Grace Church School, New York, NY

$20,000 for new program








“Families that send their children to  Grace Church School value the school both for the fine academic preparation it affords, as well as the unique climate of social diversity, acceptance and understanding it fosters among all members of the school community. Common values are the core of family-school relationships. They make Grace Church School a thriving, energetic, caring place where committed teachers and eager students are absorbed in the exciting process of learning and growing.” (Message from the Head of School). Grace Church School has a long history of association with the Episcopal Church which is right next door, and all the children attend a chapel service in the church once a week with their division. While in its early years, the student population was primarily Episcopalian, the current student population represents a diverse mix of religious beliefs, as well as non-religious students. Accordingly, the religion program is designed to foster awareness and development of a spiritual life, while teaching a basic familiarity with the bible in addition to tolerance, acceptance and appreciation of diverse beliefs and practices. 
Grace Church School does not have a character education program per se, which is why we are applying to help fund the work involved in establishing a comprehensive character education program; however, over the years, Grace Church School has developed an assortment of various activities, in addition to the religion/ethics curriculum and the chapel services, that address social/emotional/ethical and character education, including the following:

· 5th and 6th graders have one period a week devoted to “community service”, which consists of being assigned to assist faculty or staff with projects, such as grading papers, cleaning the science lab, watering plants in the greenhouse, re-shelving library books.

· At the all school Thanksgiving service, each class offers a monetary donation (which they have raised) to a charity of their choice. There is also a food drive at Thanksgiving time.

· 7th and 8th graders spend one day in February off site volunteering at a local charity.

· Beginning in 5th grade, students are assigned in groups of 10 or 12 to Advisory, with 6th, 7th, and 8th graders. The groups remain the same throughout the middle school years, with new 5th graders added each year. They meet for 20 minutes, once a week, with a faculty advisor to foster relationship and discuss current issues. Each group operates independently.

While the headmaster’s message on the website states, “Common values are the core of family-school relationships”, in fact nowhere are those common values explicitly articulated. In 2006, the Board of Trustees of the School adopted a long range plan which included as Goal # 4: “Strengthen Grace Church School’s commitment to teach each student to be a person of character as well as of academic accomplishment.” Establishing a more formal, coordinated and comprehensive character education program that articulates those common values and incorporates a strong service learning component would serve to implement that goal.

To implement this plan, the chaplain, in consultation with the headmaster, would assemble a committee of parents, administrators and faculty, with representation from the Board of Trustees as well, to craft a comprehensive approach to character education.

Second, the committee would evaluate Grace Church School’s existing programs as articulated in (b) above, research similar schools that already have established character education/service learning programs (including on-site visits), review existing curricula, invite expert speakers in the field to address the committee in their work, and explore the desired focus of service learning opportunities at local, national and international levels. The committee would work to articulate what common values the school would want to reinforce through the character education program. Through case study and personal exploration, the committee would work at strengthening the commitment to teaching character education and offering service learning opportunities based on cultivating personal relationship, getting to know those who are different from us, in the context of heightened awareness of the interconnections and interdependence in our society and in our world, at a local, national and a global level that goes beyond raising money to donate to worthy charities. 

Third, the committee would propose/articulate for review by the Board of Trustees (i) specific common core values and character attributes which Grace Church School wants to develop, teach and hold up throughout the curriculum and the character education program to better equip our students for life in the diverse and global community of the 21st century; (ii) the specific components of the character education program which will support the articulated values and character attributes, and (iii) specific service learning opportunities which would enhance and reinforce those core values and character attributes.

Grace Church School really needs a comprehensive, coordinated, well-articulated approach to character education/service learning, that brings the whole faculty as well as parents on board to support the goals and the changes instituting such a program will entail, and that, further, permeates the entire curriculum. Currently, the religion/ethics classes are outside of the core academic curriculum, with a different grading scale, which can have the effect of being considered to be of less value by certain students.  There is also some confusion on the part of parents and faculty, and therefore students as well, as to what the common core values are.

Given Grace Church School’s demographics, resources and location (urban), it could be an exemplar of active and engaged character education and service learning in a diverse, pluralistic society.
Parents will serve on the committee designing the program.

Parents will also participate in the plans for implementation of the program.

The committee will sponsor classes/workshops/speakers to introduce parents to the initiative and provide materials for reinforcement at home of the approaches being taught at the school.

The school will draw on the expertise and connections of the parent population in establishing and sustaining strong relationships with local, national and international entities for the service learning component.

Parents will be called upon to be active supporters, facilitators and volunteers for actual service learning opportunities.

Time Line:

Year One: Committee formation, brainstorming, research, education and planning, with a goal of presenting a comprehensive plan to the Board of Trustees in the spring of 2010.

Year Two: Educating the faculty and the parent population, bringing them fully on board, instituting some aspects of the program (as laid out in the comprehensive plan), dealing with curriculum/scheduling adjustments/changes. Updating communication technology, such as the website, to provide a full description of the program and its integration in the school, with links to relevant resources.


It is anticipated that full implementation would not take place until year three, with an evaluation of the program in year four.
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