
 
One   School.   True   Rigor.  

by   Tom   Woelper,   Head   of   School 
 
I   believe   that   we   are   in   the   midst   of   educational   revolution—a   necessary   revolution   given 
disruptive   technology,   research   on   learning   and   the   brain,   and   a   growing   consensus   about   the 
skills,   competencies,   and   practices   students   need   for   today   and   tomorrow.   Nimble,   adaptive 
schools   will   embrace   this   revolution   and   thrive;   others   will   fall   further   and   further   behind.   Thanks 
to   a   timeless   mission   that   emphasizes   balance,   developing   strength   of   mind   and   strength   of 
character,   and   preparing   each   child   for   success   in   the   modern   world,   Far   Hills   Country   Day 
School   is   already   at   the   forefront   of   this   revolution   and   operates   from   a   position   of   strength   for 
ongoing   change.  
 
Over   the   next   years,   Far   Hills   will   embrace   the   educational   revolution   by   adopting   a   “one   school” 
philosophy   and   pursuing   “true   rigor.”   One   school   is   the   conceptual   framework   for   the 
organizational,   programmatic,   and   curricular   changes   going   forward.   It   is   an   intentional, 
mission-driven,   collaborative,   integrated,   learning   community—of   students,   faculty,   staff,   and 
parents—connected   across   grade   levels   by   a   coherent,   consistent   approach   to   teaching   and 
learning.   True   rigor   reconceptualizes   and   thereby   corrects   misunderstandings   about   rigor.   Many 
equate   rigor   with   hours   of   homework   or   information   upon   recall.   This   is   not   true   rigor.   True   rigor 
mines   the   confluence   between   academic   and   life   skills   so   that   students   learn    how    to   learn.   (In 
education-speak,   true   rigor   builds   students’   cognitive   and   noncognitive   skills   so   that   they   develop 
metacognition.)   True   rigor   also   speaks   to   accountability.   In   the   following   paragraphs,   I   will 
elaborate   on   what   “one   school”   and   “true   rigor”   mean   for   Far   Hills   in   the   years   to   come. 
 
The   one   school   philosophy   has   organizational   implications   for   Far   Hills   next   year.   Paying   keen 
attention   to   the   developmental   needs   of   students   and   ameliorating   transitions,   Far   Hills   will   offer 
a   multi-age   Prekindergarten   program,   continue   with   a   home-room   based   structure   in   K–Grade   4, 
and   introduce   a   house   system   that   pairs   Grades   5/6   and   Grades   7/8.   We   will   no   longer   talk   about 
divisions   in   the   school   to   emphasize   the   coherence   and   continuity   of   the   PreK–8   program.   Far 
Hills   will,   nonetheless,   have   a   Director   of   the   Lower   School,   who   will   oversee   PreK–Grade   4,   and 
a   Director   of   the   Upper   School,   who   will   oversee   Grades   5–8.   These   positions   also   acknowledge 
developmental   distinctions   between   students   in   Grades   PreK–4   and   in   Grades   5–8.   A   Director   of 
Teaching   &   Learning,   a   new   position,   will   oversee   the   scope,   sequence,   and   integration   of   the 
entire   program,   ensuring   that   the   one   school   philosophy   translates   into   school-wide   practice.  
 
Adapting   elements   of   the   Montessori   and   Reggio   Emilia   approach,   the   multi-age   Prekindergarten 
program   for   three-   and   four-year-old   students   will   be   characterized   by   regular   assessments, 
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differentiated   instruction,   flexible   groupings,   and   purposeful   play.   By   paying   close   attention   to   the 
developmental   needs   of   each   student,   regardless   of   age,   the   multi-age   program   challenges 
students   while   building   their   confidence.   Use   of   a   studio   space   (often   also   called   design   labs, 
maker   spaces,   etc.)   will   become   a   core   feature   of   the   program.   To   facilitate   the   transition   into   an 
academic   environment,   three-year   old   students   will   be   provided   with   more   flexible   full-   and 
partial-day   options   for   attendance.  
 
Far   Hills   will   continue   to   utilize   a   homeroom   system   for   K–Grade   4,   which   best   meets   students’ 
needs   at   this   stage   of   their   intellectual,   social,   and   emotional   development.   In   anticipation   of   the 
transition   from   this   homeroom-based   structure   to   the   house   system   in   Grades   5–8,   fourth   grade 
students   will   assume   increased   leadership   responsibility   as   the   oldest   in   the   lower   school   and 
undertake   culminating   projects   to   demonstrate   academic   proficiencies   and   preparedness   for   the 
upper   school. 
 
Grades   5–8   will   be   organized   in   a   house   system.   The   5/6   House   maintains   the   homeroom-base 
structure   in   fifth   grade   paired   with   a   more   purposeful   integration   into   a   sixth   grade   structure, 
which   will   transition   into   an   advisory   system   with   increased   discipline-specific   teachers.   The   7/8 
House,   with   a   different   teacher   for   each   course   and   emphasis   upon   independence,   prepares 
students   for   high   school.   The   research   supports   a   structure   like   this   for   students   in   their   crucial 
middle   school   years.   Our   children   are   growing   up   faster   and   fifth   grade   students   are   ready   for 
more   of   an   upper   school   experience,   even   as   we   preserve   their   childhood.    Research   also 1

suggests   that   it   is   critical   to   distinguish   the   needs   of   fifth   graders,   emphasizing   a   gradual 
inculcation   into   a   more   departmentalized   structure   due   to   huge   possible   developmental 
differences   at   the   fifth   and   sixth   grade   level   as   there   is   a   discernible   difference   from   their   fourth 
grade   peers.    One   great   advantage   of   starting   middle   school   in   grade   five   is   that   it   takes   these 2

two   distinct   periods   into   account   and   allows   the   division   of   a   middle   school   into   age-appropriate 
sections—a   lower   middle   school   comprised   of   grades   five   and   six   and   an   upper   middle   school   of 
grades   seven   and   eight.   In   short,   the   house   system   in   Grades   5–8   pays   close   attention   to   the 
unique   developmental   needs   of   middle   school   students   as   they   move   out   of   primary   school   and 
prepare   for   secondary   school.  
 
It   will   take   a   few   years   to   transition   fully   to   the   house   system.   Changes   to   be   made   in   2015–2016 
include:   moving   the   fifth   grade   classrooms   closer   to   the   upper   school;   having   fifth   grade   students 
select   and   study   Spanish,   Chinese,   or   French   as   their   upper   school   world   language;   providing 
science   with   additional   time   for   labs   as   an   initial   step   towards   moving   it   from   a   special   to   a   full 
academic   subject   in   the   fifth   grade;   and   having   fifth   grade   students   join   sixth,   seventh,   and   eighth 
grade   students   for   community   meetings.   Fifth   and   sixth   grade   teachers   and   seventh   and   eighth 
grade   teachers   will   work   in   teams   to   review   the   scope   and   sequence   of   the   curriculum,   design 
new   assessments,   and   ensure   even   greater   continuity   of   experience   for   the   students   in   each 
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house.   Some   features   of   the   current   program   will   not   change   with   the   move   to   a   house   system. 

Fifth   grade   students   will   retain   the   homeroom-based   structure   and   will   continue   to   receive   similar 

progress   reports.   Sixth   grade   students   will   continue   to   switch   teachers   for   each   class,   have 

lockers,   and   be   assigned   advisors.   The   implications   of   the   house   system   on   athletics   and   the 

schedule,   for   example,   will   be   studied   over   the   course   of   next   year   and   implemented   the   year 

after. 

 

Beyond   organization   and   program,   the   one   school   vision   encompasses   a   coherent,   intentional 

teaching   and   learning   philosophy   for   PreK–Grade   8   that   achieves   true   rigor.   The   teaching   and 

learning   philosophy   has   these   five   distinct,   yet   related   tenets: 

 

● Personalization,   differentiation,   individualization 

● Growth   mindset 

● Thinking   skills 

● Project   approach 

● Performance   tasks 

 

Far   Hills   has   a   long   history   of   personalizing,   differentiating,   and   individualizing   instruction,   so   this 

tenet   builds   on   past   practice   even   as   it   becomes   a   more   intentional   aspect   of   the   program.    In 
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short,   personalization,   differentiation,   and   individualization   reflect   a   profound   belief   that   there   is 

no   limit   to   a   child’s   learning   and   growth.   Rigor   in   light   of   this   is   about   providing   each   student   with 

an   appropriate   mix   of   support   and   challenge;   it   is   not   a   one-size   fits   all   approach   to   teaching   and 

learning.  

 

Stanford   professor   Carol   Dweck   introduced   the   concept   of   a   growth   mindset   in   her   2007   book, 

Mindset:   The   New   Psychology   of   Success .    In   contrast   to   a   “fixed   mindset”   that   assumes   the 
4

immutability   of   character,   intelligence,   and   talent,   a   “growth   mindset”   sees   brains   and   talent   as 

the   starting   point.   Existing   abilities   are   stretched   through   dedication   and   hard   work.   Failure   is   less 

a   setback,   or   a   sign   of   unintelligence,   than   a   vehicle   for   growth.   Rigor   is   characterized   by   a 

program   that   emphasizes   perseverance,   resilience,   and   effort—where   the    process    of   learning 

matters   as   much,   if   not   more,   than   outcomes. 

 

Far   Hills   already   develops   students’   thinking   skills   through   Thinking   Maps™   and   developing   an 

understanding   of   scientific   methodology,   for   example.   In   a   coherent,   intentional   way,   Far   Hills   will 

identify   and   develop   other   thinking   skills   such   as   critique,   design   thinking,   quantitative   reasoning, 

and   coding   from   Prekindergarten   through   eighth   grade.   These   thinking   skills   are   the   building 

blocks   of   disciplinary   understanding   and   the   keys   to   true   rigor   which   develop   these   higher-order 

thinking   skills   in   an   intentional,   sequential   manner   over   years.  

 

3   For   an   explanation   of   personalization,   differentiation,   and   individualization   and   the   distinctions   between 
them   see:    http://www.slideshare.net/bbray/personalizationvsdifferentiationvsindividualization . 
4   See   Carol   Dweck’s   website   for   details:    http://mindsetonline.com .  
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The   Far   Hills   program   is   defined   by   several   signature   projects,   including   the   third   grade 
Adventure   America   and   eighth   grade   Learning   Exposition.   Research   shows   that   when   done   well, 
project-based   learning   such   as   these   results   in   deeper   learning   and   engaged,   self-directed 
learners.   Project-based   learning   should   not   be   confused   with   simply   doing   projects.   Rather, 
project-based   learning   involves   students   acquiring   and   applying   knowledge   to   tackle   problems 
as   they   would   be   solved   in   the   real   world   and   taking   increased   control   of   their   learning.   Project 
work   as   such   presents   opportunities   for   students’   ideas   to   be   valued,   their   creativity   encouraged, 
and   their   interests   nurtured.   Rigor   is   not   imposed   by   a   teacher,   but   generated   from   the   students 
whose   teachers   serve   as   coaches   or   facilitators   rather   than   as   sages. 
 
Performance   tasks,   like   the   project   approach,   require   students   to   demonstrate   knowledge,   skills, 
and   strategies   by   creating   a   relevant   response   or   a   product.   The   true   measure   of   learning   and 
understanding,   for   example,   is   not   a   perfect   score   on   a   vocabulary   test,   but   selecting   and   then 
using   those   words   correctly   in   denotation   and   connotation   when   responding   to   a   novel   writing 
prompt.   Performance   tasks   are   authentic,   complex,   and   require   application   of 
understanding—and   thus   get   at   the   heart   of   rigor.   
 
How   will   we   know   if   the   “one   school”   organizational,   programmatic,   and   curricular   changes 
improve   student   learning?   How   will   we   hold   ourselves   accountable?   In   terms   of   strength   of   mind 
(i.e.,   academic   skills),   Far   Hills   students   will   continue   to   take   the   Educational   Records   Bureau’s 
Comprehensive   Testing   Program   4   (colloquially   known   as   the   ERBs),   which    measure   students’ 
verbal   and   quantitative   skills,   give   them   experience   taking   standardized   tests,   and   provide   the 
school   and   parents   with   normed   results.   Starting   next   year   in   sixth   grade,   students   will   also   take 
the   College    and   Work   Readiness   Assessment   (CWRA),   an   innovative,   performance-based 
assessment   which   measures   students’   critical   thinking   and   written   communication   skills   (such   as 
analysis   and   problem   solving,   scientific   and   quantitative   reasoning,   critical   reading   and 
evaluation,   critiquing   an   argument,   as   well   as   writing   effectiveness   and   mechanics).   The   CWRA 
represents   the   next   generation   of   testing   and   is   well-established   as   a   meaningful   assessment   in 
secondary   schools.   Far   Hills   will   be   at   the   forefront   of   schools   utilizing   this   assessment   in   middle 
school.   Together,   the   ERB   and   CWRA   will   provide   Far   Hills   with   rich   data   about   student 
understanding. 
 
Far   Hills   also   develops   strength   of   character   (i.e.,   life   skills)—and   will   continue   to   assess   its 
effectiveness   doing   so.   The   school   has   been   a   pioneer   developing   the   Mission   Skills   Assessment 
(MSA),   which   measures   those   non-cognitive   skills   and   attributes   that   research   has   shown   to   be 
just   as   important   as   cognitive   skills   in   determining   academic   success.   Over   a   five-year   period,   the 
Independent   School   Data   Exchange   (INDEX)   with   the   Educational   Testing   Service   (ETS) 
developed   a   scientifically   based   assessment   of   six   character   skills:  
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Teamwork  Creativity  Ethics  Resilience  Curiosity 
Time 

Management 

Far   Hills   students   take   the   MSA,   beginning   in   the   sixth   grade,   and   the   data   helps   the   school 

assess   the   effectiveness   of   its   social   emotional   learning   curriculum   and   determine   areas   in   need 

of   improvement.   To   develop   Mission   Skills   in   the   context   of   building   a   growth   mindset,   Far   Hills 

will   introduce   monthly   portfolios   (the   Far   Hills   Folio)   in   the   2015–2016   year   that   represent 

students’   best   work   and/or   demonstrations   of   improvement   over   the   previous   weeks.   Folios   will 

help   students   identify   their   strengths   and   weaknesses   and   target   areas   that   need   work,   help 

faculty   recognize   where   students   are   struggling   and   address   problems   immediately,   and 

communicate   student   growth   clearly   and   consistently   with   parents.   The   Far   Hills   Folios   is   a   tool 

for   communicating   ongoing   feedback   to   students   and   their   parents.   Combined,   the   MSA   and   Far 

Hills   Folios   demonstrate   the   school’s   commitment   not   just   to   saying   it   develops   character,   but   to 

measuring,   tracking,   and   improving   upon   it.  

 

In   adopting   the   one   school   philosophy   and   pursuing   true   rigor,   Far   Hills   emphatically   asserts: 

“ This   is   who   we   are ”   an   intentional,   coherent,   integrated,   purposeful,   mission-driven   school   that 

embraces   the   revolution   in   education   in   order   to   prepare   each   child   for   success   in   the   modern 

world. 
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