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Implementation Description

The educational program at The Exploris School is built
around four core pillars: Global education, Project Based
Learning, Co-Teaching and the Responsive Classroom.
Exploris has an intentional focus on substantially
increasing the percent of educationally disadvantaged
(ED) students served at the school. While all four of the
core pillars are critical to student success, as the percent
of ED students increases it becomes even more important
to ensure consistent implementation of responsive
classroom practices throughout the entire school.
Research notes that children who are educationally
disadvantaged often lack social capital.’ In an effort to
develop students' sense of well-being and belonging at
school, Exploris’ emphasis on relationships is at the core
of everything they do. As noted in Ruby Payne’s Nine
Powerful Practices, building respectful relationships with
students, especially those living in poverty, is fundamental
to the learning process.2 The school already has a focus
on best practices in behavior management for children
living in poverty, but recognized a need to expand their
understanding especially as it related to social-emotional
learning. Utilizing NC ACCESS grant funding, Exploris
initiated a collaborative partnership with Peaceful Schools
NC. Peaceful Schools NC offers resources to “help
schools actively create and sustain positive school
climate™ through organizing activities and opportunities
for charter schools to connect, communicate, and
collaborate. These opportunities have proven to be very
valuable to The Exploris School leadership team. The
opportunity to network with other independent charter
schools is one small way Exploris is growing from the
partnership with Peaceful Schools NC. A more significant
collaborative effort involves the design and delivery of
professional development to the school staff and
development of a student mentoring program piloted
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The Exploris School

Exploris strives to create independent learners,
creative and critical thinkers, and active and
responsible participants in a global society.
Interdisciplinary inquiry-based theme projects that
focus on compelling and current issues like
sustainable living, peace and conflict, world health,
and human rights bring authenticity to the students’
work. Authentic material and human resources
replace textbooks as the primary learning tools
allowing learning to be active and student-centered.
Community partnerships and culminating theme
projects are central to Exploris’ adolescent-
centered, globally-focused curriculum.
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during the first year of this project. The collaborative partnership yielded an eleven-hour professional
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development program tailored to the specific needs of the school's students and staff. This school-wide
staff training program which contains a heavy emphasis on teacher-coaching, positive school climate,
culturally relevant teaching, and social-emotional learning was implemented by Peaceful Schools NC
during a day long staff retreat kick-off and includes additional sessions taking place throughout the
school year. Supporting teachers as they implement appropriate responsive classroom practices
allowing for the development of mutually respectful relationships was one aspect of the partnership with
Peaceful Schools NC.

A second critical focus of the collaboration targets students’ ability to develop similar relationships with
each other. Exploris recognized that “students who have a mentor are more likely to stay in school,
attend college, volunteer, hold positions of leadership and become mentors themselves”.* In order to
continue developing a positive school culture and building relationships among students and staff,
Exploris focused on establishing a mentoring program that engages older students with younger
students. As consultants, Peaceful Schools NC, helped Exploris design their student mentoring
program, training teachers and students and acting as a thought partner to develop and pilot the new
program. The model developed, partners eighth grade mentors with sixth grade students and fifth
graders are mentoring kindergarteners. Although this program is in its first year of implementation, the
school is already experiencing tremendous, positive benefits to students’ social-emotional well-being.

Results

Exploris reports that students who participated in the mentoring program express feeling more
connected to the school, their community, and to one another. Kindergarteners now see fifth graders as
mentors, helpers, and friends. Fifth and eighth graders have a new sense of self because they are
respected by their younger mentees.

Challenges

When implementing a new program and training, it is a challenge to establish trust and solicit “buy-in”
among the staff. School leadership leaned on those teachers that were supportive of the partnership
and training provided by Peaceful Schools NC during this first year of implementation. In order to
support the needs of some of the more reluctant adopters, the collaborative team is now working to
develop professional training focused on restorative justice practices, a topic that may be viewed as
more practical by those who were at first hesitant to engage.

Future Modifications

o Exploris is making adjustments to the student mentoring program. Based on what was learned
during the pilot implementation of the mentoring program in year one of the project, the school is
developing plans to provide additional supports to sixth and eighth grade teachers.

¢ In an effort to gain additional staff support in the adoption of additional Peaceful Schools

strategies, during the following project year the professional development focus will be on
restorative practices especially as it applies to older students.

Critical Components
Getting Started
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e The NC ACCESS grant funding opportunity made it possible to establish a collaborative
partnership with Peaceful Schools NC and develop both student and staff directed programs
aligned with the school’s vision and goals. Peaceful Schools NC is located in Durham NC, but
does work throughout North Carolina.

¢ Once the programs were developed, it was critical to ensure that all staff and those students
engaged in the mentoring program were trained by a collaborative team of experts from
Peaceful Schools NC and The Exploris School leadership team.

Link to Peaceful School Contract with The Exploris School

Ongoing Supports

¢ In future project years, the Exploris leadership team will continue to collaborate with Peaceful
Schools NC staff, reflecting and revising their work in order to meet the needs of students and
staff at the school.

¢ In upcoming project years, The Exploris School in collaboration with Peaceful Schools NC will
continue to provide professional training for all staff and support as they implement new
practices in their classrooms.

Equity Connections

¢ Alanguage acquisition study found a child in poverty received one positive affirmation for every
two reprimands. Meanwhile, children in professional economic groups received one reprimand
for every six affirmations (Hart 1995). This data gives us a picture of the chasm between
students of different economic classes in regards to socioemotional development. Students in
poverty often come to class with the need for affirmation in addition to their educational needs.
The implementation of the Peaceful Schools initiative supports educationally disadvantaged
students through the creation of positive, affirming school climates.

e One common challenge for students of poverty is the reality of existing in two worlds with
conflicting norms. The rules of poverty often require students to be flexible, even reactionary,
while the rules of school require planning and forethought (Payne 2008). At the heart of
socioemotional learning is the explicit instruction of classroom expectations within the context of
relationships.

¢ Minority students and students with disabilities have historically experienced stronger
punishments than their peers, even for less severe violations (Gadd, 2019). When schools train
their teachers and staff on restorative justice practices within the Peaceful Schools program,
previously disenfranchised student populations are empowered to access education without fear
of unjust treatment.
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