
Grayhawk Elementary School 

A Core Knowledge School of Distinction with Honors for Purposeful Student 

Engagement 

Grayhawk Elementary School embodies the positive results—student engagement, teacher satisfaction, and parent 

excitement and support—that flow from a comprehensive, collaborative planning process. The Core Knowledge team 

who visited the school was continually impressed—in their extensive classroom observations and through surveys 

and interviews with teachers and administrators—by the school’s ability to bring Core Knowledge content to life. With 

a detailed school-wide curriculum plan as well as domain and topic maps, Grayhawk’s teachers collaborate on a 

shared foundation for their work within their individual classrooms. This commitment to planning, in turn, is producing 

impressive effects: Students are engaged, excelling, and eager to learn more. 

Grayhawk, a suburban public school in Scottsdale, Arizona, serving 650 students in K–6, has been dedicated to the 

ideals of Core Knowledge since it opened in 1998. According to the principal, Norm Pratt, “Prior to the school’s 

opening, parent meetings were held to provide input on what they would like Grayhawk to be for their children. 

Common threads emerged, such as wanting ... a challenging, engaging curriculum with high expectations for all.” The 

leadership at Grayhawk created that environment with the Core Knowledge Sequence, which outlines the broad 

knowledge that leads to academic excellence. 

Since 1998, Grayhawk has successfully upheld those ideals through their Sequence-based curriculum and dedication 

to best practices in the classroom. The school’s Core Knowledge coordinator, Kimberley Marchisotto—who also 

leads professional development for schools across the country using Core Knowledge materials—works with 

leadership and teachers to assess school needs and ensure the fidelity of Sequence implementation. Marchisotto, 

Pratt, and the grade-level teacher teams participate in ongoing training, site visits, and collaborate with other Core 

Knowledge schools. They have welcomed teachers and administrators from around the country to, as Pratt 

describes, “discuss the components of what Core Knowledge implementation entails.” As a host and attendee of the 

Arizona Core Knowledge Network Quarterly Showcase, they have shared methods for engaging students in rich 

content with their colleagues at other area schools.  

Bringing Content and Skills to Life 

While Grayhawk is an exemplary Core Knowledge school, its depth of student engagement in the classroom is truly 

outstanding. Because students’ excitement for learning and connection with the content is so evident, Grayhawk has 

been awarded honors in purposeful student engagement as part of its School of Distinction status. 

In the classroom, teachers employed interactive strategies to teach targeted Core Knowledge content and skills. 

Teachers were observed making connections to both prior learning and other subjects, helping their students see the 

interconnectedness of the new content and concepts. Special subject area teachers also integrated content from 

other subjects into their own. In addition, teachers frequently taught English language arts skills in the context of rich 

content. In one third grade classroom, for example, the teacher engaged students in a read-aloud of a unique genre, 

the photo essay, while studying animals. Students later crafted their own mini-books summarizing what they learned 

and incorporating the features of a photo essay. They were encouraged to base their summaries on the text and use 

their new domain vocabulary. Afterward, the students analyzed their own summaries and discussed them and the 

original read-aloud as a class. 
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Meaningful student engagement like this does not just happen. In planning learning experiences, the teachers at 

Grayhawk consistently focus on ensuring that students hear and use rich language and vocabulary. During 

observations, it was evident that teachers infuse broadly applicable academic vocabulary and domain-specific 

vocabulary into their lessons and everyday interactions. For example, as students in a second-grade classroom 

engaged in an observation of the contents of cracked eggs, they delighted all by pointing out and describing with 

impressive command of vocabulary, the “albumen,” “yolk,” “shell,” “membrane,” “air sac,” and “blastoderm.” Through 

implicit and explicit content-based vocabulary instruction, students are exposed to and have multiple opportunities to 

practice using an array of new language as they travel through each domain. 

Teachers at Grayhawk set high expectations for their students, and help them achieve those through modeling, 

scaffolding, resources, and constant checking and feedback to ensure they can and do achieve those goals. In a 

third-grade classroom observed during the visit, a teacher modeled the differences between and methods of a math 

frequency chart and a tally table using several different scenarios. After this firm grounding, students actively 

circulated the classroom and worked in pairs to capture data according to each of the modeled formats, while 

discussing what they were doing. Students were clearly engaged and excited about what they were learning. The 

teacher, meanwhile, circulated around the classroom to check in on students and provide feedback and support as 

needed. This helped the teachers ensure that students were accurately transferring their understanding of the models 

into new applications. 

It is clear that at Grayhawk, collaborative planning is very beneficial. By working together, teachers know what their 

students are studying in other subject areas, what they already have learned, and where they are going next. With 

this knowledge, teachers are equipped to purposefully lead their students toward new content and concepts that build 

on what they already know. Furthermore, teachers have a greater opportunity for creativity when bringing the rigorous 

content of Core Knowledge to life—employing hands-on science investigations, historical simulations, and more. 

  

Sixth graders, for example, participated in a simulation of Ellis Island to help students better understand the concepts 

and experiences they had been discussing in their Immigration domain. Students came dressed as immigrants 

bearing passports from their countries of origin. They were directed to the school gymnasium—Ellis Island—which 

was complete with projected photographs of the inner stations and the sound of the fog horn from the ferry bringing 

people to the island. Students waded through their fellow immigrants to stand in line for processing. They 

experienced the language barriers, red tape, (faux) medical exams, chalking, and interrogations of skill. Just like real 

immigrants hoping to enter via Ellis Island, they were sorted as having been accepted, detained, or denied entrance 

to the United States. Afterward, students reflected on the experience through a writing exercise. By making real the 

historical experience of immigration for students, teachers paved the way for a deeper understanding of the time 

period and of immigration today. Experiential and factual knowledge was then manifested in students’ vocabulary-, 

content-, and emotionally-rich written responses to the activity.  

A Commitment to Comprehensive Planning 

This purposeful engagement in the classroom is the direct result of careful planning. Grayhawk’s teachers join forces 

to create the content-rich, coherent, cumulative, and context-specific approach to curriculum that is driving their 

success. Pratt names Core Knowledge the “central guiding program,” with Sequence content woven into every 

subject taught. This commitment is enacted in professional learning communities. These grade-level teacher teams 

work together on a continual basis to 
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 share ideas for activities and instruction, 

 develop shared objectives and assessments, 

 revise the school-wide curriculum plan, 

 make cross-curricular connections, 

 improve domain maps, design units, select read-alouds, 

 plan daily and weekly lessons, and 

 share and learn from student work. 

Once planning documents have been created, teachers share them with parents to explain how the curriculum is 

created and to aid parent’s work at home with their children. Teachers’ domain and topic maps demonstrate their 

understanding of planning for domain immersion, content integration, teaching English language arts skills through 

content, making connections, and building rich language and vocabulary. 

Indeed, teachers’ domain-based lesson plans not only reflect such understandings, they ensure lesson 

components—instruction, activities, and assessments—are aligned to meet the collaboratively devised objectives. In 

a survey with several open-ended questions, teachers explained their process: “Activities and assessments should 

refer directly to the objective that has been chosen,” “We meet collectively and discuss the lesson to make sure 

objectives, assessments, and activities are aligned to both Core Knowledge and the Common Core standards,” and “I 

start with the lesson objectives, then make sure all the other lesson components are aligned.” 

Even more than the lesson plans themselves, however, teachers’ work in their classrooms demonstrates the rewards 

of devoting time to collaborative, cumulative planning. Collaborative planning is really collaborative problem solving; it 

creates a space for teachers to share both their challenges and their tried-and-true strategies. 

To learn more about Grayhawk Elementary, visit http://www.pvschools.net/Domain/22. 
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