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Unifying Vision and Identity 

 The fundamental belief of the faculty of the proposed Track A Humanitas 

Academy at Garfield High is that all students can learn at high levels, and that this is 

most readily achieved in a diverse community of scholars/learners working together for 

the common good.  For us, the key words are “diverse” and “together.”  It is the faculty’s 

belief that the betterment of individuals within a community is best achieved through 

collaborative effort that embraces, treasures, and utilizes its variety.  When the SLC 

becomes a complete four-year program, our aim is to work with approximately 425 

students, representing Garfield’s demographics. 

The Humanitas model  -- a model which has been in use throughout the LAUSD 

for almost 20 years, and has been a proven success, time and again -- relies on thematic 

interdisciplinary reading- and writing-based explorations of literature, history, science, 

mathematics and the arts supported by the California Content Standards to produce 

students who are prepared to meet the challenges of college or professional life.  The 

pedagogical principle behind this model is that students engaged collaboratively in self-

selected projects which cross disciplinary boundaries will not only learn content in depth, 

but gain the skills and confidence they will need to be life long learners and successful 

contributors to their society. 

The aim of the Humanitas program is to create a sense of personal identity and 

community.  Our small learning community is a rigorous, theme based interdisciplinary 

writing program.  The SLC is standards based and fosters realization of personal identity 

through critical thinking and exploration of culture and society.  
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Instructional strategies will be incorporated into classroom practice and teachers 

will be encouraged to use student-centered, inquiry-based learning with strong emphasis 

on writing skills.  Critical thinking skills will be fostered and developed.  Students will 

participate in cooperative learning activities and will develop their own projects and 

portfolios.  Classroom instruction will be reinforced by field trips to museums, science 

centers and colleges. 

The Humanitas model has, of course, been proven in a variety of settings; indeed, 

the LAUSD concept paper for SLC’s cites it as an existing model of what SLC’s can be 

(LAUSD, 8).  The proposed faculty of the Humanitas Academy believes that the 

Humanitas model will be particularly suitable to the Garfield community, which prizes 

cooperation and shared effort. 

Equity and Access / High Expectations of Student Success 

 The Humanitas faculty, as already noted, is committed to providing differentiated 

instruction for all learners, collaborating with colleagues to address the special needs of 

all students, including Special Education, ELL, gifted, and others.  

 Given that the Academy will reflect the overall demographics of Garfield High 

School, it can be expected that many students with enter the program with below grade 

level reading skills.  Humanitas students will be expected to seriously undertake the task 

of increasing their reading level and mastering the literacy strategies that will improve 

their comprehension.  Accordingly, they will be expected to read a million words a year 

and to utilize the Accelerated Reader program through the school library.  Thematic 

projects in the first year are intended to scaffold student mastery in both literacy and 
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numeracy, and student achievement in these fundamental areas of academic 

accomplishments will be the business of all teachers on the Humanitas team. 

 Additional support for student success is available through the AVID program; 

each track of the Academy contains teachers trained in the AVID program, and students 

who would benefit from its focus on developing study skills will be encouraged to make 

the commitment. 

 The Humanitas curriculum meets and exceeds the current A-G graduation 

requirements.  Students will be encouraged to take courses for Honors level credit, to 

enroll in advanced placement courses as electives, and to seize opportunities for early 

college level classes with on-line and on-site courses offered through the existing 

Humanitas community college partnerships.  A general benefit of SLCs, of which our 

students will avail themselves, and to which our faculty will contribute, is that the 

personalization of the SLC is supplemented by the larger range of options available in a 

large, comprehensive high school. 

The high expectations for students are clear cut and agreed-upon by all Humanitas 

educators: 

• Students will successfully complete the A-G graduation requirements 

• Students will maintain a 95% attendance rate 

• High academic achievement will be achieved and measured by a proficient or 

advanced score rating on the California Standards Tests 

• Graduation rates will improve at or above a rate of 5% annually 

• 95% of students will participate in elective enrichment programs 

• 100% of students will pass the CAHSEE by graduation 
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• All students will have access to the Humanitas Academy 

• All students will be part of heterogeneous learning groups 

• All students will complete a community learning service project 

• Students may earn optional honors credit for course work 

Expressed expectations for Humanitas teachers include: a desire to work collaboratively 

on interdisciplinary teams, a commitment to act as advisors and mentors for students, and 

a willingness to voluntarily put in extra time for planning and training that usually 

exceeds the normal school day. 

 

Personalization 

 The thematic project approach of Humanitas is premised on the 

interconnectedness of knowledge and experience.  Over the course of each academic 

year, students begin projects that are designed to connect to their own lives and 

experiences, pursue them with guidance from a multi-disciplinary team, and finish them 

with a gain in both core knowledge and critical thinking skills.  The rigor comes from the 

demand/invitation for students to reach beyond the boundaries of small assignments and 

subject matter to larger syntheses of what they know and what they learn in multiple 

contexts and through cooperation with a diverse community of fellow students.  

Individual lessons provide the scaffolding to help students move beyond present levels, 

and frequent advisory sessions with students and conferencing among teachers guarantee 

that reteaching needs for individual students will be met. 

 Our original plan was to implement advisory sessions held bi-monthly (alternating 

with faculty conferences); during the advisory period, students would meet individually 
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with the faculty member or affiliated counselor assigned to them.  The advising teacher 

or counselor, who would work with a given set of students for all four years, would 

monitor the student’s academic success, identifies when additional support is necessary, 

and provide a first line of communication for the student, when s/he experiences 

academic and social challenges.  School structure and bell scheduling have prevented this 

from happening, but it still remains one of our goals.  

 As the basic commitment of a Humanitas faculty is to interconnection, the 

program is particularly well suited to meet SLC goals of building relationships among all 

stakeholders.  Each thematic project is both a challenge to the students and a laboratory 

for the faculty and staff:  as we learn together, the demands of the program and the needs 

of the stakeholders can be brought ever more tightly into sync.  Involvement of 

stakeholders outside the school is enhanced by formal presentation of student projects to 

parents and other interested community members.   

 Teacher teams focusing on the core subjects (English, History, Math and Science) 

provide our students with a personal approach toward learning.  Personalization begins 

with our 9th grade team of English and Humanities (9th grade elective).  10th grade teams 

include English and World History.  11th grade teams include U.S. History and American 

Literature and our 12th grade team includes classes in Advanced Composition and Film.  

Our aim is to extend teaming and personalization to our Science and Math courses.  In 

addition, our students all share one counselor who monitors them both academically and 

personally. 
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Standards-Based Curriculum 

 The Humanitas curriculum is often characterized as being about “big picture 

thinking.”   The faculty operates in grade-level teams to examine the concepts and 

standards of the Social Studies, Science and Language Arts disciplines and create 

interdisciplinary themes that emphasize the interconnectedness of the disciplines – 

indeed, of all knowledge. 

 This approach automatically emphasizes a number of what are currently 

understood to be critical goals of secondary education: 

 Relevance and Authenticity:  when students are shown, and invited to explore, the 

connections between disciplines, and the connections between content and community, 

they are able to respond to their own desires for learning and growth, and produce work 

that is meaningful to themselves.  They also are rehearsing the skills needed to flourish in 

a “multi-tasking” professional environment. 

 Academic Rigor:  both the interdisciplinary approach and the project focus call 

into play higher order thinking skills.  A study conducted by UCLA’s Center for the 

Study of Evaluation of existing Humanitas programs in the LAUSD indicated that the 

program had a statistically significant impact on students’ writing and content knowledge 

over a year’s time, and continued improvement over time.  The largest gain of Humanitas 

students over comparison students was in conceptual knowledge, i.e., in the area of 

higher order skills, which are the goal of rigorous academic programs (cited in 

Humanitas, 7-8). 

 Constructivist teaching/learning:  the focus on team-teaching removes the 

pedagogical temptation to be a “sage on the stage” and re-orients the educational 
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experience to the construction of knowledge through activity and exploration.  Teaching 

strategies common in the Humanitas model include: shared inquiry, reciprocal teaching, 

scaffolding, strategic literacy, Socratic seminars, computer supported tutorials, 

internships and laboratory learning projects. 

 Differentiated instruction:  the close working relationships between students and 

faculty that are generated in the Humanitas model encourage differentiation, as students 

are invited to identify and contribute their own unique abilities to the collaborative. 

Collaboration among teachers allows opportunity for increased speed and accuracy in 

pinpointing and addressing the specific needs of individual students.  And project-based 

work, by its nature, allows more room for students to learn, and to display their learning, 

in accord with their unique proclivities. 

 Use of technology:  technology is embedded in the Humanitas curriculum with 

student projects requiring high levels of multi-source research, the use of word 

processing and graphic software to prepare their reports and multi-media projects, and 

PowerPoint and iMovie/Windows Moviemaker programs to support oral presentations to 

their classes and members of the community.  Students archive their work in digital 

portfolios and will be able to post their work on certain Humanitas websites as examples 

of the assignments and projects associated with their Humanitas courses work.  

Moreover, Humanitas students are expected to communicate with teachers and peers via 

e-mail and online chats, to create interactive websites, and to use the Internet to share 

information and to collaborate with students from around the globe.   

 Literacy and Numeracy Goals:  when students invest in a project and begin to feel 

the urgency of full exploration of a topic and effective communication of their findings, 
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their motivation to master and expand upon basic skills increases:  no longer are tropes 

and percentages abstract ideas;  they become the working tools of engaged investigators.  

Available research data from schools that have already instituted Humanitas programs 

indicates strong improvement in CAHSEE pass rates.  To offer one example from the 

LAUSD, Humanitas students at Marshall High School showed a pass rate on the 

CAHSEE Language Arts section of 89% and on Math of 84%, compared to school-wide 

rates of 65% and 34%, and District averages of 60% and 32% (Humanitas, 10). 

 Assessment:  the projects provide the sort of authentic assessments which 

educational experts acknowledge to be the most effective indicators of student learning:  

portfolios, essays, oral presentations, debates, multi-media projects, exhibitions, 

performances, and community action (Friend & Bursuck, 412-417; Milner & Milner, 

362-270; Richard-Amato, 139-46; Slavin, 494-503). The skills developed en route to 

completion of projects, and the confidence generated by successful completion of 

challenging work, enhance the students ability to perform on standardized measures of 

basic proficiency. 

 Addressing Special Needs:  the Humanitas Academy is open to all students, and 

the faculty is committed to accommodating special needs students through differentiated 

instruction, appropriate modifications, and collaboration with specialists, such as Special 

Education and ESL teachers.  We believe that all students, including the gifted, benefit 

from active participation in an educational setting that reflects the entire community.  The 

collaborative, project-based setting of the Humanitas Academy provides an ideal context 

for meeting the needs of all students.     
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Accountability and Distributed Leadership 

   Initially, Garfield’s model for transitioning into SLCs included a lead teacher 

overseeing the entire track, plus an administrator assigned to coordinate with each SLC. 

 Eventually, leadership will be distributed as follows: 

 Lead Teacher: With reduced teaching responsibility, the lead teacher will 

facilitate and communicate with the large school administration and staff as appropriate 

regarding master schedule, placement of students, budget, and will represent the SLC at 

school-wide meetings.  S/he will also oversee support and enrichment programs, and 

communicate with the network of Humanitas academies throughout LAUSD. 

 Cross-track subcommittees: a Humanitas Academy is proposed for each of 

Garfield’s three tracks, and their faculties have already divided into sub-committees 

arranged by themes: Bridging and Connecting to the Community; Student Enrichment; 

and Managing a Professional and Effective Learning Community. By placing all 

associated faculty onto these sub-committees, responsibility and the opportunity for 

innovation are shared by all; by combining the resource of all three tracks, unnecessary 

duplication of effort is eliminated. 

 Core team:  The teachers of core content classes, along with the counselor 

affiliated with the Academy, will meet bi-monthly to formally discuss student and 

academy needs.  Teacher teams will attend training sessions and retreats coordinated by 

the lead teacher in association with Urban Education Partnership 

 Humanitas Student Leadership Club:  Student leaders will meet regularly to plan 

student activities and to provide an organized voice for the Humanitas students. 
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 Student/Teacher Outreach:  Regular meetings with students and faculty from 

other Humanitas academies will occur, for the sharing of ideas, both structural and 

academic. 

 Parent Leaders:  Our original aim was for willing parents to facilitate support and 

informational groups for other parents to help allay fears and concerns when students are 

applying to off-track programs, dealing with financial aid applications, and deciding on 

post high school education.  Additionally, we wanted a parent support group to be 

identified for each grade level to help students and teachers, especially with major 

interdisciplinary projects and final exhibitions.  At this point, we have not met these 

goals, but with significant increased participation during Back to School Night and Parent 

/ Teacher Conference Night, our parent leaders will emerge. 

 An arena of opportunity and challenge that remains to be explored concerns 

facilities management, shared support staffing and textbook/supplies 

distribution/”ownership” in the school at large.  Ideally, the Humanitas classrooms will 

be grouped together, and it would be highly desirable to have a Humanitas office with 

dedicated staffing and equipment (copiers, faxes, etc.).  A further enhancement would be 

a Humanitas student lounge/library/community conference center.  But such matters are 

pending as whole-school negotiations gather steam and coherence.   

 

Collaboration, Parent and Community Engagement 

 Initially, the Humanitas Academy rolled out with 9th and 10th grade only, which 

provided an opportunity for a truly collaborative development of the eventual full 

program.  When Academy teachers visit the feeder schools with counselors in order to 
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recruit students, the focus will be on the basic tenets of Humanitas and the 9th grade 

theme, focusing on the Academy as a locus for student self-exploration and –

development within a larger exploration of the relationship between individuals and 

society.  

The academic year will begin with a 9th grade orientation for students, where the 

policies and procedures of the academy will be reiterated and teachers and administrator 

introduced.  To keep parents informed, our first open house is devoted to introducing 

teachers, curriculum, philosophy and materials to parents.  At this meeting, parents along 

with teachers and our counselor will have the opportunity to discuss relevant issues, 

provide ideas, ask questions, collaborate and evaluate the program.  Students participate 

through the Humanitas Club that will meet three times per month.  The students will have 

the opportunity to shape the SLC’s vision and share their goals and interests. 

Collaboration has been and will continue to include the Urban Education 

Partnership.  Through UEP, the SLC will regularly train teachers and learn about new 

opportunities for students.  Other collaborating agencies will continue to include the 

Academy of Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences, YouThink Artists, L.A. County Modern 

Art Museum and the Getty Museum.  Our goal is to develop partnerships and internships 

for our upperclassmen.  These internships will allow students to actively participate with 

organizations and professionals in their community.    

In addition, teachers and students will attend field trips to colleges and 

universities throughout southern California to enhance knowledge and access for higher 

education. 
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 The initial small community of faculty, counselors, staff, parents, and students 

will be highly and necessarily involved in charting the development of the Academy into 

a full four-year entity.  The goals of this initial group of students and parents, and the 

connections and expertise of the parents will be the source of decisions concerning the 

nature of outreach into the larger community.  These individuals will also be invited to 

participate in recruitment activities in subsequent years. 

 

Professional Development: 

 The Humanitas program is unique in that it requires concentrated training, 

provided by parent organization UEP, for its faculty, to introduce the major concepts and 

curriculum design to teachers.  Truly collaborative teaching is a labor-intensive process 

for which current teacher-training programs and typical classroom experience are 

inadequate preparations. Exact durations and frequency of this specialized training is 

initially dependent on the status of Humanitas Teacher Training Centers already existing 

with the LASUD.  The Academy also has access to the resources of Urban Education 

Partnership, the facilitating entity for the Humanitas Programs district-wide; UEP has 

addressed the prospect of Humanitas Academies by adding additional staff, including 

specialists in math, science, and art history to help expand the existing models.  Recently, 

UEP has also created professional development focusing on: the Interdisciplinary Essay 

and Shared Inquiry.  All Academy teachers are committed to attending these as well as 

UEP’s Teacher Centers and retreats.   
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 The SLC team has started to use student data to inform and drive instruction.  

Every four weeks, teachers will meet and make adjustments to instructional practices and 

our professional development plan based on student data and assessment results. 

 As with all SLCs in this period of transition, there will be much trial and error.  It 

remains to be seen how SLCs will coordinate with other entities and activities, such as:  

current District and local district initiatives such as curricula for 9th, 10th and 12th grade 

English; mandated English, Math, Science and Social Studies assessments and pacing 

plans. The extent to which SLC leadership and professional development teams will be 

empowered to make relevant decisions in these matters is also unknown.  In the ideal 

case, professional development will proceed in collaboration with other Humanitas 

academies and with outside experts who can provide the necessary expertise on new 

developments in identified and proven best practices.    
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