
magine a school where the average class size is 20 students with two teachers. 
Classes are composed of multiage groups to reflect real-life situations where 
people of different ages and abilities interact. Family partnerships are valued, 
all students participate in a community service experience, and professional 
development for teachers is ongoing.

 Imagine an environment where all students are included everywhere 
in the building and where special education rooms do not exist. Teachers 
are empowered to make educational choices to individualize instruction. 
Experiential, hands-on learning is a cornerstone and students have a say in how 
and what they learn. 

Luckily for me, I do not have to imagine it. At the Souderton Charter School 
Collaborative (SCSC) in Pennsylvania, education is not one size fits all. For 20 
years, SCSC has offered students and families a choice that provides a unique 
educational experience in grades K–8. 

I was fairly new to my profession when I was hired to be the lead teacher 
of a multiage class of first and second graders during the school’s first year 
of operation. I did not have much experience but believed wholeheartedly in 
the school’s philosophy. The opportunity to teach in an environment where 
students would be engaged in project work and would have a say in their 
learning was enticing. Individualizing instruction was an ambitious task in our 
beginning years. It was quite a challenge and an experience that helped me grow 
professionally.   

We spent years developing and refining our curriculum so that our 
programs and instruction would allow for individualization. Thankfully, 
professional development time built into our weekly schedule allowed teachers 
to collaborate and make decisions that would benefit our students.

Wendy Ormsby, our founder, believed that “the synergy of collective 
wisdom and power is changing a small corner of the world.” That’s precisely 
what we strive to do at SCSC. Ongoing professional development, peer coaching, 
and adult learning empowers teachers to make informed decisions about the 
methods and programs chosen to meet the needs of a diverse group of learners. 
Together, we are continuously evaluating and reflecting on our approaches to 
ensure we are meeting the needs of our students.

 Our approach
Before our school year begins, each student, along with the student’s family, 
confers with the teaching team to create an individualized learning plan. 
The parents or caregivers and student share their hopes and dreams for the 
upcoming school year. The student also shares their interests, which may lead 
to possible areas of study. During this meeting, the teacher has time to get to 
know the family and, most important, the student. 

Students can complete independent areas of study in the primary grades 
during “Me Project Work.” At the middle school level, students complete a 
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yearlong I-Search project, which is a 
student-led investigation. Topics are 
chosen to study throughout the year, 
and students create a final project and 
hourlong presentation to share with 
peers, families, and students from all 
grades. 

Our project approach to learning 
in the content areas allows students 
to think critically about what they 
know and ask guiding questions that 
will lead their studies. Students also 
have a say in how they represent their 
knowledge at the end of the study (e.g., 
a poster or PowerPoint presentation). 

Students are placed in math 
groups based on their academic needs 
and performance. A first grader may 
attend second- or third-grade math, 
whereas a fourth grader may work at 
the third-grade level to receive more 
support and reinforcement of skills. 

The school’s reading program, the 
100 Book Challenge, allows teachers to 
individualize instruction in reading. 
Students are assessed and placed in 
their “just-right” level. The program 
emphasizes extensive independent 
reading of self-selected materials.  

Empowering students to choose their 
own reading materials increases 
their motivation and interest. Also, 
the volume of books read at an 
independent level improves reading 
fluency, comprehension, and overall 
academic performance. 

Our students in all grades spend 
anywhere from 15 to 45 minutes 
reading independently each day. 
During this time, students hone their 
reading skills by working on goals they 
have established with their teachers. 
The goals are monitored and assessed 
during individual conferences, small 
reading groups, or literature circles.  

SCSC recently adopted a word 
study approach to address word 
recognition, vocabulary, decoding, 
and spelling. Our students complete 
a developmental spelling inventory 
three times a year, which allows 
teachers to create word study 
groupings that place students at a 
specific stage, one that promotes 
optimal learning and growth. Our 
groupings are flexible and inclusive 
and change throughout the year as 
students make progress.  

The What Works Clearinghouse 
Educator’s Practice Guide 
Foundational Skills to Support Reading 
for Understanding in Kindergarten 
Through 3rd Grade calls for teachers to 
help students understand morphology, 
or the knowledge of the meaningful 
word parts in our language. This 
instruction in vowel patterns and 
word parts leads to greater fluency, 
accuracy, and comprehension in 
reading. Our word study program not 
only has helped students succeed in 
spelling but also has increased their 
reading performance and growth 
because it includes the teaching of 
these important skills.

In addition to our successful 
approaches, we are fortunate to 
have several special education 
teachers who work in the classrooms 
each day. These teachers not only 
support students by modifying 
instruction and materials but also 
help regular education teachers make 
accommodations and plan appropriate 
lessons that differentiate instruction 
and meet the needs of all learners. 
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Making the shift
Differentiated instruction is both 
a hot topic and an important one. 
Classrooms are becoming more 
diverse than ever. How can we make a 
shift in education so that schools can 
offer an individualized approach for 
their students?

I hope that reading/literacy 
specialists, literacy coaches, and 
classroom teachers will become 
empowered and make their voices 
heard. As Megan N. Lyons, Ronny Green, 
Simmie Raiford, Rudo Tsemunhu, James 
Pate, and Tabathia Baldy state in their 
National Teacher Education Journal 
article “The Relationship Between 
Teacher Empowerment and School 
Performance”: “Teacher empowerment is 
the cornerstone of school reform, closely 
aligned with increasing organizational 
effectiveness and improving student 
achievement.”

Our students benefit from 
the collaborative decision-making 
model and culture of our school. 
Our organization is successful and 
effective because we are teacher 
powered.  

Teaching can be an isolating 
profession, but it does not have to 
be this way. Teachers must open 
their doors so they can collaborate 
with and learn from one another. 
Administrators and school district 
curriculum supervisors should 
actively engage teachers in the 
continuous improvement process. 
They need to accept feedback about 
programs and listen to ideas regarding 
methods and approaches that will 
help our students succeed. If we want 

a vibrant learning organization for 
the students, it must be a dynamic 
learning organization for the adults.

Mary Parker Follett, philosopher and 
pioneer in the fields of organizational 
theory and organizational behavior, 
once said, “Leadership is not defined 
by the exercise of power but by the 
capacity to increase the sense of power 
among those led.”

The time to seize that power and 
make this shift for our students is now. 
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FURTHER READING

Sign on in support of Children’s #RightsToRead
rightstoread.org

Every child everywhere deserves the right to read.
Show your support and advocate for these fundamental rights.
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