
Thomas Jefferson Classical Academy-CFA 

A Core Knowledge School of Distinction with 
Honors for Core Knowledge Language Arts 
Implementation and Curriculum Support 

Thomas Jefferson Classical Academy is a kindergarten 
through twelfth-grade charter school with 1,300 students in rural 
North Carolina. While it serves a mostly lower-middle class and 
working-class population, the school maintains the high 
expectations and excellent results of an elite private school. 
Dedicated to preparing students “for college and for a lifetime of 

citizenship and active intellectual inquiry,” Thomas Jefferson makes Core Knowledge the centerpiece of its 
kindergarten through eighth-grade curriculum. 
 
When asked on a survey to characterize Thomas Jefferson Classical Academy’s implementation of the Core 
Knowledge Sequence, 85% of teachers stated that it was the central, guiding instructional program. This is evident in 
the work displayed in classrooms and hallways, which reveal a high level of Core Knowledge content organized in 
coherent domains. Teachers are confident that the North Carolina State Standards are covered because the Core 
Knowledge Sequence goes beyond what was expected by the state. 

A Well-Planned Curriculum 

Thomas Jefferson’s curriculum plan reflects Core Knowledge’s 4-Cs; it is content rich, coherent, cumulative, and 
context specific. Even better, in many grades the plan is colored coded to show connections across subject areas. 
Looking across the curriculum plan, it’s clear that teachers have worked very hard to order topics so that cross-
curricular connections and reinforcement opportunities occur across subject areas. They have also built in ways to 
refresh content taught in previous grades and foreshadow what comes in future grades. 
 
Most of the domains identified in the plan are scheduled for two to four weeks. This is ideal because there is enough 
time for all students to build knowledge (including those who start out behind) and vocabulary. By focusing on a 
domain for two to four weeks, students get multiple exposures to essential domain vocabulary in various contexts; 
they are also provided opportunities and encouragement to use these words, adding to their working vocabulary. 
Teachers frequently emphasize domain vocabulary during instruction by asking questions that promote specific 
vocabulary. For example, one teacher said to students, “That’s right they moved from place to place in search of 
food. What was the term we learned earlier that describes this?” 
 
Collaboratively developing domain maps has been helpful to the grade-level teams of teachers. It has brought more 
focus to their lessons regarding content and vocabulary, and helped them see where they used to over- or 
underemphasize certain topics. It has also supported coordination across classes. In music and art classes, for 
instance, teachers connect with history and science content. They intentionally reinforce student learning and help 
students forge deeper understandings.  
 
Each grade-level team plans collaboratively at least once a week. Having dedicated time together has led to great 
progress. In the elementary grades, for example, teachers now develop assessments—including tests and projects—
together to ensure equity across classrooms. Lesson objectives and criteria for success are specified along with the 
assessments to make expectations equally high across classrooms. 
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Exemplary Instruction 

Teachers at Thomas Jefferson Classical Academy set high expectations for themselves and students. Teachers are 
caring and consistent, maintaining classroom environments that are respectful, supportive, and focused on learning. 
As a result, students are attentive and alert, engaging in lessons by making eye contact with speakers, raising a hand 
to respond to questions, and following directions promptly.   
 
The time teachers spend collaboratively planning is evident; classrooms have schedules, key concepts, and domain 
vocabulary posted. Teachers in the elementary school provide specific feedback to guide students’ learning, ask 
higher-level questions that extend students’ thinking, and offer cues and scaffolds as needed. Middle school teachers 
employ various strategies to enable students to practice new learning in meaningful ways. These include process 
writing, mathematics scavenger hunts, interactive classroom debates, and science experiments.   
 
To support students who are struggling, Thomas Jefferson offers differentiated instruction and tutoring—often one-
on-one.  Other supports include Homework Helper Club, advisory time, and study hall. For students who are 
excelling, the school supports their growth through differentiated instruction, Junior Great Books clubs, an Elementary 
Battle of the Books program, and participation in student tutoring. 
 
Many of Thomas Jefferson’s teachers employ strategies from Doug Lemov’s Teach Like a Champion.  For example, 
teachers stick with students when they struggle to answer a question, using techniques like wait time, cueing, 
providing choices, and returning to the student after similar responses were heard to support success. This creates 
an environment in which students can’t opt out or feel left behind.  They also use the “right is right” approach when 
responding to student answers. This means teachers accept only the correct answers, yet they have cultivated an 
environment in which students are not afraid to ask for additional support or admit they are struggling with a concept. 
In one class, a student asked if Erik the Red was being “manipulative” when he gave Greenland its name. The 
teacher praised the student for using one of the vocabulary words they learned earlier, but explained that the word 
did not fit in this context. To convey a more nuanced meaning, the teacher then gave an example from another text 
(which they had previously read) in which a character was indeed being manipulative. 

Expert Implementation of Core Knowledge Language Arts 

Thomas Jefferson’s Grammar School has been using Core Knowledge Language Arts (CKLA) since the Core 
Knowledge Foundation first began piloting it in 2007. For the past several years, the complete CKLA program has 
been used in kindergarten through third grade. Teachers are “completely convinced that this is the best program for 
ALL of our students” because it “enables students to strengthen all of their ELA skills and their reading 
comprehension at the same time.”  
 
During CKLA skills instruction, teachers use assessment-based small groups to differentiate instruction. Year after 
year, students make great progress in learning to decode. Teachers report that their “children have a strong phonics 
background that is nurtured and strengthened through the decodable readers from the program.” During CKLA read-
alouds, teachers employ highly interactive strategies for engagement, language development, and building 
knowledge. They also tap prior knowledge, set a purpose for listening, focus on expression and fluency, break the 
read-aloud into coherent chunks, pause briefly to touch on vocabulary or ask comprehension questions, and provide 
visual aids to support comprehension. Thomas Jefferson’s implementation of CKLA exemplifies best practices and is 
a terrific model for schools across the country. 

To see this expert instruction, watch this video of a second grade teacher at Thomas Jefferson doing a CKLA 
read-aloud lesson. 

2

Thomas Jefferson Classical Academy Core Knowledge School of Distinction April 1, 2014

https://vimeo.com/coreknowledge/review/98665445/6ccf44e8df


Supportive Administrators and Parents 

Thomas Jefferson Classical Academy’s administrators are knowledgeable and enthusiastic supporters of Core 
Knowledge. They have found that their content-rich instruction in K–8 prepares students very well for Advanced 
Placement courses in high school. In recent years, Thomas Jefferson enhanced its implementation of Core 
Knowledge by adding a full-time Core Knowledge coordinator. She participates in grade-level team meetings, leads 
and partakes in professional development workshops, monitors curriculum-based websites to provide staff with new 
ideas and strategies, and directly works with teachers in need of support. In the summer, she also provides New 
Teacher Orientation training. Because the Core Knowledge Sequence is so content rich and rigorous, the coordinator 
is essential to excellent implementation.   
 
Thomas Jefferson Classical Academy employs multiple means to inform and involve families in the knowledge-
building curriculum. In the beginning of the school year, the school hosts Curriculum Nights in which they invite 
parents to learn about the curriculum. In the middle school, parents also receive their children’s syllabi and sit through 
a brief orientation to each of their children’s classes. Parents of middle-school children are also provided information 
about college so both parents and students know what it means to be college ready and have ample time to prepare. 
 
Each teacher maintains a classroom website and sends home newsletters to inform parents with details about what 
students are learning as well as upcoming events. Teachers also display student work on each domain so parents 
can see what students are learning. To give parents a bigger picture of what’s being studied across the school, the 
Core Knowledge coordinator posts on the website a description of what each grade level is focusing on each month. 
The school also encourages parents to support their children at home through resources such as E. D. Hirsch’s What 
Your _ Grader Needs to Know series. 
 
The elementary and middle grades have dedicated groups of parents who support the school through the Parent 
Forum. Their activities include volunteering in classrooms, tutoring, logging in and re-shelving books, organizing 
materials, maintaining school bulletin boards for art displays, fundraising, and volunteering at school events (e.g., 
Field Day, the Book Fair, and Fall Festival).  
 
In all, Thomas Jefferson Classical Academy is a cohesive, supportive, rigorous educational community. To learn 
more, visit the school's website. 
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