
 

 

 
 
 

Special Darien Board of Education 
 

Curriculum Committee Meeting 
 

                               Thursday, April 6, 2023 
 

8:30 a.m. 
 

Darien Public Schools’ Administrative Offices 
 

35 Leroy Avenue 
 

Board of Education Meeting Room 
 

AGENDA 
 

1. 6-12 Social Studies Update 
2. 6-12 English Update 
3. Public Comment* 
4. Adjournment 

 
AA:nv  

* * The Board of Education meeting will be available to the public in person and 

via Zoom.  Wearing of masks is optional and seating is limited by room capacity. 

Doors open at 8:15 a.m. for the 8:30 a.m. meeting.   

 

Those members of the community wishing to participate in public comment may 

join the meeting via Zoom:  

 

https://darienps.zoom.us/j/91417512529 

 

Those members of the community wishing to view only, should do so through the 

Darien Youtube link: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCUnnvyKBFbFrTWQRuoB6OZA 

In order to reduce audio interference, members of the community are requested 

not to simultaneously view by Youtube while participating on Zoom. 

 

https://darienps.zoom.us/j/91417512529
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCUnnvyKBFbFrTWQRuoB6OZA


Darien Public Schools

Memorandum

To: Darien Board of Education Curriculum Committee

CC: Alan Addley, Ed.D., Superintendent of Schools

From: Christopher Tranberg, Ph.D., Assistant Superintendent of Curriculum and Instruction

RE: BOE Curriculum Committee

Date: April 6, 2023

The April Curriculum Committee agenda includes program updates for the 6-12 Social

Studies Department as well as the 6-12 English Department.

Keith Keeler will present the annual Social Studies Department Update for grades 6-12. The

presentation highlights how the Social Studies Department makes critical thinking a focus of

their work. Examples of student work, assignments from classes, and videos of class

discussions will be shared to illustrate what critical thinking looks like in action. Specifically

the committee will see how students are asked to think critically when they read, write,

engage with sources, and speak in class. The committee will also hear about this year’s

departmental professional development work, which focused on reading. Finally, an

overview of the department’s Long Term Transfer Goals as well as course sequence of

courses and catalog of electives will also be reviewed.

Francis Janosco will present the annual English Department update for grades 6-12.

This year, the presentation focuses on the importance of student choice in the English

curriculum. He will explain how, at MMS, student choice is a vital component of the

TCRWP workshop model, a key for the development of students’ reading and writing

skills, as well as allowing teachers more opportunities to differentiate instruction. Mr.

Janosco will also broaden the topic of student choice in order to preview ideas for new

courses at DHS, and he will provide a recommendation for improving the ELA course

choices students are presented with when making the transition from grade 8 to 9.

35 LEROY AVENUE ◊ DARIEN, CT 06820
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Social Studies Curriculum Update (Spring 2023):
A Focus on Critical Thinking



03 Defining Critical Thinking Examples of Critical Thinking in Discussion

02
01 04

05

Today’s Agenda
Review of Courses and Goals of the Department

Examples of Critical Thinking in Reading
Review of What’s Important in Social Studies

Examples of Critical Thinking in Writing

06



Social Studies Sequence6-8 Grade
Grade Course
6th Grade

Geography and History of Eastern 
Hemisphere

7th Grade
Geography and History of Western 
Hemisphere

8th Grade American History



Social Studies Sequence9-12 Grades
Grade Course Honors Option
9th Grade Western Civilization

10th Grade World Studies Honors World Studies

11th Grade American History AP US History

12th Grade Law and Government
AP Government and 
Politics



Social 
Studies

Electives
at DHS

● AP European History (10 with approval, 11, 12)

● Urban Studies (10, 11, and 12)

● Economics (10, 11, and 12)

● Psychology (11 and 12)

● American Since ‘45 (11 and 12)

● AP Human Geography (11 and 12)

● AP Microeconomics (11 and 12)

● AP Macroeconomics (11 and 12)

● Philosophy (11 and 12)

● Contemporary Issues (11 and 12)

● Latino and Puerto Rican Studies (11 and 12)

● Black and African American Studies (11 and 12)



Curriculum Work in Social Studies
We have:

- Established Long Term Transfer Goals

- Agreed on High Priority Standards, Essential Questions, 

Skills, Knowledge, and Understandings 

- Started entering units in EduPlanet21

We will:

- Build capacity by training additional teachers in each 

building this Spring / Summer

- Have more courses (units) working in EduPlanet21 this 

summer

- 4 year plan



Important Reminders about Social Studies
CT Framework for Social Studies

Inquiry Arc

- Dimension 1: Asking Questions
- Dimension 2: Disciplinary Learning (content and 

skills)
- Dimension 3: Source Analysis
- Dimension 4: Drawing and Sharing Conclusions

SS Prepares students to be capable citizens

- Focus on reading, writing, researching, and 
thinking



03 Making Connections Effectively Communicating Ideas to Others

02
01 04

05

What is Critical Thinking?
Asking Questions and Seeking Answers

Understanding Nuance

Not Accepting Face Value Understanding Perspective

06



03 Holding back information

02
01

04

What we try to avoid (because it’s not critical thinking): 
Everyone believing the same thing

Accepting basic information as “enough”
Not asking questions / being curious



Social Studies, Critical Thinking, and the Vision of the Graduate
- Independence

- Curiosity

- Empathy

- Communication

- Creativity



Where do we find critical thinking?
When we read When we write
When we engage with sources

When we have discussions



Critical Thinking(Reading at MMS)
This 6th grade class is reading 

excerpts from a text about 
King Leopold - they’re looking 

for words that may indicate 
there is a bias in the text.  



Critical Thinking(Reading at MMS)
Another 6th grade class is 

using this protocol when they 
encounter a text - something 

picked up from our 
Departmental Professional 

Development this year.



Thinking Critically about Reading (Examples from Dept PD This Year)
Strategy and Timing: Brief Description:
Before Reading 
Strategy: 
Anticipation Guide

This guide would answer: What are the most essential 
excerpts of the text?  What highlights would whet 
students’ appetites while also clarifying meaning?

During Reading 
Strategy: 
Say Something

Say something - ask students to: make a prediction, ask 
a question, make a clarification, comment, or make a 
connection (our usual annotations). 

After Reading 
Strategy:  
Scale of 
Agreement

Scale of Agreement - give students statements about 
the text and give them the opportunity to agree (on a 
scale) - a way to open conversation.



Critical Thinking(Reading at DHS)
This 11th grade class reads a text 

about the Brown vs. Board of 
Education Supreme Court 

Decision.  In groups they work to 
identify the core ideas expressed 

and select excerpts to support 
that idea.



Critical Thinking-(Engaging with Sources)
Annotating a Source:

Questions it raises

Connections to other times,  
places, events, people

Main / important idea

Key phrases

Interrogating a Source:

Who said it?

Why did they say it?

What did they mean?

Is there a hidden meaning?



Critical Thinking(Exploring Sources at MMS and DHS)
TOP VIDEO: This 8th grade class listens to a 

recreation of William Henry Harrison’s 
campaign song before discussing how and 

why it was used.

BOTTOM PICTURE: Google Classroom 
screenshot showing the variety of 1950’s 

educational videos students watch to 
understand the role of conformity in the era.

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1JRjKC2BpTaHDbIFPPYLNPq5ipwXDZHoJ/view


Critical Thinking (Writing - MMS)
8th Grade Historical Fiction:

“Morale is low at the encampment at Sutter’s Mill. It’s 

hard to believe that John Sutter first discovered gold 

here. Most of the men have left the company. There is 

little gold to be found each day. We toil away with pans 

and pickaxes, hunched over riverbeds and faces of rock, 

desperate to find more than a few flakes of gold. We 

spend most of our earnings to eat, keeping the meager 

amount left or sending it back home. I have heard 

rumors that money is really to be made by selling 

things to miners. A man named Levi Strauss has 

apparently made a fortune that way. I wonder if the 

boss still wants to mine for gold…”



Critical Thinking (Writing at DHS)
BELOW ARE STUDENT THESES FROM THE SAME DOCUMENTS 

ANSWERING THE SAME QUESTION (FROM COMPLETELY 

DIFFERENT ANGLES):

“Although Carnegie donated large quantities of his fortune later in 

his life, he was a robber baron because he exploited his workers to 

make himself wealthy, condoned violence against his employees, 

and supported the creation of a huge wealth gap.”

“Although Andrew Carnegie threatened to slash wages starting the 

strike at the homestead he is still to be considered a captain of 

industry because he paid his employees above the average, he took 

risks to improve his life and the American society, and he used his 

money in various philanthropic endeavors.”



Critical Thinking
(Class Discussions at DHS)

This is a video of a 9th Grade Western 
Civilization class participating in 

“Enlightenment Madness” - this student is 
suggesting Isaac Newton be regarded as the 

most influential person from the era.  This is 
only part of his first round - after which his 

partner will go.

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1MAAcIHowZgSw7GXtErtO9Ang8tR8cLdI/view


Critical Thinking
(Class Discussions at DHS)

Top Video: American History Students “In Character” at 
a “Speakeasy” discussing who should be the icon of 
the 1920’s.  KEY QUOTE: “Music provided this way to 
soothe the people.  Their entire lives have just been 

uprooted from this economic crisis.”

Bottom Video: A brief video of students (AP US History) 
connecting modern journalism and politics to FDR’s 
First Fireside Chat (which they listened to in class). 

KEY QUOTE: “a fireside chat would be torn to shreds, 
because there’s not this togetherness.”  “counterculture 

hard for any single person to generally liked.”  “FDR 
had an advantage, he had all the support he wanted.”  

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1oZOY1ebnMJvt8rf8ZD8nKVomj0_TVyoz/view
http://drive.google.com/file/d/1Z2Ekugu0UcQFkVduBW3WYQhH6YbqZpu7/view


Critical Thinking 
(Directions for Preparing for a Discussion Assignment at DHS)

URBAN STUDIES (formerly Humanities):

You and your partner will open each link below, read 

the title, and scroll down to skim each article. Then, 

each of you will choose 2 different articles from the list 

below (you should be reading 4 different articles) and 

share the following with each other

a) Pros and cons on your gentrification T chart

b) Specific quotes to use as evidence during the 

seminar



Long Term Transfer Goals
Think independently and critically to deepen content 

understanding and make connections

Read, seek out, investigate, interpret, be curious, and 

be open a variety of perspectives (sources)

Communicate ideas effectively through writing and 

speaking

Be courageous in undertaking intellectual risks

Be prepared to be an engaged citizen in your local, 

national, and global community

Use the components of research effectively - to ask 

questions, seek and evaluate information, organize 

ideas to address questions, communicate responses.



Thank you to the Social Studies Department and all of their classes.

Questions?



Social Studies in Grades K-5
Grade Compelling Question
Kindergarten How am I part of the world around me (family, classroom, 

community)?

1st Grade How do my family, school, and community work together? 

2nd Grade How can individuals, groups of people, places, and events 
shape our lives today? 

3rd Grade Why is our town, and our state, the way that it is?

4th Grade How does where you live affect how you live? 

5th Grade The Growing American Identity: What does it mean to be an 
American?



Reading, Writing, and Student Choice:

An Update on Secondary English

April 2023



Update: Curriculum Writing 

- English 10 

- English A (Vocabulary)

- The Literature of New York City

- Digital Journalism: A Blended Course

Update: EduPlanet 

- Long-Term Transfer Goals 

- English 10 - Our Department Model

- Expanding Leadership Opportunities

- PD & Identifying Grade-Level Standards



Long-Term Transfer Goals
6-12 English

● Find joy in the beauty of language. 

● Cultivate a rich inner life and develop personal identity through reading, 

writing, and reflection.

● Seek perspectives from diverse cultural, global, and historical contexts in 

order to develop an informed worldview. 

● Read and think critically in order to interpret and evaluate layers of 

meaning in an increasingly complex world. 

● Write effectively, with an understanding of audience and purpose, in an 

authentic voice.



Student Choice: Writing at MMS

● Writing Emphases: volume, structure, and elaboration. 

● Lessons designed to reduce whole-class teacher talk, so students have time for 

guided writing practice and independent writing practice.

● While students engage in independent 

writing practice, teachers differentiate 

instruction by conferring (initiating 

writing conferences) with individuals 

and small groups.

● During independent practice time, 

students make choices about which 

aspects of writing projects need 

attention.



Student Choice: Writing and Grammar

When framed as techniques to try and not as rules to follow, the study 

of grammar leads to better student writing.



Student Choice: Writing and Grammar

When framed as techniques to try and not as rules to follow, the study 

of grammar leads to better student writing.

The study of grammar, when framed as techniques to try and not as 

rules to follow, leads to better student writing.

The study of grammar leads to better student writing, when framed as 

techniques to try and not as rules to follow.

The study of grammar leads to better student writing, when framed not

as rules to follow but as techniques to try.



Grammar Instruction

There have been many comprehensive studies conducted on grammar 

instruction, and there is no clear evidence that discrete grammar 

practice leads to improved student writing.

Teaching grammatical concepts within the context of students’ 

writing is currently viewed as “best practices.”

There is some evidence that sentence combining practice leads to 

improved syntactical awareness.

Struggling writers frequently attribute “grammar mistakes” as 

the reason for subpar evaluations.



Grammar Instruction / Moving Forward

● Revised MMS ELA lessons to reflect SBA language.

● Will be reviewing and vertically aligning MMS grade-level 

sequencing of grammar instruction.

● A DHS teacher team will be collaborating on the development of a 

student-writers’ handbook.



Student Choice: Reading at MMS

● Reading Emphases: volume, annotation/notetaking, and stamina. 

● Lessons designed to reduce whole-class teacher talk, so students have time for 

guided reading practice and independent focused reading.

● While students engage in independent 

reading, teachers differentiate 

instruction by working with individuals 

and small groups.

● During independent reading time, 

students read independently chosen

books or book club selections and 

practice reading strategies.



Student Choice: Reading and Courses at DHS

● Over the past six years, book club units have been implemented at each 

grade level at DHS. 

● In grades 9 and 10, final exams are now project-based and feature student-

selected readings.

● The grade-12 courses have been significantly reimagined, increasing the 

range of choices for seniors.

● Recent student surveys reveal overwhelming support for reimagining grade-

11 courses in the same way, by increasing the number of choices for juniors.





Student Choice: Our Recommendation

● All students in grade-8 ELA have access to the same teachers and the same 

curriculum. Our data and our experience strongly suggest that students also 

need access to exemplar models of student dispositions, habits, 

discourse, and achievement within their learning environment. 

● The English teachers and the building administration of both schools support 

the following two changes for the 2024-25 school year:

○ eliminating the English 8 Advanced course at MMS, and

○ changing the designation of English 9 Accelerated to English 9 Honors.

● Placements have already been made for the 2023-24 school year; the two-

year window would allow for necessary curriculum revisions.*

* Though we do not expect substantial revisions will be necessary, we will need to reflect on our 

curriculum and anticipate areas for adjustment.



Teacher Choice: Professional Learning Groups

● Developing a Systematic Approach to Teaching Academic Vocabulary (4)

● Developing New Strategies for Teaching Whole-Class Novels (7)

● Enhancing Student Writing Through Innovative Writing Assignments (11)

● Empowering Students to Develop an Authentic Academic Voice (4)

● Building Student Thinking Through Metacognitive Strategies (5)

● Developing Strategies that Promote Creative and Critical Thinking (5)



Relevant Articles on Grammar Instruction

https://drive.google.com/drive/u/0/folders/18kP9vvDWEyvFiBWoCApEszdnWf0bIj0F
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