
 

 Journeys Toward Modern Learning 
Springville-Griffith Institute Central School District 

~ by Linda Ashida 

 

“To everybody involved with working with our kids, you have the permission to try new things, 

and you have the protection from this board of education to do those things; and, you can 

take that risk and we will have your back.” 

~Allison Duwe, School Board President 
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Springville-Griffith Institute Central School District is on an exciting journey to 

becoming a community of Modern Learning! Join us for a glimpse of their story! 

Travel 25 miles south of Buffalo, New York, and these are the kinds of scenes you are 

bound to encounter in Springville-Griffith Institute Central School District (SGI) - a public 

school community that serves about 1800 students in a high school, a middle school, and 

two elementary schools. Across SGI, it is becoming more and more common to see 

students extending their learning from the classroom to the community, designing their own 

learning experiences, and collaborating with learners of all ages, including adults. 

Community of Modern Learning 
So what makes these scenes of Modern Learning possible? It starts with inspired leadership. 

A few years ago when Kimberly Moritz began her role as Superintendent at SGI, she was 

looking forward to new opportunities to learn and lead in a district that was less-focused on 

traditional measures of learning - including standardized tests – than other districts she had 

previously served in. Kimberly was eager to partner with the community in their 

commitment to doing what is best for all learners in the context of a changing world. She 

envisioned creating a coalition of stakeholders to explore possibilities, and to lead change 

that would be sustained long beyond any one individual’s tenure there. 

To support her own learning goals, and in an effort to align her beliefs with the educational 

beliefs of the Springville-Griffith community, Kimberly joined Change School 2 in the 

Summer of 2017. At the end of the 8-week cohort she was equipped with her Change 

School Playbook - filled with ideas for what Modern Learning could look like at SGI – and 

she was ready to take action! 

But to really drive change, Kimberly was keenly aware that it would be important to first 

build capacity. She wanted other school and community members to have the same kind of 

learning experience - grounded in the 10 Principles for Schools of Modern Learning – that 

she had enjoyed in Change School. And with her encouragement and support, they did! 

With representation in subsequent Change School cohorts from the School Board, the 

administrative team, and certified staff, the result has been a uniquely-strong team 

approach to becoming a community of Modern Learning. 

  

http://www.springvillegi.org/
http://www.springvillegi.org/home/superintendent-message/
https://modernlearnes.com/10pwhitepaper
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Poised for Change 
In the video ”Rethinking Schools at SGI,” voices from students, parents, teachers, 

administrators, and the school board, reveal just how ready they are to reimagine what 

learning should look like and feel like in their community. 

Big Picture Change 

The Change School alumni at Springville-Griffith 

Institute will tell you that their most important 

endeavor this year has been the work of the 

Guiding Coalition. Formed a year ago, this team of 

20+ administrators, teachers, students, parents, and 

board of education members, meets monthly. Their 

goal by year’s end is to articulate their beliefs about 

learning, along with their mission and vision for the 

students of SGI. The group is intent, as Kim says, “to 

articulate in simple statements what we are talking 

about when we are talking about change.” As 

Modern Learners, the coalition understands that 

having a clear mission and vision––a “North Star” 

that will drive every decision they make and everything they do for their students––is the 

most critical first step to drive and sustain system-wide change. 

Community-Wide Participation 
Thought Exchanges 

As the work of the Guiding Coalition progresses, an important goal of the SGI Leadership 

Team is to listen carefully to the community. 

In order to encourage ongoing and broad participation from as many voices as possible, the 

group invites both students and adults from across the community to participate in Thought 

Exchanges over the course of the school year. Kim describes the Thought Exchanges in her 

blog, one of many tools she uses as a means to inform, foster transparency, and encourage 

open communication.  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UY9K7-ypRUY
http://kimberlymoritz.com/2018/09/18/sgi-please-share-your-thoughts/
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In her post, “SGI-Please Share Your Thoughts,” she writes: 

“It’s a simple three step process. We ask a question, you share your 

thoughts, and you rate the thoughts of others. Please watch this video and 

respond by telling us what you think. 

Afterwards, it’s important to go back into the exchange and rate the 

thoughts of others. In this way, we can get a sense of what’s most 

important to everyone in our school community.” 

 

A Year of Collaboration 
An important step in the Thought Exchanges is not simply to offer one’s own input, but 

to read and respond to the input of others. In that way, with the support of the entire 

community, the Guiding Coalition can best determine priorities, address the most pressing 

questions and concerns, and establish the best path forward. 

After a year of collaboration - and gathering and analyzing input from the community - the 

Guiding Coalition has completed a final draft of their belief statements that will serve as a 

foundation for crafting their mission and vision statements.  

  
SGI BELIEF STATEMENTS 

1. We believe there is innate curiosity in everyone, that produces 

unique paths to learning. 

2. We believe in empowering learners to use resources beyond the 

walls of our schools to engage in real world problem solving. 

3. We believe in learning together to discover, design, create and play. 

4. We believe in a culture that values risk taking  

and growth: where research, feedback, steady practice and 

progress over time foster constant improvement. 

5. We are actively engaged in discovering, designing and contributing 

to an ever-changing world. 

6. We provide a challenging but supportive educational experience. 

http://kimberlymoritz.com/2018/09/18/sgi-please-share-your-thoughts/
https://modernlearners.com/journeys/
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Reimagining Learning 
As the Springville-Griffith community moves toward system-wide and sustainable change 

toward Modern Learning, the impact of being guided by shared beliefs is already notable. 

The Modern Learners Team has heard many SGI learning stories, and they revealed a 

common thread. We heard about learning beyond classroom walls, contributing to the 

community, and self-determined learning––not just for students, but for adults too! The shift 

from a teaching culture to a learning culture is evident. 

Creating a Culture of Learning: Learner Agency for Adults Inspires 

Learning for Students 

We learned from the principals at SGI that 

Moritz often reminds them to make time 

each week for their own learning, even if it 

means carving out quiet space during a 

day to read and think creatively. The 

school administrators, in turn, value and 

support doing the same for their staff; they 

trust them to lead their own learning. As 

Springville Middle School Principal, Shanda 

DuClon commented, “We trust them as 

professionals with our children every day, 

let’s trust them with those decisions.” 

The SGI administrative team shared what 

that kind of learning looks like. As 

Springville High School Principal, James 

Bialasik noted, “It is the type of learning 

that we would want going on in the 

classroom, a more collaborative, student-

led approach.” Inspired by their shared mindset of “Get to Yes,” the principals support 

teachers when they propose ideas for collaborating with their peers on independent 

learning projects. They find a way to make time during the school day, by getting substitute 

teachers or doing whatever it takes. 

https://twitter.com/ShandaDuclon
https://twitter.com/ShandaDuclon
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The principals also turn over the entire time of faculty meetings to teachers for professional 

learning. Teachers use the time to explore areas of interest, such as assessment, project-

based learning, or content-specific experiences. They curate their learning in a shared 

Google Doc that is used to debrief and multiply their learning with one another in 

subsequent meetings. 

Beyond fostering trust, the SGI administration understands that supporting learner agency 

for adults inspires self-determined learning for students - and examples abound in all of the 

district schools. 

Middle-School Students Make  
Their Community Greener 

Shanda DuClon reflected on learner agency at Springville Middle School: 

“We’ve had some really great organic moments that have just happened, 

because we’ve let that professional choice with teachers happen, and it’s 

trickling down to the kids.” 

 
8th grade students conduct research on climate change, and meet with the Principal, the Grounds  
Supervisor, and cafeteria staff to propose solutions to the make their school community greener. 
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Shanda shared how a professional learning experience last year led to an “aha moment” for 

a Social Studies teacher to reimagine what learning could look like in an 8th-grade unit on 

climate change. Drew Beiter proposed collaborating with teachers across disciplines to 

design opportunities for students to lead their own investigations on climate change, and 

then use their research to propose solutions to reduce their carbon footprint and make their 

school and community greener. With Shanda’s support they completely reimagined 8th 

grade. They completely changed the schedule of classes for an entire week, and the first 

“Genius Week” was born! 

Student-Led Climate Committee 

In its second year, Genius Week projects once again evolved beyond what the teachers had 

imagined. The 8th graders were inspired to continue their learning beyond the week-long 

unit on climate change to really make an impact in the school. They formed a Climate 

Committee to present their proposals to staff to eliminate the use of Styrofoam and 

plasticware in the cafeteria. They met with teachers, principals, the Building and Grounds 

Supervisor, and cafeteria staff. (Watch video.)  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aNSs7eMd4Ik
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aNSs7eMd4Ik
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Raising Funds to Raise Awareness 

This student-led group used feedback from the 

adults to revise their proposals and plan their next 

steps. With the support of their teachers, Mr. Beiter 

and Ms.Hughey, the Climate Committee students 

continue to meet weekly during their lunch hour, 

and they are well on their way to making their 

solutions a reality by the end of the school year. 

And that’s not all! To raise funds to support their projects, and at the same time raise 

awareness, the students sell reusable water bottles during lunch hours. As they make sales, 

they use research findings to educate their peers about the harm of plastics and other non-

biodegradable waste to the environment. 

The Climate Committee students are eager to talk about their project, and what it has been 

like to lead their learning and collaborate with adults to make a positive impact in the 

community.  

Climate Committee students 
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The Modern Learners team enjoyed connecting with them for a lunch-hour Zoom chat, 

where students said: 

“We’re one of the first schools to do this, so we have to find the 

information. We’re learning by trial and error.” 

“We have more responsibility – we have more control and have to figure 

things out on our own.” 

“It’s learning with real results.” 

“Being a student you can inspire a teacher and be a team.” 

“We can educate others, start small, and if our school accomplishes big 

things, other schools will follow in our footsteps; future classes will want to 

carry on.” 

“This is a highlight of my day, coming here and knowing I can make a 

difference.” 

High-School Students Who Contribute to Their School, Contribute to 

Their World 

James Bialasik also shared how students at the high school feel more empowered “to 

contribute to their community, to contribute to their world.” From writing for the community 

newspaper and creating logos for community organizations, to making videos for the 

school, students are eager to partner with adults.  

For example, during a conversation about how to best help staff and students understand 

lock-down procedures, a team of students volunteered to create a video. They met with the 

principal, the school safety committee, a security consultant, and the state police, to learn 

and gather information to produce a quality piece that is now used to teach all of the 

students at SGI! (Watch video.) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HMQ2iQm7-xQ
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Learner Agency is for the Youngest Learners, Too! 

Teacher Lisa Braman says that even kindergartners are involved in discussions about how 

to take control of their learning and why the things they are learning are important. 

“They come to class eager to share their ideas about how 'they are becoming 

readers, writers, mathematicians, scientists, friends, learners… they are excited  

about trying out new things and sharing their own thoughts about problem solving.'” 

“We focus on their interests and we let them lead the way. They’re trusted as 

learners and they get to share what they love with everyone around them.” 

 ~Lisa Braman, Kindergarten teacher 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HMQ2iQm7-xQ
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Solving Real Problems 
Excitement to try new things and solve problems connects learners across grade levels, 

too! 4th Grade Teacher Kerri Voit explained how her students solve real problems in the 

community, and how they collaborate with 2nd graders in the process: 

“My students just finished their first project which was based around 

erosion and deposition in our Springville Area. We reached out to the 

community and found examples of erosion in our local newspapers to try 

and solve these problems in our project groupings. The students came up 

with the whole process and project guidelines for their learning. The 

students built models, prototyped, discussed, shared and gave 

suggestions, and eventually still some of them were not successful (which 

was awesome). 

In the end we had an expert from our community and local SGI graduate 

come in and speak about the project he worked on fixing the creek behind 

one of our district schools. This was a great way for the students to see 

how some of the ideas they came up with were actual ideas being used in 

the field, and gave them new ideas to perfect or grow on their prototypes. 

We are now currently working on a year-long plant project in collaboration 

with a 2nd grade class. We really focus on starting with our driving 

questions, and then open the discussion to the students. We use 

collaborative circles to share, and the students agree upon the plan of 

action they feel would best help them connect their learning to their 

driving question." 

 

Learning takes the 5th graders beyond the classroom walls, as well. 

After learning about the process of making maple syrup from their teacher - a resident 

expert after years of making maple syrup himself - the kids were eager to do it themselves. 

They ventured out into the school yard, tapped the maple trees, and hung metal buckets to 

collect the sap. The kids were in charge of checking the buckets, collecting the sap, and 

collaborating with their teachers on the boiling process.  
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Through trial and error, they learned how the 

boiling process affected the taste of syrup, and 

the importance of being vigilant during the 

boiling to avoid burning it and ruining the batch! 

When the boiling process was finally complete, 

they bottled and served their very own 

homemade syrup at a pancake breakfast for 

their classmates! 

As Springville-Griffith Institute moves toward 

becoming a public school district of Modern 

Learning, students in all four schools are 

realizing more and more that their voices 

matter, and that they can make an impact in 

their community. They see adults who want to 

listen, and learn from them, too! It is becoming 

the norm for both students and adults to have 

input in what their learning looks like, learn alongside one another, and lead the way. 

Perpetual Beta 
The evolution of learner agency for both adults and 

students at SGI is notable, but there is always room to 

grow. In the spirit of “Perpetual Beta” that goes with 

Modern Learning, Kim Moritz is excited to take even 

bolder steps next year. She plans to completely 

relinquish the time of her quarterly Superintendent 

Meetings (scheduled at all schools across New York 

State) for staff to use the time - ALL of it - for their own 

self-determined Professional Learning experiences. No 

more sit-and-get PD! No directives from administrators! 

Instead, staff will have the opportunity to choose what 

they want to learn about, choose their own groups, and 

submit proposals of their learning plans. At the end of 

the year they will have the opportunity to share their learning with the community. 
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The Impact of Change School 
The Change School alumni from Springville-Griffith Institute have expressed how powerful 

it has been to connect and learn in a shared inquiry-based experience with a team of 

colleagues representing different roles and disciplines. Though they participated in different 

cohorts, they all have noted the impact of developing a shared understanding of learning 

theory and common language to move from theory to practice. 

School Board President, Allison Duwe, expressed it well: 

“Change School provided us with a much needed 

framework and a community of learning. Our Board 

started a series of shared readings around whole child 

education. We had some workshops and we had some 

great conversations at the Board table, but until our 

Superintendent met Will at a conference and signed up 

for Change School (and subsequently I and members of 

the admin team and now teachers participated in 

Change school) we didn't have real direction. Now we 

have some shared context and language and we have 

some clear direction around developing belief 

statements and setting a long term vision." 
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The impact of Change School is well-expressed by Kerri Voit: 

“Change School really challenged my way of thinking as a teacher and 

a learner. It has challenged me to think to the point where it made me 

uncomfortable. This is exactly what I needed because our comfort zone 

is a beautiful place, but nothing ever grows there. 

I have found that sitting back, asking questions rather than just sharing 

what I am doing has helped to push the thinking of others around me. 

When it’s time to share, I tend to sit back now and listen first before I 

explode with all of my new beginnings in my classroom. I can then add on 

to others thoughts, ask them questions to get them thinking in a different 

way and hopefully get others to challenge their thinking too. This has been 

the BIGGEST learning piece for me going through Change School.” 

And the learning continues well beyond the 8-week cohorts. In addition to sharing with their 

peers at SGI to multiply their learning across the schools, most of the Change School 

alumni, at one time or another, have taken advantage of Change School’s “Lifetime 

Membership.” They continue to join both Focus Sessions and Coaching Sessions in 

subsequent cohorts, giving them ongoing and valuable support from the Modern Learners 

team - and Change School friends from around the globe - to both problem solve and 

celebrate their progress. 

Moving Forward 
The SGI Change School team has learned, first hand, how very challenging it is to lead 

system-wide change, and how much time it takes. They acknowledge the challenges, 

but they are undeterred by them. While some express times of impatience, wanting to 

“get there” sooner, they are keenly aware of the importance of “going slowly to go far” 

with intention, and the importance of making time for all shareholders to have a voice in 

the process. 

To that end they are excited to finalize, in the near future, their statements about what 

they believe about learning, and their mission and vision statements. From there, they 

will prepare a thoughtful and intentional plan to communicate their work with the 

community and partner with them on making their vision a reality for every student at  
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Springville-Griffith Institute. They are eager to continue to support one another, explore 

new ideas, take risks - and share their journey along the way - to become a school 

community of Modern Learning. 

We can’t wait to see where their Modern Learning journey takes them next! 

 

 

Join us on the journey to reimagine the experience 
of schools for the modern world. 
There's never been a more hopeful moment for creating schools of 

powerful, deep learning. 

Across the world, schools are becoming places of more meaning and joy and learning, 

places where the focus is squarely on helping students thrive in the fast-changing, complex 

modern world. In Change School, you'll learn with a global community of educators who are 

seeking to understand more deeply why a new experience of school is needed, what those 

opportunities look like, and how to start making them happen.  

Change School is a unique, intensive 8-week online masterclass that will change you and 

your school, and will help you create and lead a powerful change process that will benefit 

the students you serve. And, a global community of leaders to learn with in the process. 

Isn't now the time to became a part of larger movement to not just 

reimagine the work of schools, but actually change the work of schools 

as well? If not now, when? 

Learn more about Change School at: www.change.school 

Or contact Will Richardson at: will@change.school 

http://www.change.school/
mailto:will@change.school

