
Innovation Nation! 
“Engaging each learner to prepare for the challenges of his or her tomorrow” 

 

Innovation Nation : Progress and What’s 
Next? 
By Charles Hewes, Director of Teaching & Learning  

Innovation Groundbreakers met 
for the first time on November 16 and 
spent the day exploring the 
characteristics of creativity and the 
innovative student. This team of 28 
educators, representing all schools 
and nearly every content area, 
identified that innovative students 
sought knowledge, worked with 
others to obtain feedback and extend 
their learning to improve the product 
of their work. Words like 
collaborative, risk-taking, inquiry, and 

reflection were used to describe the 
innovative process. In the coming 
months, the Groundbreakers will 
refine their definition of the 
innovative student, and then research 
and design a toolkit to support 
teachers with strategies aligned with 
the four tenets of personalized 
learning: student-driven learning, 
individualized support, mastery of 21st 
Century standards, and 24/7/365 
learning.  



In the coming year, 
Groundbreakers will work with 
teachers from all schools, during 
faculty meeting time, to share 
effective strategies for personalized 
instruction. In small-group settings, 
teachers will have the opportunity to 
dialogue with Groundbreakers about 
their experiences with personalized 
learning, and learn from each other 
how to best support students to 
become innovators.  

It’s exciting to see some of this 
work already taking-shape across the 
district! The following two teachers 

were so excited by the impact that 
their innovative lesson had on 
students, that they were eager to 
share their experiences with 
personalized learning and fostering 
innovation. Laura McGuire, a grade 4 
teacher at JJIS, designed a lesson 
whereby students focused on making 
inferences. After studying how 
readers use inferences to guide their 
understanding of a text, students had 
the opportunity to express their 

understanding through the 
Mannequin Challenge. Students 
developed their own scene, 



accompanied by a short statement, to 
provide enough detail for the reader 
to make an inference. In short, this 
activity provided students with choice 
and flexibility in expressing their 
understanding. Through this task, 
students were approaching the grade 
four Common Core Standard of 
“Referring to details and examples in a 
text when explaining what the text 
says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text”.  During the 
subsequent class, students critiqued 
each other’s work to practice drawing 
inferences. (See student work by 
clicking here) 

In another example, CES 
teacher Eliza Welling developed a 
lesson that encouraged preschoolers 
to become innovators with a focus on 
two preschool standards. One, 
students will be able to draw and paint 
to represent their own ideas (CRE 2) 
and two, students will be able to use 
different materials and techniques to 
make art creations that reflect 

thoughts, feelings, experiences, 
knowledge (CA.48.5). Eliza had 
students read and analyze multiple 
texts to investigate how to turn 
existing objects into new innovations. 
For their activity, students focused on 
the message from the book, Not a 
Stick , and invented new purposes for 
their own stick (see above). Students 
then generated sentences to explain 
the story behind their stick creation. 
The following was Eliza’s insight from 
the activity: “By allowing the students 
to be their own guides throughout 
their learning experience, with 
support as needed, we have been able 
to see more engagement, excitement, 
and an interest in the learning 
activities.” 

All of our students deserve the 
opportunity to become thinkers and 
hone their innovative skills. And all 
teachers deserve to experience the 
energy and excitement of a classroom 
of innovative students who are 
extending their learning far beyond 
where the they believed it could go!  

 

Reading Leadership: Integration to 
Motivate and Deepen Student Learning 
by Lynne McCune, Jack Jackter Intermediate School, Literacy Specialist 
  
  A Case for Integration 
 

     A recent article in the University 
Herald Reporter stated that Finland, a 

https://www.colchesterct.org/page.cfm?p=549


country which has been a leader in 
education for many years, has 
recently announced its new National 
Curriculum Framework, as well as the 
move to problem-based or 
phenomenon-based learning. 
Students initiate questions around 
real life problems that are of interest 
to them.  
     Since I began my own teaching 
career, I have always been interested 
in  integrating curricula whenever 
possible.  One of my earliest teaching 
experiences afforded me the 
opportunity to  teach at an Integrated 
Day School.   At an IDS school, 
students are engaged in project based 
learning which sparks and draws on 
each child’s innate curiosity and 
interests.  The curricula is not taught 
as separate, distinct subjects but 
through a multidisciplinary approach 
that helps students make connections 
between different content areas.  One 
thing that drew me particularly to this 
methodology was that you never had 
to worry about motivating students 
extrinsically.  Students were 
intrinsically motivated to learn 
because they were learning what 
mattered most to them while also 
mastering grade level expectations. 
 
Examples of Integration at JJIS 
 
     At Jack Jackter, we are fortunate to 
be a designated HOT School (Higher 
Order Thinking School).  The three 
tenets of HOT are a strong arts 
program, democratic practice, and 
arts integration.  

      One way in which JJIS integrates 
art into curricular areas  is through 
HOT blocks.  During HOT blocks, a 
classroom teacher and essentialist 
work together to plan a unit of study 
or series of lessons that enhance the 
curriculum taught in both subject 
areas.  Recently, I observed a HOT 
block planned by one of our third 
grade teachers, Jen Miller and our 
Music essentialist, Monica Dostaler. 
Students were researching the history 
of the Mohegan tribe in Connecticut. 
During the HOT block, Mrs. Dostaler 
was teaching students the history and 
significance of Native American songs. 
Additionally, they  were practicing 
keeping the beat  using percussion 
instruments as well as performing a 
series of dance steps.   It was an 
opportunity for students to draw 
connections between these  two 
areas in a meaningful way.  
      Another example of arts 
integration recently occurred in the 
areas of writing and technology. 
Fourth grade students in Annie 
Scibek’s room partnered with 
Library/Media Specialist Barbara 
Johnson.  After writing fictional 
narratives, students used Bloxels to 
create video games based on their 
stories.  Students needed a deep 
understanding of the plot of their 
narrative  as they coded a game to 
represent the beginning, middle and 
end of their story.   These two 
examples are only a sample of  the 
many HOT blocks taking place.  Our 
two Physical Education teachers and 
art teacher also partner with different 



teachers throughout the year to plan 
meaningful, exciting HOT Blocks for 
our students. 
  
 Content Integration 
 
  In addition to HOT Blocks, JJIS 
teachers are always looking to 
integrate curriculum whenever 
possible.  A natural connection occurs 
when integrating  the language arts 
and social studies.   In language arts 
we teach  determining central ideas 
and themes, summarizing, assessing 
how point of view shapes the content 
of a text, and  integrating information 
from multiple sources as well as 
various media.   Students can then 
apply the  skills and strategies  they 
have learned in language arts  to the 
content they are studying.   In our 
fourth grade reading program, 
students read about the national parks 
in the United States.  Based on this 
reading unit, students researched a 
national park of their choosing. 
Students then presented their new 
learning using a variety of formats 

including  green screens, brochures 
and imovies. 
 
Reasons to Integrate 
 
     The Michigan Department of 
Education research paper entitled 
Re-examining Outcomes and 
Possibilities for the 21st Century 
Classroom  clearly delineates the 
benefits of integrating content for our 
students.  The article states, “more 
can be taught and learned in less time 
and at higher levels of learning if we 
connect the disciplines” (Jacobs, 1989; 
Drake and Reid, 2010). Curriculum 
connections also eliminate duplication 
of teaching efforts, while 
simultaneously providing 
opportunities for cooperative 
instructional planning for school 
faculty and staff.”   As we look to 
develop new social studies and 
science curricula in the coming years, 
we are  provided with  an exciting 
opportunity to look at the 
connections that can help our 
students develop deep learning 
through integration and problem 
solving.  
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Math Leadership: Growth Mindset in the 
Math Class 
By Bette Leisten, Math Specialist at JJIS 
 
I love math, but I struggle with it. This 
is a secret I felt the need to hide for 
years. As I started teaching math, I 
saw the beauty of it that was missing 
when I was a student in school. It 
saddens me when I see students 
believing they “can’t do math” and 
hate the subject, or even worse, FEAR 
math. I feel their pain, because I went 
through that also. Why do so many 
children and adults feel this way? 
 

What is Growth Mindset?  
It’s more than a tool; it’s a philosophy. 
After a twenty-year study of children 
and adults by research psychologist 
Carol Dweck, it was found that our 
belief systems influence our behavior, 

which in turn affects our success in 
learning. In other words, those who 
believed intelligence could be 
developed, outperformed those who 
believed intelligence was fixed.  
 

In recent years, this philosophy has 
taken hold with educators. Students’ 
mindsets play a key role in motivation 
and achievement. By changing student 
mindsets and helping students 
understand that intellectual abilities 
can grow, students will be more 
motivated to learn. 
 

Most recently, however, words of 
caution about the Growth Mindset 
adoption are beginning to surface. Carol 



Dweck recently revisited her own ideas 
to explain the more common 
misunderstandings presented earlier. 
These misunderstandings are causing 
students and adults to: 
● Persist with ineffective learning 

strategies by obsessing over effort 
● Become frustrated when thoughts 

and actions of a fixed mindset get 
in the way of learning 

 

Dweck explains that a growth mindset 
isn’t just about effort, which is how 
many have interpreted it, but students 
also need to try new strategies and 
seek input from others when stuck. 
Praising students for effort and hard 
work without any learning happening 
is not the intention. 
Dweck writes, “The growth mindset 
was intended to help close the 
achievement gaps, not hide them. It is 
about telling the truth about a student’s 
current achievement and then, 
together, doing something about it, 
helping him or her become smarter” 
(Dweck, 2016).  
 

The Fixed Mindset and Math 
Why do so many students have a fixed 
mindset about their abilities in math, 
hate math, or fear it? What has fed 
this notion that students are either 
“gifted” with math ability, or do not 
have a “Math Brain?”  
 

There are several reasons. 
Traditionally, the type of math student 
considered “good” in math was 
someone who could memorize well 
and calculate fast. Students learned 
quickly that math is different – it’s 

about performing, taking tests, and 
answering questions correctly. 
 

In our culture, testing occurs more 
often in math than in other subjects. 
Frequent testing reinforces to 
students that math is about 
performance, so when struggle takes 
place, a student feels he/she is “not a 
math person”.  
 

How we praise children has also led to 
fixed mindsets. Do we praise children 
for their intelligence, or do we praise 
children for the process – the effort, 
strategy, focus, and persistence? 
Children need to know that mistakes 
and setbacks are a natural part of 
learning. In several academic studies 
completed, the students praised for 
being smart lost confidence and 
motivation when presented with more 
challenging problems compared to 
those being praised for their process.  
Stanford Professor Jo Boaler has 
studied how students learn math, and 
can overcome their fixed mindsets. 
Supporting the idea of growth 
mindset is the new knowledge of 
“brain plasticity”. Studies demonstrate 
the ability of the brain to grow and 
change when presented with new 
concepts, making mistakes, and 
presented with challenges. Her new 
book, Mathematical Mindsets , 
explains some of the new research 
about how the brain functions and 
provides many resources for teachers 
to build a Growth Mindset 
community. 
 



How do we change the fixed 
mindsets of our students in Math? 
We need to acknowledge our own 
fixed mindset and identify the triggers 
and reactions when faced with 
challenges. We need to practice our 
own growth mindset.  
 

Growth mindset teachers view the 
challenges of struggling students as 
opportunities for learning to take 
place – by giving feedback and 
guidance and valuing their efforts, 
strategies, and mistakes when facing 
challenges.  
 

Boaler has several suggestions for 
building a “Mathematical Mindset 
Community”: (Boaler, 2016) 
● Teachers and students believe 

everyone can learn math at a high 
level. 

● The math is visual. 
● The environment is filled with 

wonder and curiosity. 
● Communication and connections 

are valued. 
● The math is open to more than one 

answer. 
● The classroom is a risk-taking, 

mistake-valuing environment.  
 

Teaching open-ended math and 
asking questions that have multiple 
solutions make math more about 
learning and the process rather than 
performance. Giving students a strong 
voice in the learning process and 
opportunities to discuss and critique 
their ideas enables them to engage in 

deeper thought and not limit 
themselves to the one “right answer”.  
The Math Practice Standards 
reinforce the growth mindset and 
stress the importance and value of 
perseverance and making mistakes: 
Math Practice #1 states: Make sense of 
problems and persevere in solving 
them. 
 

Breaking the Fixed Mindset 
Talk about the eight Math Practices 
with students. Model them, refer to 
them, and encourage our students to 
use them. Students need to own them 
and value these tools to help them be 
successful. The Math Practices focus 
on using multiple strategies, tools, and 
procedures for solving problems. They 
encourage different approaches and 
provide opportunities to praise 
process. In addition, they provide 
opportunities for personal approaches 
to solving problems, interpreting, 
making connections, analyzing, and 
communicating, thus increasing brain 
function and improving math 
intelligence.  
  
The following links offer videos and 
other resources for teaching the Math 
Practice Standards.  
●http://www.insidemathematics.org

/common-core-resources/mathe
matical-practice-standards 

 

●https://www.teachingchannel.org
/videos/owning-the-common-cor
e 

 

●http://ctcorestandards.org 
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Curriculum Development 
By Charles Hewes, Director of Teaching & Learning  

 

        Curriculum revision is taking place 
across many departments this year. 
Career Technical Education, World 
Language, and Visual Literacy are all 
beginning the cycle of revision. Much of 
the work of these teachers are doing 
includes analyzing their current 
curriculum and planning for revisions to 
content and instruction.  

Social studies teachers will spend 
this year aligning k-12 standards related 
to the C3 Social Studies Framework and 
Common Core ELA standards. The Social 
Studies curriculum will be ready for full 
implementation in the fall of 2018. 

Although the NGSS Science Standards 
will not be tested until the spring of 
2019, teachers of science are exploring 
now how the NGSS Framework impacts 
science instruction. Beginning next year, 
these teachers will perform the difficult 
work of aligning and scaffolding content 
and skill throughout the grade levels.  

Although math teachers are not 
revising the entire k-12 math curriculum, 
teachers in grades six through nine have 
spent considerable time reviewing their 
curriculum maps. This work by teachers 
was prompted by the many changes in 
math course content that took place 
over the last three years.  

 

What you’ve always wanted to know 
about Colchester ELL 

An EL student may be coming to your classroom in the near future! 



by Louise Gauthier, District EL Coordinator 

As the number of EL students grows in 
our community, it is crucial that we 
acquaint ourselves with them as 
individuals and avoid misconceptions 
about these learners.  I want to take a 
few moments to talk about some 
common myths and their realities. 

Myth 1: ELLs are homogeneous 

Fact:  Not all families are Hispanic, poor, 
and/or uneducated.  Colchester’s EL 
population is made up of 10 different 
languages.  The majority of languages are 
Spanish and Chinese (these are broad 
terms which includes many different 
dialects).  Many of our EL parents are 
well educated and economically stable 
professionals with careers as engineers, 
lawyers, educators (at the university 
level in their home country), 
accountants, and business owners just to 
name a few.  

Myth 2: All ELLs are immigrants. 

Fact:  Of the current 21 EL students in our 
district, only 8 were born outside of the 
United States.  For those students, it’s 
important to remember that their 
immigration stories are as individual as 
they are. And it’s important to make no 
assumptions - much less ask - about 
their immigration status.  Not only is it 
illegal for educators to inquire about 
their status, it is completely irrelevant. 
These students love to talk about their 
countries, cultures and traditions and 
discussing these topics with them on an 
individual level allows them to share 
their background knowledge, which is 
diverse and incredibly interesting. 

 

Myth 3: Parents of ELLs do not speak 
English. 

Fact:  There are only 5 families in our 
school system that do not speak or 
understand English.  It is important 
when you are contacting parents or 
scheduling parent conferences that you 
connect with the ELL teacher as to the 
parents’ English proficiency and whether 
or not a translator will be necessary at 
your meeting.  Although I can not 
guarantee a translator for every language 
that we currently service, I will make 
every effort to find one.  Many of our 
other parents are of limited English 
proficiency and are usually able to 
comprehend conversation that does not 
contain technical jargon.  

Myth 4: ELLs are fluent and literate in 
their native language. 

Fact:  There is a misconception that 
students, who can carry on 
conversations in their native language, 
must also be literate in that language.  It 
is crucial that we understand that 17 out 
of 21 EL students are bilingual but NOT 
biliterate.  Biliterate means that they are 
able to read or write in their native 
language.  It’s important to remember 
that many of our students are learning to 
read alongside their monolingual 
classmates and may run into the same 
decoding/encoding difficulties that their 
classmates are having.  At all levels, 
teachers should make every effort to 
pre-teach both content and academic 
vocabulary.  We take for granted that 
although the student’s classmates have 
the background knowledge to 
understand words as basic as: growl, 
annual, bark, basic, and vacant, many of 



our EL’s at all grade levels do not, and 
vocabulary needs to be explicitly taught 
(Kinsella, 2005).  Research has shown 
that for older students who have 
immigrated to the U.S. in high school 
and who had a strong educational 
foundation in their home countries are 
quicker to, not only learn to speak 
English, but also read and write in 
English.  For the younger students it is 
important for us, as educators, not to 
assume that a child’s reading difficulties 
must only be based on language issues. 

Myth 5: Social English proficiency 
equates with academic English 
proficiency 

Fact:  Recent research (Thomas & Collier, 
1997) shows that academic English 
proficiency (CALP - Cognitive Academic 
Language Proficiency) can take up to 10 
years to develop, while social English 
proficiency (BICS - Basic Interpersonal 
Communication Skills) is acquired 
between 6 months to two years.  One 
misconception is that students, who can 
fully converse with teachers and peers 

relatively quickly, understand academic 
concepts that are read or discussed in 
the classroom. In reality, they are unable 
to grasp such concepts.  It is crucial that 
we offer comprehensible input and 
scaffold instruction that draws on the 
experiences of students in order to 
maximize understanding. 
 

In conclusion, I would like to add one 
final note: With the recent outcome of 
the presidential elections, many of our 
students are feeling anxious about what 
might happen to their families.  The 
issues that many of the students face are 
not only immigration issues, but also 
health care policy, policy surrounding 
free and reduced lunch, changes in the 
education system, and other family 
services policies.  I have been asked by 
students at both the middle school and 
high school what the President-elect has 
planned for students from other 
countries.  It’s so important to reassure 
all students that they are safe, they are 
cared about, and we are all here to help 
them and listen to their concerns.  
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“Innovation Ain’t Just for the Students” 
By Charles Hewes, Director of Teaching & Learning  
 

In the coming weeks, all faculty and staff 
will have the opportunity to develop and 
explore an innovation they feel will 

improve our schools, enhance learning, 
or provide unique experiences for our 
students. Google calls it 20% time, 
whereby employees have the 



opportunity to take time away from their 
daily work in order to innovate. The 
product of this time at Google has 
resulted in the development of products 
such as GMail, Google Earth, and Google 
Talk. At the company 3M, similar 
programs resulted in the Post-it, 
painter’s tape, and the clear bandage. Is 
there is something you’ve been 
interested in creating for students? Do 
you have an idea about a process, 
strategy, or product that you think will 

help our students better learn? Submit a 
request for educator innovation time. 
After winter break, we will be posting the 
Educator Innovation Application under 
the Human Resources page on our 
website (click here). We want to know 
what your innovation is, how you think it 
will support learning, and when you plan 
to take the time to develop and share 
your innovation. That’s it! If you have any 
questions, please feel free to email 
Charley at chewes@colchesterct.org  

 

 

READ MORE ON OUR WEBSITE  
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