did after most of our lunch sales. A pair of students (who 

changed weekly as part of our job chart rotation) would go to the Kiva site and select a recipient for a $25 loan from 

our profits. Kiva supports individuals and groups through micro-loans that help with running or expanding a small 

business, paying for education, repairing a private home, and the like. We always spent some time finding the 

recipient’s country, looking at information about not only the person but the economic situation in which they were 

living, and comparing what we could learn from all that to our own lives and the American economy. Our loans, by 

the way, will be reinvested in other Kiva recipients when they are repaid in the next year or two. We intend this to 

be a perpetual involvement in the future of our neighbors around the world, some of whom are very close to home. 

 

CHANGES & CHOICES 
“Growing up is hard, love. Otherwise, everyone would do it.”  

― Kim Harrison 

 

As our sixth graders mature physically, intellectually, and emotionally, their world widens, and they face many 

different kinds of choices. There are new things to learn, new risks to evaluate, and more opportunity to make wise 

and foolish decisions. One project in this area was the one we called Life Skills 101. Students took on a new 

responsibility outside of school for a month and kept up a journal of what they did and what they learned. Some took 

care of the family pet. Others learned to buy the groceries, cook some meals, do the laundry, pack everyone’s lunch, 

and more. Students noted that they had become more aware of how much work it took to run their home, and several 

vowed to keep on doing what they had begun because they saw what a difference it made. 

 

At the same time, we explored puberty and sexuality in terms of physical changes and evolving social relationships. 

We began with some explorations of body systems, mainly using information for “kids” and “teens” at 

kidshealth.org. That website’s explanation of the endocrine system led into our discussions of the physical and 

emotional changes that take place when glands send out their chemical signals to start turning a child’s body into 

that of an adult. Our core text was It’s Perfectly Normal and is part of the “Our Whole Lives” program. We made a 

large collection of age-appropriate books available in the classroom for free reading, and encouraged students to ask 

questions privately or in writing if they weren’t comfortable bringing them up with classmates present. As always, 

the things they already knew and the desire for more information varied enormously among our students. We 

extended our conversations to include managing social media, peer pressure, digital citizenship, and risk-taking in 

many forms. We encourage families to keep all of these topics going in conversations at home.  

 

PERSONAL PROJECTS 
“Exploration is really the essence of the human spirit.” 

 -- Frank Borman 

 

While students are working on skits or speeches during the month of May, we give them time at home to pursue a 

personal interest. These projects are intended to occupy a large part of each child’s homework time during the 

month.. A personal project is a true test of each child as an independent, organized, self-disciplined learner. It’s an 

opportunity for each child to make a major decision about what and how to learn. Students choose a topic that is of 

interest to them, do some preliminary research on it to help them set their goals, make a written plan for working at 
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it outside of school for a month, find mentors and advisors as needed, and maintain a daily journal that contained 

observations about their learning and their process as well as questions and descriptions of success and frustration. 

Shortly before school ends, students share their work with classmates. The presentation formats were as varied as 

the topics: PowerPoints, videos, models, products, posters, and well-planned talks. Some projects were expressions 

of interests that children will continue to develop and to which they will return over the years to come. Students 

chose many things, including various food-related projects, learning to speak Spanish, building a Van de Graaff 

generator, organizing a fund-raiser for MS, building a desk, learning about the life of Curt Flood, planting a garden, 

planning an imaginary trip, and photography. Not everything was as easy as expected, and that was an important 

learning experience. What mattered most was that children made good choices, committed themselves to the work, 

and came out of it knowing they had accomplished something of value.  

 

IN CLOSING 
“Begin at the beginning and go on till you come to the end; then stop.”   ― Lewis Carroll 

 

First, as always, thanks go to all of our students. We laughed, played, argued, explored, and learned together. Your 

individuality was a constant influence on what we did and how we did it. Your physical energy was amazing. The 

joy you took in leaping to reach higher and higher places in the classroom was delightful to observe. Your wonder at 

the rapid growth of our baby chicks was mirrored in our similar observation of all of you. You will be missed very 

much – by your friends, your teachers, and your many young buddies. Please come back to visit in the fall. No 

matter where you go to school next year, your friends and former classmates won’t be far away. 

 

Second, we thank the parents in our group. You found time to drive, camp out, advise, read our blog and respond to 

e-mails, watch performances and presentations, assist with homework and projects, and drop by for a chat when 

there was something on your mind or just to say hello. Our families’ ongoing support and communication are 

essential to the success of everything we attempt to do at school. 

 

Third, tremendous thanks go to our assistant, Mark. Your growing number of years at Miquon, your evolving 

perspective as a parent, and your experiences with the world beyond the United States brought balance and wise 

counsel to our classroom. You located the stuff I constantly misplaced, gave tactful reminders about the need to plan 

something before it was too late, arranged for class trips, checked homework in the mornings, took photos, updated 

our website, and brought your love of music (and your huge upright bass) into everything we did that involved a 

song or a tune. You taught mathematics, good manners, computer skills, personal responsibility, literature, and much 

more to our kids. You were an exemplary model for our students as a learner – taking on new skills with optimism, 

curiosity, perseverance, intense commitment, and delight. We’re going to miss you very much next year, as 

grouping and staffing changes have led to a new assignment for you. The children and teacher who will work with 

you are very fortunate, and they will realize it soon if they don’t know it already. 

 

Fourth, we thank Diane and Jeri for being our wonderful neighbors next door. We shared classroom resources, 

discussed books that each of us thought the other ones should read or bring into the program, made suggestions 

about how to better meet the needs of a specific student, collaborated on the bridges study, and more. Jeri, your 

ability to draw on your many years of Miquon teaching experience kept things in perspective. I’m looking forward 

to working with you more closely next year. Diane, your deep commitment to Progressive education and amazing 

ideas for child-centered projects and activities served as an anchor and as a sail for me, often at the same time.. 

 

As long as this document is, it can’t give anyone the full picture. I hope parents will persuade their children to tell 

them what happened in their day after “Nothing” is their first response to that question. We try to make time for a lot 

of Nothing at Miquon. We treasure and nurture and encourage Nothing in our children’s lives. Just ask a few more 

questions, and you may learn how much Something is embedded in the Nothing that your child may say s/he does at 

school. 

 

Graduation day meant that everyone moved one place further along, just like the Mad Hatter’s tea party. Our sixth 

graders made their speeches, performed their music, and received their diplomas. Our fifth grade neighbors waved 

them off and became next year’s graduating class. We hope that everyone has a wonderful summer. See you in the 

Fall! 
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