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Thematic Organization 

“The yearning for deep connection describes a quality of relationship that is profoundly caring, is resonant with meaning, and involves feelings of belonging, or of begin truly seen and known” (Rachael Kessler).   Before coming to Clark I spent some time teaching in a traditional secondary setting.  One takeaway from that experience is just how disconnected the content we teach is from the soul of an adolescent.  That is to say that most of what we did on a daily, quarterly and yearly basis didn’t fulfill the need of the adolescent for deep connection.  My perceived purpose in developing and implementing cycle themes is to remedy this lack of connection.   
The theme, discovery, for this cycle of study was selected in a collaborative effort between all of the 9/10 teachers from both Cark and Gamble Montessori.    Discovery encompases many needs of the adolescent and is also at the core of Montessori philosophy.  From a scientific standpoint, the brain of the adolescent lends itself to skills associated with the discovery process.  In his book Brainstorm, Daniel J Siegel makes this connection, “Brain changes during the early teen years set up four qualities of our minds during adolescence: novelty seeking, social engagement, increased emotional intensity and creative exploration.” 
 Our cycle theme and the components of that cycle are designed to encourage the quality of creative exploration and the urge of the adolescent for transcendence. My parents used to tell me that nothing worthwhile is ever easy to attain.  There is a drive within the adolescent to achieve that which is difficult.  The nature of true science is discovery not the replication and regurgitation of what has already been done.  In this sense, we are not challenging the adolescent without provided them with a framework for personal and academic discovery. The beginning(kick-off) and ending(culminating activity) of this cycle are almost a ceremonial celebration of the work to be done and that has been accomplished.  The purpose of these ceremonial practices is to fulfill the need of the adolescent for initiation.  

The Value of Projects 
In La Istituzione deli Erdkinder Montessori discusses the shift that occurs between the childhood drive for individuality to the adolescent interest in society.  She describes many areas of academic focus but all with a call to instruction,  “Not in an abstract way, but in a highly practical way.  I had never sat back and thought about how incredibly challenging it must be to learn in solely an abstract manner  By simply introducing topics and expecting students to be “experts” in them we are asking way too much of the adolescent.  
“The emphasis for subjects of study is based on choice; that is, the student chooses what he wants to study , moving in the direction of his life orientation.” (Maria Montessori).  Student driven projects allow the adolescent to find deeper meaning and practical application of otherwise abstract material.  Student choice has always been of high value for me when it comes to projects. This cycle I chose to create a project in which the student designs and carries out their own experiment.  Experimental design is a practical vehicle for discovery.  We don’t design experiments with an answer in mind, or to test a relationship that we already know exists. We develop experiments to discover new relationships or answers to unsolved questions.  In this cycle-long(quarter) projet each student will implement the scientific method in a practical sense much like a scientist in a lab.  Throughout this project the students will need guidance on nearly ten or so separate skills in order to reach their end goal.  The project culminates with a final research paper and presentation of their findings to the junior high students.  The purpose of these final components is to allow for personal valorization in the months of work they have done.  “And always they experienced the sense of mastery that came from feeling they had done it themselves”(Rita Kramer).  The true value of student choice is valorization of the adolescent.  

The use of Checklists and Choice
“Today it is possible for us to establish a regime of liberty in our schools, and consequently it is our duty to do so.” (Maria Montessori) The state of education today is rigid.  We tell students what they must do, exactly when to do it,and how to do it.  This system lacks freedom and variation.  Each child is different from the next and then different again depending on the day or time of day.  And yet, we have the unrealistic expectation that all children should meet the same “standards” at the same time.  One relief for this rigid instruction is the use of checklists to promote student choice.   Montessori believed that to best help the child on their journey through adolescence we must observe them in a natural state.  Without particular freedoms we don’t allow the child to reveal their true self and therefore our observations cannot be truly scientific.  The fluidity of a checklist allows the adolescent to reveal their “true self”.  We can observe the choices they make with regard to order, socializing, placement, silence, and rigor.  In other words we allow for spontaneous activity. Rita Kramer remarks upon Montessori’s value of choice within the classroom, “This seemed to her like an inherent characteristic of the child, and she decided that the children’s education should proceed in such a way as to provide an environment in which the spontaneous activity of the child would be left free to manifest itself.” Like so many of Montessori’s ideas this one highlights her commitment to working with the nature of the child instead of against it. 
The checklist template that I have chosen to build for this cycle is structured in the format of the three period lesson.  I was inspired to construct it in this manner because of transparency.  I wanted to make sure the adolescent knew what was for instruction, exploration and assessment.  By explicitly stating the 3 periods for each standard, the student can observe the logical progression of learning.  The point of which is to appeal to the adolescent’s search for meaning and purpose.   In addition, I wanted to include the standard for learning so that students could reflect upon their relationship with that standard during each part of the three part lesson progression.  The checklist is chunked by standard so that the amount of content is not overwhelming and includes opportunities  to go beyond the necessary content. This is aimed at feeding the need for transcendence of the adolescent.  

The Value of Group Initiatives 
There is a hunger within the adolescent for joy and delight.  This gateway,  in particular is one that gets neglected in modern education.  There is a feeling that school is not “for fun” but only for work.  And then we can’t figure out why students don’t think learning is fun.  One reason for this is because, for whatever reason, we made a choice a long time ago to value academic skills over social ones. As a montessori student and now teacher I often ask people what they think Montessori education is.  The answer I get most often is “educating the whole child”. The more I learn about Montessori the more I accept that description as truth.  I think back on my time as a Clark student and I take pride in saying that I genuinely know everyone in my graduating class and would call each one of them a friend.  Those relationships were not natural they were built and earned through community building.  Adolescence is a time in which we develop a consciousness of our place in society.  Daniel J. Siegel emphasizes this human drive in his book brainstorm, “We are meant to live in a community, meant to live in connection with others.”  This is a principle that is brought out and nuanced through group initiatives.  
Of course students can connect while they work, but often that work is not to accomplish a common goal.  In my experience, powerful group initiatives involve all members of the community working together to accomplish something.   The relationships, trust and valorization that are fostered during group initiatives, then spill over into classroom work.Even as a adult learner, I have observed a relationship between group initiatives and my my ability to collaborate with others on academic work.  We learn so much about ourselves, our community and our place within the community through carefully designed group initiatives. 
The group initiative that I have chosen for this cycle of study is called “moon landing”.  In this group initiative the students are a space crew that had to make an emergency landing on the moon.  Several supplies are salvaged and it is there job to first individually rank them, rank them in small groups, and finally come up with a class ranking.  I chose this group initiative for this cycle because space is what many call “the final frontier”.  Because the activity involves space we are already in the “new discoveries” mindset. When we reveal the “correct” rankings of the items one possible discovery is that their individual ranking score is lower than the whole group score.  This shows that we are stronger together and reinvests us in our community. 
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