
Snowy Range Academy 

A Core Knowledge School of Distinction 
with Honors for Collaborative Use and 
Management of Staff and Resources 

Snowy Range Academy exemplifies all the great qualities of 
a Core Knowledge school—rigorous curriculum, collaborative 
planning, effective and engaging teaching, and strong 
leadership. Of these, however, one particular aspect of Snowy 
Range’s approach makes all these possible: collaboration 
among staff. 

As anyone who has attempted to implement a cumulative, content-rich curriculum can tell you, collaboration is key. 
Teachers need to be aware of the school-wide, grade-level, and subject-area plans. Furthermore, resources—often in 
short supply in any school—are stretched even further as students dive into domains across multiple subject areas. 
Snowy Range Academy’s unique allocation of staff and resources has made their essential collaboration not only 
possible, but enjoyable and effective. For that, Snowy Range Academy is honored as a Core Knowledge School of 
Distinction with Honors for Collaborative Use and Management of Staff and Resources. 

Snowy Range Academy was founded in 2002 as a K–5 public charter school. Today, it serves roughly 170 students 
in grades K–9, approximately 30% of whom are eligible for free or reduced-price lunch. The small school has a 
unique model of one teacher per grade level, each of whom is supported by a lead phonics teacher (in the early 
grades), specials teachers, a librarian, a resource room teacher, and a special education teacher. Since its founding, 
Snowy Range Academy has been guided by the Core Knowledge Sequence and the high value it places on building 
knowledge and vocabulary, especially in the elementary grades. The principal, Dawn Wilson, is heavily involved in 
the implementation of Core Knowledge, leading to the school’s success in many of her teachers’ eyes. 

Snowy Range Academy has certainly been successful. As the first charter school in Wyoming, it is often highlighted 
in the press. This attention has not only aided the fate of other charter schools in the state, it has served as a witness 
to the academic excellence and accomplishments the school has attained. A student from Snowy Range recently 
won the National Geographic Geography Bee for Wyoming, while a peer won the state’s Scripps Spelling Bee. During 
a 2013 pilot study for the Wyoming School Report Card, Snowy Range was noted as one of the few schools in the 
state that was decidedly “exceeding expectations.” 

Exemplifying the 4C Characteristics through Collaboration 

Drawing on research regarding how students learn, Core Knowledge recommends that all schools develop a 
curriculum that is content-rich, cross-curricular, coherent, and cumulative. To do this effectively, schools need to 
create a school-wide curriculum plan that clearly states what will be taught in each grade. In addition, grade-level 
teams must create domain maps that demonstrate an integrated approach, and teachers need to plan collaboratively 
within and across grades so as to establish shared expectations, ensure that knowledge builds cumulatively, and 
reinforce vocabulary development. 

Snowy Range Academy has excelled in curriculum development and is a model for all schools interested in the Core 
Knowledge Sequence, or in enhancing their own curriculum. The school has a curriculum plan that is easily 
accessible to all members of the school—faculty, staff, students, even parents. The grade-level teams’ domain maps 
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are treated as living documents, consistently revised based on progress and pacing. Furthermore, teachers 
collaborate on almost everything they do—including designing units, planning their daily and weekly lesson, sharing 
ideas for activities and instruction, learning from their students’ work, and reviewing and revising domain maps and 
the curriculum plan. 

Snowy Range Academy’s small size and resulting unique approach to classroom structure—one teacher per grade 
level—invigorate in-depth collaboration among teachers of different grades and special areas. Cross-disciplinary 
connections are rich, cross-grade connections are strategic, and there is support among teachers to accommodate 
small group read-alouds. Special area teachers, the librarian, the resources room teacher, and the special education 
teacher make seamless connections to the content learned in the core grade-level classrooms. In the art classroom, 
for example, all grade-level curriculum plans are visible and referenced by the teacher to connect art concepts to 
history and/or science concepts. In both art and music classrooms, students are held accountable not just for their 
artistic performance but for the history and background of the style and artist or composter, as related to classroom 
study. One teacher explained the importance of this: “Songs we sing in music connect to what is taught in social 
studies. Students makes huge connections [within] and between content areas.” This level of integration is possible 
through the consistent collaboration among staff regarding planning and pacing. 

Collaboration Leads to More Effective Teaching 

Through strong planning of deep, rich content and extensive supports, students achieve the high expectations set out 
for them. Teachers create kid-friendly, measureable objectives and formatively assess their students to guide 
instruction and learning. They engage students in meaningful discourse and help students absorb rigorous content. 

Throughout the K–8 classrooms, discrete measureable objectives were posted as daily essential questions. Activities 
aligned with these objectives ensure a logical trajectory for building knowledge, vocabulary, and skills. As one teacher 
explained, “Knowing exactly what I am teaching, knowing my students’ prior knowledge, where they are headed in 
the future with a domain, and having explicit objectives set [my students] up for success.” 

The more rigorous the content, the greater the challenge for students and teachers. Collaboration on curriculum 
development and expectations ensures that pacing is reasonable and student learning is reinforced. As observers 
during the Analysis of Curriculum and Practices (ACAP) visit reported, the pacing of instruction was on-target with 
each grade level’s curriculum plan. Teachers set high expectations for students by posting messages in the halls and 
classrooms, recognizing academic work, increasing time spent on task, and integrating content and skills. 

To ensure that students meet these expectations, teachers model, scaffold, provide adequate time for practice, and 
provide feedback. Crucially, they engage students in meaningful discourse using domain vocabulary. In a seventh-
grade classroom at Snowy Range, observers heard a rich science discussion in which students used academic 
vocabulary such as “genotypes,” “phenotype,” and “inherited trait.” During a discussion on persuasive arguments in 
an eighth grade classroom, students employed terms including “scapegoat,” “bandwagon,” “pathos,” “logos,” and 
“ethos” with ease.  Understanding and using this rich domain vocabulary gives students access to increasingly 
complex content. 

Content-Rich Curriculum Makes Common Core a Cinch 

Snowy Range Academy has spent the past few years improving its content-rich, domain-based curriculum. While its 
true purpose has been to offer an even better education to its students, a side benefit has been making it easy to 
meet the Common Core State Standards. In its 2013–14 annual report, Snowy Range Academy (SRA) stated that the 
work “has put SRA ‘ahead of the curve’ in meeting the rigorous requirements within the Common Core” and 
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“strengthens our implementation of the SRA educational philosophy and the framework for curriculum design that 
supports the high academic performance that we see each year.” 

  

Snowy Range Academy’s success, and the collaborative work that lead to it, make it a model Core Knowledge 
school.  To learn more about the distinguished school, please visit its website.  
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