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THE EDUCATION SUMMIT

This summer you probably heard a lot of talk about the governor’s Education Summit.  Several of us from the Diocese of Des Moines were able to attend.  Over the course of the next month, more information will be coming out from the state about plans that have been formulated due to the Summit.  In this issue of the notes I want to explain three broad areas that have been central to the conversation and how these will be embedded in our work in the Catholic schools in the Diocese of Des Moines.

EFFECTIVE TEACHERS AND LEADERS


As educators, we all strive to be as effective as we can be so that our students meet with as much success as possible.  In the Diocese of Des Moines, we are focusing our efforts within the Iowa Core on this very topic.  Our professional development is geared toward learning about, practicing, and reflecting on research-based teaching techniques that have proven successful and effective.  Across the diocese, school leaders and teachers are taking part in the same professional development so that we have a common understanding of what it means to be “effective.”  As both teachers and leaders we are looking at our current practices and determining how we can improve them to enhance student achievement.  We are taking into account what research tells us about student-centered classrooms, assessment for learning, and teaching for understanding.  We are also looking at diversity, special learning needs, and 21st Century skills. 


A part of the conversation at the state level regarding effective teachers and leaders also has to do with teacher compensation.  While that will not directly affect our work, we are using this opportunity to look at the systems we use to evaluate teachers and administrators to determine if they are tools that truly help us to become better and stretch us in terms of our practice, knowledge, and beliefs.

HIGH EXPECTATIONS


We have high expectations for our students.  We expect them not only to excel academics, but we have the added expectation that our students will grow in their knowledge and love for God.  The expectations that are focused on at the state level come from the Iowa Core and the curriculum that is a piece of that work.  In our diocese, we have our standards, benchmarks, and grade level expectations that create our curriculum.  Over the course of the coming years we will be aligning our curriculum to that of the Iowa Core.  Much of what we have always expected of our students is a part of the Iowa Core. For us, aligning the two will only strengthen what we already do.  


Our high expectations are not only for our students but also for our teachers and administrators.  In our Catholic schools we set expectations that our teachers and leaders will be knowledgeable not only about their subject area, but also about how children grow and develop.  We also expect our teachers and principals to be people of character and good morals and values so they can lead our students in a life of faith.  We expect these people to be teaching our students how to live like Jesus, to live their faith.  This is the most important expectation we carry – this is what sets us apart.

INNOVATION


Innovation means something different to nearly everyone.  But in the end, it comes down to being creative and trying something new when it would be easy to do what we have always done.  As a part of our professional development we ask ourselves how our own practice might be changed so that each student receives the education that is best suited for them.  We bring in technology.  Our schools are equipped with smart boards, iPods, laptops, and iPads – all new and different ways of teaching and engaging our students in their world.  

We are also trying new structures.  For instance, Holy Family School is now using a “Continuous Learning Calendar” where their students began school on August 1 and will have a shorter summer vacation with short breaks throughout the school year.  At St. Anthony School we are in the second year of Spanish Immersion.  There is a kindergarten and a first grade classroom where the students learn in all Spanish, preparing them to be fluent in two languages. 

 Innovation comes in many different forms, and while we look at new ways of teaching and sharing knowledge with our students, we remember the basics of love of God, love of family, and the dignity of each human person is central to our work.

As I said, in the coming months a plan from the state is to be shared with the public regarding what was learned from the Summit and how education in Iowa will focus on preparing our students for the future.  The teachers and leaders in the Catholic schools in the Diocese of Des Moines always look for ways to be more effective, set high expectations, and be innovative in our work.  This work will not be new for us; but will allow us to continue to build on the tradition of educational excellence that has been the foundation of work in our schools.
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