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Wooster School
Danbury, Connecticut
Like Holden Caulfield, we squirm in the presence of phonies - people who don't know, or are afraid to explore, who they are, or who try to be someone they are not.  Instead of trying in vain to preserve innocence, we are actively guiding young people to explore themselves, explore their world and the world outside of themselves.
Wooster School, founded in 1926 as a boys’ Episcopal boarding school and now a PK-12 coed day school, has developed a national reputation for honesty and integrity and its spiritual and ethical focus.   Our four cardinal principles are Religion, Intellectual Excellence, Simplicity, and Hard Work.  With 350 students and a clear mission to maintain a school for the intellectual, spiritual, ethical, and aesthetic development of boys and girls of diverse backgrounds, character development permeates all that we do. Our faculty are not only teachers and administrators, but also serve as coaches, directors, advisors, and mentors and are always available for help, advice, or counsel, to each according to their need. Character development is also an integral part of the Leadership Training portion of our Citizenship program that we call Jobs/Self-help. A guiding principal since our founding, Self-help is so much more than cleaning the school. It’s leaving a place better than we found it; it’s putting chairs back after a parents’ coffee or all–school meeting; it’s picking up litter wherever we go. Embedded in our School Prayer is the charge to be "gentle, generous, truthful, kind, and brave."  Instilling this in our students is another matter and takes planning and intention to internalize. The primary reason for writing this grant is to help explore and fund ways to train our faculty and staff to more effectively educate our students in the ongoing mission of character development. 

The underpinning of all that we do academically, socially, emotionally, and in all Wooster’s extra-curricular program is a habit or way of being—the Wooster Way. The first three weeks of Lower School begin with stories, role play, and discussions that are used to place emphasis on building community.  Resolving conflicts, respect, responsibility, hard work, effort, fairness, and empathy are cornerstones for these dialogues.  Within the entire school community, the Honor Code is discussed and validated by each child’s and adult’s signature. Throughout the year, a daily context for meeting the ethical, social, emotional, and character needs of the individual and the community are met in morning meetings, regular gatherings, and all our daily interactions.  Other opportunities for ethical learning are our weekly non-denominational, values-based, chapel services, and the emphasis placed regularly on self-esteem, friendship, and decision-making through our health program. The upper elementary students all have daily community jobs such as waiting tables, recycling, and washing down dining hall tables; younger grades are paired with older elementary grades for community service work.  We have collected books for local city agencies, coats and sweaters for city clinics, and our children and their families come together to prepare sandwiches and package supplies for seasonal Midnight Runs. Individual Lower School children promote their own community service such as collecting decorative Band-Aids for children with leukemia; as well, students in each division promoted Pennies for Peace, a collection to help build schools in Afghanistan. Our social curriculum thrives across the life of our school (PK-12), often involving all three divisions.    
The keystone of our Middle School’s character education curriculum is the Advisory Program.  Daily meetings allow advisors to assess each student’s successes and challenges within the community at large, and afford opportunities for positive reinforcement and counsel when appropriate. Students begin their daily routines with guided fellowship rather than potential anonymity.  Weekly afternoon conversations with both age and gender specific groups explore community fundamentals such as listening, empathy, respect, differences, and accountability, and endeavor to instill within each student a functional, holistic, and enduring character vocabulary.  

Wooster’s Middle and Upper Schools have a formal program in place to discuss and assess students’ contributions to its community, through which their voluntary contributions are recorded and celebrated.  Our Citizenship Program reinforces the message that an efficient and humane community relies on the willingness of its members to volunteer their time and support its rules and expectations. Students meet individually with advisors on a monthly basis to discuss their participation and receive a rating that reflects their effort, positive impact, and potential room for improvement.  This conversation helps students realize an individual’s capacity to affect the community as a whole, and develop strategies to increase efficacy when necessary.  
 
In addition to the above elements, Middle and Upper School students perform varied roles within our daily Jobs program. Throughout the academic year students work each afternoon under the supervision of our senior class Job Captains and Prefects in varied locations and capacities on campus. Students inevitably encounter and recognize both the breakthroughs and challenges of working independently within a group of peers. We empower even our youngest students with the responsibility of a job, with the ultimate goal of creating senior leaders who can not only lead their peers in our Self-help program but also model positive teenage behavior throughout the day both on and off campus. We hope students and faculty members will carry these values with them even when they are not on campus. The cumulative development of maturity and leadership skills through this program is often visible to faculty, and continues throughout a student's tenure at our school. Wednesday afternoon community service opportunities, attendance of ecumenical Chapel services, and high standards for behavior, effort, and personal accountability all combine with the elements described above to create tangible threads of character education in each day and week of school life.

“Gentle, generous, truthful, kind, and brave,” the words from Wooster’s school prayer, serve to guide us through the day as we take time to check in with each other, share our gifts, strive for honesty and teach that the difficult decision is often correct. No Wooster faculty member wears only one hat. We teach and advise the students, work with student-run clubs, eat family-style lunch together, and coach the student-athletes in the afternoon.  As we help students navigate the difficult social and academic waters of school, we often ask ourselves:  “Will there be enough time to cover the academic curriculum?”  “Is there ever enough time to teach the importance of generosity and bravery?” 
  
The leadership role of the senior class at Wooster has long been a hallmark of the institution.  Seniors are an extension of the faculty, and are given immense responsibility to assist in the daily business of the School, its Jobs Program, and in the character formation of the underclassmen.  Wooster already has two extensive half-day leadership workshops developed by the Dean of the Upper School, but currently there is no formal work being done with the leaders of the two other divisions on our campus – the Lower and Middle Schools.  Incorporating better training for our seniors, through consultants such as Dr. JoAnn Deak, and training them , the faculty,  and staff to share their leadership skills and address issues of character with the 5th and 8th graders will expand the scope and sequence of what all of our students will see and learn before graduating.  
  
Each student needs at least one adult who monitors the “whole”—social, emotional, athletic, aesthetic, and academic—child. Lower School teachers do this naturally and effectively because they observe and interact with students at length each day.  This role is not so easy for schools to manage outside of the self-contained classroom model.  As a result, Wooster’s Middle and Upper divisions have an Advisory Program to reach the goal of this desired holistic education.  Often, however, advisors are not properly trained to work with students in this arena and occasionally feel uncomfortable with their charge to advise or council.  An advisory program can be a powerful tool to provide opportunities for safe, group social interactions for students, create a natural forum for issues to be addressed and lessons like community and service learning to be executed, and allow schools to develop activities that address the non-academic needs of the students.  As students become more and more inundated with information via multiple media pathways, and educational institutions stay reluctant to abandon their traditional curriculum models, a quality advisory program creates opportunities for individual adults and their institutions to develop and nurture the whole child. This can only be fully realized with the proper time and effort spent in training our advisors. Using the CSEE grant money, Wooster would include regular advisor training as part of its ongoing professional growth programs. 
A final step Wooster would like to take is create more opportunities for our students to impact the local community, a blue/white collar city of seventy five thousand located 90 minutes from a major metropolitan area in the northeast, in appropriate and relevant ways. Currently, each Middle School student must fulfill 15 hours of service, while Upper School students need 100 hours of service in order to graduate; our goal is to engrain and internalize the service ethic. We believe that incorporating service learning in our curriculum is a natural fit with the philosophy and ethos of Wooster School, and would serve to further our goal of internalizing the service ethic and the Self-help philosophy. As the Coordinator of the Service Program at Wooster, our Chaplain currently facilitates work with dozens of local agencies, addressing the basic human needs for health, food, clothing, education, and shelter. The grant money would allow us to more fully coordinate the various efforts as well as broaden the perception of the community; currently, we think the perception is that “community service is something the Chaplain and the students do.” We want to change that to educate and include all our stakeholders in the magic of true service learning, and would use the funds of the CSEE grant to strategize, plan, and implement a service-learning component to our curriculum; we would begin in the second year of the grant with faculty and staff training, and implement the program over three to five years. 
 
Valuing others means we must give our time and talent to make lives better. All members of the community are encouraged to participate in a variety of programs to serve those in need. Wooster sponsors a wide range of opportunities designed to bring members of the PK-12 community together in service to others. These occasions serve as reminders to live our motto, “From each according to ability, to each according to need.”
  
The school’s parent community is as committed to the spiritual, ethical, and emotional education of its children as it is to their academic growth; this is the main reason many parents choose this school in spite of the availability of high-quality public education in the surrounding towns.

It is in the school’s best interest to help parents become immersed in its culture from many perspectives. The school can expect from its parents as much as it expects from its students – that they uphold the school’s Honor Code and strive be gentle, generous, truthful, kind and brave.  A further reason the school is applying for this grant is to educate parents about the various facets of the school’s social curriculum and to empower parents to make character education as high a priority as academics.  To this end, the school has developed (and continues to develop) a wide range of programs for parents and families such as: a mentor family program that pairs new families with veteran families to acclimate new student and parents to the School’s culture and expectations, and offer friendship during an often complex transition time;  increased communication and education about the school advisory program   in order to fully benefit from the vital partnership between home and school; a program that encourages increased communication among parents in all divisions to allow families to connect with each other and share in all students’ successes and accomplishments via assemblies, email, and website postings;
a program that communicates the School’s core values to all parents and continually reinforces those values on a daily/weekly/monthly basis through Parents’ Association meetings, events,  and volunteer opportunities;  continued focus on Ethical Education, our bi-annual speaker series open to the community, focusing on the many aspects of ethical education, offering practical advice for parents to help navigate through trying times.
The CSEE grant will allow Wooster to draw more families in to experience the unique setting that is our school.
In summary, our first step will be to work within our pre-existing programs in order to better prepare our faculty, advisors,  administrators,  and parents to more effectively utilize that time spent with students.  Using and expanding our emphasis on senior class leadership, weekly advisor meetings and chapel, our Self-help philosophy, Jobs and Citizenship Programs, as well as incorporating new initiatives in service-learning, Wooster School will develop an effective character education program into something that has a stronger and even more lasting impact on students and our community. 
The values that are the cornerstone of everyday Wooster life must be supported by the time and energy of the adults in the community and the financial commitment from internal as well as external sources. Teaching children of all ages to recognize what is fundamentally right and to demonstrate integrity is not the focus of a single school year, but rather an ongoing part of Wooster’s core curriculum for every child from Pre-K through Grade 12. Wooster continually strives to maintain a school for the intellectual, spiritual, ethical, and aesthetic development of boys and girls of diverse backgrounds and supports its character development program. This grant will help us fulfill our mission.  
