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2021

I shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.

The Road Less Traveled, Robert Frost

This classic imagery offers a complementary metaphor to those issued by the New Jersey
Department of Education (NJDOE) as we emerge from the shadow of the covid pandemic and
reconsider our approach to schooling.  NJDOE published its restart and recovery plan in the
summer of 2020 as “The Road Back” and posted recent initiatives to engage, recover, and
reimagine education as “The Road Forward''.  Together they represent useful guidance to help
school districts move ahead.

The social disruption has been experienced deeply at the community level and personally by
each of its members.  As fondly as we may recall our pre-pandemic world, there is no going
back!  What we have before us is a unique opportunity to design our own path by synthesizing
what has proved successful for us in the past with what we have learned recently in order to
embrace excellence through equity as the focal point of an improved future for our children.

This is but the latest phase of our journey in Newton. Over five years ago, we organized our
thoughts around teaching and learning into a student-centered vision for instructional practice.
Our district goals since then (recent examples: 2020-21, 2019-20) have consistently focused on
this outlook along with other complementary strategies.

The purpose of this call to action is (a) to reaffirm the mission of the Newton Public
Schools (b) by synthesizing successful practices with pandemic experiences and
professional learning (c) into district goals that exhibit an equity-centered,
context-sensitive approach.
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The specific intention here is to provide a foundation from which to discuss student needs and
stakeholder input, develop concrete goals and action plans, and begin implementation as we
move into a new school year.  These activities will occur as we approach several checkpoints:

May 5: Summer program announcements begin

May 14: CRRSA/ESSER II application due

July 1: Start of summer program

September 7: Start of regular school year

Let us begin with some key takeaways from our district mission.

District Mission (key takeaways underlined)

The mission of the Newton Public Schools is to educate the whole child.

We believe today’s students will become tomorrow’s leaders.  Therefore, it is our expectation
that all students shall achieve the New Jersey Student Learning Standards at all grade levels,
and graduate ready for college, careers, and life.

We believe success is an unlimited commodity, and every child can be successful. Therefore, we
focus all that we do on student learning, whether that comes through academics, athletics, the
arts, student activities, or community service.

We believe in the power of diversity. Therefore, we look to identify the unique talents of our
students, and help them to build those talents into strengths by expanding their knowledge and
skills.

We believe in the value of care. Therefore, we put trust, respect, and support at the heart of our
school culture, and safety, security, and sustainability at the center of our physical environment.

We believe parents, teachers, support staff, and citizens must partner in order to help children
achieve their highest potential. Therefore, we organize ourselves as community schools to
ensure we allocate sufficient resources to the social, emotional, and physical well-being of our
students as well as to their academic achievement.

Successful Practices

Any attempt to compile a list of practices that have helped make the Newton Public Schools
successful will inevitably fall short.  And yet, it is important that we try in order to identify what
we have done well and determine what needs to be retained as we move forward into a new
era.  Here are just a few highlights that demonstrate the recent successes of our students:

● Achieved the highest graduation and college enrollment rates in school district history.

Newton Public Schools A Road Less Traveled Page 2 of 10

https://www.newtonnj.org/about/index


● Recognized by the NJ Department of Education as a high performing school district.

● Acknowledged on the College Board Honor Roll for significant gains in AP access and
student performance.

● Identified by NJ Monthly as having a Top 100 public high school for the first time in
school district history.

● Affirmed as having the county’s healthiest elementary and middle schools, the most
productive high school community service organization, a state model school for positive
behavior interventions, and a national school of character.

What school practices have helped produce these and other accomplishments? The answer
should be based on broad input from all stakeholder groups. Listed below are several that have
been put forward by staff members:

● Attending to the needs of every student academically, physically, mentally, socially, and
emotionally.

● Basing behavioral expectations and character education in trust, respect, and support.

● Building strong relationships between dedicated teachers and students.

● Recruiting, hiring, and retaining high quality staff members.

● Moving toward a more student-centered approach to instruction.

● Offering engaging extracurricular experiences to our students.

● Providing relevant, customized professional learning opportunities.

● Engaging local partners in providing more equitable access to resources and services.

Pandemic Experiences (Darling-Hammond et al., 2020; Fullan et al., 2020; Greene, 2020; Johnson, 2021;

LaSusa and Pendergrast, 2020; Pinney, 2021; St. George et al., 2021)

The covid pandemic has impacted us in so many ways. Suffice it to say, we have all had to adapt
quickly and adjust as the situation has evolved. In the past this kind of massive disruption has
led to fundamental changes in our society, and we should expect this experience to be no
different.

The Learning Policy Institute (2020) asked,

Our current system took shape almost exactly a century ago, when school designs and funding were
established to implement mass education on an assembly-line model organized to prepare students
for their “places in life”—judgments that were enacted within contexts of deep-seated racial, ethnic,
economic, and cultural prejudices. In a historical moment when we have more knowledge about
human development and learning, when society and the economy demand a more challenging set of
skills, and when—at least in our rhetoric—there is a greater social commitment to equitable
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education, it is time to use the huge disruptions caused by this pandemic to reinvent our systems of
education. The question is: How we can harness these understandings as we necessarily redesign
school? How can we transform what has not been working for children and for our society into a
more equitable and empowering future?

Fullan et al. (2020) concurred,

How will we choose to respond? Will we patch together a reaction, or use this opportunity to
transform the system itself? The question becomes, what will be more appealing - reverting to the
status quo or using the opportunity to help students become knowledgeable and skilled change
makers through deeper learning? We argue that the solutions lie before us. We have the opportunity
to creatively manage the immediate issues while building a bridge to a reimagined education system.

Here are just a few initial observations made in our schools during this past year:

● Addressing the social, emotional, mental, and physical needs of our students and staff
has never been more critical to a healthy school environment.

● Within the new structures designed by their teachers, many students have accelerated
their skills toward becoming more self-sufficient, lifelong learners.

● Our experience with remote instruction and other technology-aided applications should
be continued as part of a broad array of instructional strategies.

● Greater flexibility in the allocation of time and other resources has nourished
professional creativity and innovation.

What else have we learned?  We need to foster dialogue and consideration among our staff
members, parents, students, and community partners about these and other lessons learned in
our schools, our classrooms, and at home over the past year.

Here’s an extended excerpt from Johnson (2021) identifying some useful questions as we engage
in that task:

First, teachers must understand their own experience and that of their colleagues. What did they
learn about their strengths, weaknesses, and preferences, as well as those of their peers? How well
did their instruction work for them and their students? How did they assess students’ learning, give
feedback, and provide extra help? Did they discover effective ways to teach online that might be
incorporated into future hybrid and in-person instruction?

Second, how have students fared, and what will they need as they return to school? What did online
learning reveal about their interests, learning styles, and need for social interaction? Are there
patterns of difference in students’ experiences by race, ethnicity, gender, or family income? What
might teachers do to build (or rebuild) a positive school culture as they and their students return
after more than a year of isolation? How can the school approach short-term decisions, such as
which students are promoted and longer-term revisions of their curriculum and instruction?

Third, after a year of online or hybrid instruction, what do parents expect of the school, and what
role do they hope to play in their children’s learning? As one district administrator told me, parents
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and teachers “have literally been observing each other in their own homes.” Have these observations
enhanced or frayed relationships between the school and families?

Professional Learning

PROCESS

● Exhibit Behavior Before Belief and Communicate Clearly (Reeves, 2020; The New Teacher
Project, 2020)

The traditional change model often consumes time and resources without results, and
can be described as: provide information, gain buy-in, change practice, and observe
improved results.

A change model based on modern cognitive psychology turns this around: change
practice, observe improved results, gather evidence, and gain buy-in. Implementing the
latter involves some different thinking:

○ Build from the shared beliefs in the district mission.

○ Make sure decisions are clear and simple.

○ Share how decisions have been made and who was consulted in making those
decisions.

○ Commit to short-term results (100 days) more than long-term plans (3-5 years).

○ Confirm what will no longer be done in order to do something different.

○ Respond to concerns while maintaining focus on objectives.

○ Encourage staff to share evidence of results frequently and tell the story behind
the data.

○ Ensure plans to connect, collaborate with, and communicate with students and
families as clearly as possible.

● Reimagine Schooling Through Equity and Innovation (Socol and Moran, 2019/2020)

We can infuse the aforementioned change principles into a holistic process to reimagine
schooling through equity and innovation.

○ Know the learners and the future through observation.

○ Learn to pivot to address the urgency of change with things that are not right.

○ Become zero-based designers to build our future without creating chaos.

○ Apply logic to create contagious creativity by developing intrinsic motivations
while implementing a coherent approach to change.
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○ Determine strategy by focusing on the key transformative shifts.

○ Use protocols to engage key stakeholders.

CONTENT

● Maintain Student and Staff Health as an Essential Priority (New Jersey Department of
Education, 2021a)

The health and safety of students and staff members has always been our first concern
and has been elevated further by the pandemic.  That will not go away as vaccinations
increase, health data change, and state guidance gets updated.

NJDOE is aligned with this focus,

The Road Forward features a series of initiatives that paves the way forward for our
education community by investing heavily in identifying and addressing the academic and
mental health impacts of COVID-19 on our students and educators.

For most schools, mental health, social emotional learning and physical wellness will be
chief among the needs as more students return to in-person learning.  Among the fifteen
specific allowable uses in the general allocation of CRRSA/ESSER II funds is,

Providing mental health services and supports.

As a component of the CRRSA/ESSER II set-asides, the State has identified funding
specifically for a mental health grant.  NJDOE explained,

Funds will be used to assist districts in implementing school-based mental health supports
for all students and educators. These grants will assist school districts in building a tiered,
sustainable intervention model of comprehensive mental health supports and services.

● Adopt Belonging and Dignity as Keys to Equity Implementation (Cobb and Krownapple,

2019; Tatum, 2017)

To achieve our mission to “educate the whole child”, we must do so for every child in our
diverse community.  Societal divisions resulting from racism, sexism, classism, and other
-isms must be actively addressed by everyone in the school community.

In order to do so, we must reaffirm our commitment to equity for all students by
developing a culture of dignity with a climate of belonging.  These are preconditions
essential to engagement, which leads to achievement. Connectedness is a precursor for
belonging.  It is fostered by productive listening and empathy, emerges from building
partnership and community, and is recognized by acceptance and validation.

Dignity is our innate human worth and value. For each of us, dignity is vulnerable,
however, the frequency and degree to which each of us must endure that vulnerability
has much to do with our social identities and context. Belonging means being fully
human — the opposite of othering (dehumanization). It is the extent to which people feel
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personally appreciated, validated, accepted, and treated fairly within an environment.
When people feel that they belong, they aren’t distracted and worried about being
treated as a stereotype.

Diverse school environments must become inclusive — highly accessible with
unconditional belonging.  Inclusion (being of a community, co-creating a new way of
being together) is different from integration (being in a community, brought into a
dominant culture).

● Move 21st Century Skills to the Heart of Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment
(New Jersey Department of Education, 2020)

Content learning is critical to student growth, but we need to accept the primacy of the
foundational skills students need for their futures. These have been identified over
many years by any number of interested stakeholder groups.  New Jersey has clarified
these as the Career Readiness, Life Literacies and Key Skills, which are:

1. Act as a responsible and contributing community member and employee.

2. Attend to financial well-being.

3. Consider the environmental, social, and economic impacts of decisions.

4. Demonstrate creativity and innovation.

5. Utilize critical thinking to make sense of problems and persevere in solving them.

6. Model integrity, ethical leadership, and effective management.

7. Plan education and career paths aligned to personal goals.

8. Use technology to enhance productivity, increase collaboration, and communicate
effectively.

9. Work productively in teams while using cultural/global competence.

● Accelerate Learning Using Power Standards and Instructional Supports (Reeves, 2020;
New Jersey Department of Education, 2021b; The New Teacher Project, 2020)

Moving beyond the 21st Century Skills, power standards are a strategy to focus us within
the content in order to accelerate learning.  These are the New Jersey Student Learning
Standards that we can identify as: (1) having cross-disciplinary leverage, meaning that
they are important to multiple content areas; (2) exhibiting endurance, as they occur
year after year; and (3) are essential in advancing to the next grade level of study.

This requires a level of professional discernment to declare that certain standards are
more important than others using the criteria above. Here are a few passages from
Reeves (2020) to illustrate:
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On leverage:

Any time we suggest that a standard--say, manipulating irregular polygons--is less important
than proficiency in tables, charts, and graphs, the advocates for the rhombus and the trapezoid
come out of the woodwork...If we want the mathematics teacher to focus on number operations,
fractions, and decimals, then administrators must say, loud and strong, that the demands of
state standards for the mastery of the trapezoid, parallelogram and rhombus are not ultimately
helpful to the student who must prepare for the next level of learning.

On endurance:

For example, the requirement for argumentative writing recurs in elementary, middle, and high
school years.  While elementary teachers might find argumentative writing boring and
irrelevant, particularly when compared to the student affinity for acrostics or haiku, the
enduring nature of argumentative writing throughout the K-12 curriculum makes it imperative
at every grade level.

On being essential:

...Every time I ask teachers about what is most essential for arriving students to know and be
able to do, I always hear a focus on a few essentials. And never--not once--have I heard teachers
say that the success of arriving students depends on teachers in the previous grade covering
every single standard.

The New Jersey Department of Education has already made important strides in this area
by publishing the following resources:

● Prerequisite Concepts and Skills in English Language Arts and Mathematics

● Instructional Supports to Accelerate Learning in Science.

District Goals and Strategies

The goals identified here are suggestions subject to Board of Education adoption.  Strategies
listed under each are current or proposed initiatives that may be considered for further
refinement into measurable action steps.

1. Assess and address social, emotional, mental, and physical health needs to meet the
expectation of success for all students.

a. Mental Health Assessments and Resources

b. Trauma-Informed Care

c. Social Emotional Learning

d. Student and Staff Wellness

e. Community Schools
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2. Build a culture of dignity and a climate of belonging to meet the expectation of success
for all students.

a. School Climate Teams

b. Inclusive Classroom Practices and Resources

c. Behavioral Expectations and Disciplinary Practices

d. Student Supports and Equitable Opportunities

e. Staff Diversity

3. Strengthen student-centered learning to meet the expectation of success for all students.

a. Formative Assessment

b. Multi-Tiered Systems of Support

c. Accelerated Learning

d. Blended Instruction

e. Flexible Scheduling
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