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Picture a potato.



Picture a potato.

Does the potato you envisioned look like 
any of these potatoes?  

You have permission to change your mind about 
what a potato is and how you envision it.



Your School 
Ecosystem

Think about your school.  

Who comes to mind first?  Then who?  (and what does that say?)

How do they compete or cooperate with each other?

What is your role in this ecosystem?



The Forest 
Ecosystem

Think of the forest.  

Did you envision trees?  

What is the responsibility of one tree in a forest?

Did you learn, at some point in our ‘survival-of-the-fittest’ culture, that trees 
compete with each other in a forest?  

How does a forest survive? stabilize? grow? thrive?

You have permission to change your mind.



Dr. Suzanne Simard your school is a living system



Your School is a 
Living System
The strength of the team is each individual member.  
The strength of each member is the team. 
- Phil Jackson, coach of the Bulls & Lakers Championship teams 
(the most decorated coach in NBA history - managed MJ, Kobe, Shaq and taught them 
all the value selflessness and teamwork in a winning system)

Integrating the strengths of each tree with the needs of the overall 
forest bolsters the weaknesses that lead to harm in the ecosystem.

How do the parts of your school ecosystem connect?  
How do they interact?  (competitive or complementary)
How do they integrate with your goals?



The Randolph School 
is one type of potato.



Hello, I'm

Josh Kaplan
Dad & Director at the Randolph School

Six years ago, I took my first gig as a head of school, coming off ten years as a teacher and school leader in 
Harlem public schools.  I found a community of educators committed to doing things differently.  Built on 
55 years of history, the foundation was shaky.

My place in the ecosystem is as a connector.  I link people with the spaces, within this place.  I nurture 
links between teachers, and amongst parents in the community, so that they can do the same for the 
children in our care, which includes my own.

My work is to notice problems, which is the first step to solving them.  But my old friend, Pete Seeger once 
sang that “in life or revolution, rarely is there a quick solution...everything worthwhile takes a little time.”  
This relates to the process of turning maple sap into syrup, and it applies to my efforts to maintain 
perspective as I steer my team through challenges.



Randolph School 
Ecosystem

The Main Building is a private home built in the 1860s is home to our main office, preschool and 
K-1st classrooms.

The Carriage House is from the same era and home to our 2nd-3rd, 4th-5th groups.

The Studios building is where you’ll find the art studio and library.

the Built Environment



Randolph School 
Ecosystem

We live and learn on 5 acres of eastern, deciduous forest.  Some 
is cleared into open fields and the rest is dotted with gardens, 
playgrounds, outdoor classroom spaces, fire rings, and is home 
to hundreds of species of native and introduced plants and 
animals.

On one edge of campus is Hunter Creek (of the Hudson River 
watershed), and access to 40 acres of public land beyond our 
boundaries.

the Natural Environment



Diverse 
Talents

in passionate teachers 
who support each 

other.

Rich 
Traditions

with anchor points 
throughout the year 
that connect us all 

through shared 
experience.

Pedagogical 
Legacy

that was laid out by our 
founders in a clear 

Philosophy and 
Mission.

Outdoor 
Space

and a culture that 
values being in it.

An Unanticipated Change
In March 2020, everything we had planned suddenly changed.  The onset of the pandemic quickly revealed that virtual 

learning wasn’t going to work for our community, nor was the way we were doing things before.
From a change that connoted loss, we leaned on what we had and found we had much to gain.



Randolph School 
Ecosystem

7 lean-tos modeled after Adirondack Hiker Huts to serve as outdoor 
classrooms were built in VT and shipped to NY.

A stone amphitheater was completed in time for our return to school.  
This capital campaign was completed just before March, and we were 
set to break ground on the project March 14, 2020.

Our next project (coming soon) is a Sugar House to expand our maple 
sugaring curriculum and the school’s capacity as it grows.

the intersection of 
Built & Natural 
Environments



Your School 
Environment

Think about the built (and natural, if applicable) environments 
that your school exists in.  

What limitations do you feel because of the confines of the 
space?

What opportunities are possible because of the uniqueness of 
the space?

What would your teachers say?  What about the children?

The first school I  taught in had no windows.
127th & Park in Harlem



What is an ecosystem?

The ecosystem is the structural and functional unit of ecology where the 
living organisms interact with each other and the surrounding environment. 

An ecosystem is a chain of interactions between organisms and their 
environment.  A (bio)diverse, healthy ecosystem is one in which the individual 
organisms and the land itself are interdependent and effectively 
strengthening the entire community.

In other words, it is an INTEGRATED system of all the living 
things within the environment.

By integrating curricular experiences, you can connect the people doing the 
work to the community’s goals and vision.



Links in This Forest
Leadership Teachers Parents Students Board Alumni - History

They are all feeding or depleting each other, all the 
time.



Learn & Envision
study everything about the system 

(past & present)

Make Decisions & 
Target Challenges

get some buy in to make a change
distribute leadership

See what/who 
doesn’t work

be willing to change your mind
& notice the pushback

Rinse, repeat
solving one problem means moving 

on to the next



Phase 1: 
study everything
The Randolph School’s Founding Philosophy (1963) 
start at the beginning - who we are and where we come from
• A genuine philosophy of education is essentially a philosophy of 

life; living and learning are interdependent conditions. 
• Since human beings learn through exploration, interpretation of, and 

reaction to their world, then an appropriate educational approach 
encourages fearless exploration, challenge and exchange of ideas. 

• Children who are expected to participate in a democratic society 
must be educated in schools that allow the greatest possible 
experience in making rational choices among a variety of 
alternatives, that also allow the widest possible experience in free 
interaction with others and in following their own lines of inquiry or 
investigation. 

• This will not be a silent school. A school where children are learning 
is a place full of the sound of laughter, of tears, of gaiety, of 
anger...the sound of children communicating...the sound of life...the 
sound of growing. 

Integrating a curriculum is to bring all of its parts together rather than separating them into 
distinct groups. Spelling can be part of math, math part of science, science and music part 
of language arts and language arts part of arts and crafts.  This integration of study allows 
for children to perceive and understand topics in a more complete and well-rounded 
manner.  Concepts and information derived from this kind of method, breaking down rigid, 
artificial boundaries which often impede learning and a child’s enthusiasm. They take on 
life and relevance as they become necessary parts of the whole. 
-Eric Tomlins, former Director/Teacher/Student at the Randolph School in notes for a meeting with prospective parents in the 1990s.



Phase 2: 
make decisions, 
target challenges
Is the program cohesive from beginning to end?

What space can you make in a tight budget to make informed 
investments in supportive infrastructure and adapting the 
environment?

Staffing shifts & changes are necessary sometimes and, while 
hard, are always for the betterment of the whole forest.



Links as Curriculum
Links are the roots of a Randolph education. Children develop links to the members of their community, to the past, to their passions, to the land. Links create 
strength, connection and stability. Through the process of creating links knowledge is created, questions are formed, growth is cultivated and children build a 
framework for developing their sense of self; who they are as an individual as well as in relation to others and their environment. A Links education supports the 
whole child; the development of their emotional, social, artistic, physical, and intellectual selves.  The intersections of both living and learning at Randolph help 
solidify learning by linking experiences to new knowledge and skills.



Links is also....
a way of living and learning that centers joyful engagement.  

It distinguishes the school from others and gives a unified 
sense of identity to members of the community.  

It is also a way to flexibly staff, providing contingencies for the 
myriad of staffing challenges school leaders face persistently.  

It brings the community together through shared experience.

And it is a way to anchor anyone who joins us from here on 
out in the legacy of the school’s founding, so that someone 
coming in is efficiently integrated into the team and its 
collective aims.

unique identity & 
school culture

staffing strategy

rooted in our 
mission and 
growing into the 
future



Environmental Steward
Science & this Land

Studio Steward
Art & school traditions

Musical Storytelling
Music

Library
(Digital) Literacy

Links as a Team
Anchored by school traditions and what emerges from the natural world, Links teachers 
INTEGRATE their specialties with the work of the cohort teachers.

Led by the Curricular Steward, they meet once a week as a team, and once a week with each 
of the other teacher teams.  They meet informally throughout the day and even in their own 
time.

Links teachers cover the playground period, when cohort teachers break/prep and step in 
when a teacher is absent.

Curricular Steward
Lead Teacher

Social Studies & Curricular 
Connections



PK
3 teachers

1 apprentice

K-1
2 teachers

1 apprentice

2-3
2 teachers

4-5
1 teacher

Links + Cohort Teams
Cohort teams are set based on personalities, 
compatible/complementary skills, and group size.

Cohort teams meet daily, formally and informally, and meet weekly 
with the whole Links Team to plan curricular experiences that 
integrate the parts of a child’s day at school.

Curricular Steward
Curriculum & Program 

Director

Environmental Steward
Science & this Land

Studio Steward
Art & school traditions

Musical Storytelling
Music

Library
(Digital) Literacy

Links Team Curricular Steward
Lead Teacher

Social Studies & Curricular 

Connections



Phase 3: 
see what/who works 
and doesn’t work
Links has contributed to the growth of the school; its finances and its 
community, its ability to extend its reach beyond its campus, and its ability to 
recruit and retain quality, experienced teachers.



Since 
Implementing Links
Enrollment has increased by 25%.

Tuition revenue has increased by 30%.

Our substitute budget has reduced to $0, redistributed.

Teachers have taken on more work, but report higher quality-of-life and 
satisfaction with their work.

Teacher retention is 95% (100% in 2023-24)

Quality of instruction has improved immensely & elevated, joyful student 
engagement is evident every day.

There is more flexibility in grouping and staffing, allowing for true 
differentiation at all levels.

I am happier, and so is my family.  My team and my school are stronger.   I am 
able to focus on the big picture(s) finally, and put what I learn to use, 
effectively.  My life is more balanced.

 



What it looks like...

Emerging from 
Natural Cycles & 
School Traditions

Daily Schedule & 
Flexible Grouping

Integrating 
Curricular 
Experiences, 
connecting people 
and place.



An Integrated 
Schedule

The Curricular Steward, with input from teachers, set up the daily 
schedule to have several mirrored periods across age groups, 
each day.

In the morning, all children are in math groups, based on their 
developmental readiness,  practicing skills within the scope and 
sequence of the year.

In planning time, teachers have shared what skills are being 
practiced and Links teachers will work these skills into their 
authentic work in the afternoon, during Links Time, in different 
groupings and staff collaborations.

Links teachers also teach math and phonics in these small 
groups, which supports the strongest possible ratio of 
students:teachers.  In event of teacher absence, a Links teacher 
can pick up where the absent teacher left off and maintain 
continuity for students.

Math Groups 10:15-
10:45



Math Groups
Authentic models and opportunities to practice are one 
part of the learning.  Closing the loop on the experience is 
what solidifies learning.  

In the morning, children pick up a new skill.  In the 
afternoon, the environment is designed to elicit the 
practical use of this new skill.

Links between living and learning are illuminated.

It is documented - studied and shared.



The potatoes we harvested link us to 
those who planted them last spring.  
There are entry points to 
developmentally-appropriate skills in 
the potatoes, for all ages.  The skills 
build off of what was introduced in 
math groups.

A Hearty Harvest 



Maple Magic
Math is real life and 
maples are magic: the 
sweetest combination.  
Teachers are skilled in 
applying standards in 
authentic contexts 
and motivation is built 
in.



Maple Magic
Math is real life.



Maple Magic Links to Literacy



Food, glorious food!
We work with what’s emerging from the environment and what interests children.  
Cooking and eating together is the driver, and we just take the wheel to steer us there.

Every skill there is to practice academically exists within this context and just needs 
some harvesting to reap that elusive engagement from children.



“Working here, we’re encouraged to live our passions, the things we like to do and then weave it 
into the different learning activities for the kids.  Seeing them get inspired feeds us, and we then 
feed off other teachers.”

“Sometimes something amazing is the result of years of talking and thinking about how to 
connect maple sugaring and the blocks.  We meet all the time, but being together and having 
the experience of working with Links teachers helps see where possibilities can emerge.”

“Being with each other, I am enjoying Links this year because I get to experience as the kids are 
and then I get ideas about what to do.  In our Links meetings, we talk about what we’re doing 
and then the Links teachers get inspired by that and apply it to their work.  Then, when we go to 
the garden, we get inspired by their work.  It’s a reciprocal relationship, which is not always how 
teachers approach their work.”

Integrated Curriculum 

What teachers say
about collaborating with the Links Team



“I like getting to work with all the kids and getting to understand how different ages and 
developmental stages make meaning out of their experiences.”  

“I like the challenge of finding entry points that are accessible to everyone in the community, 
and to connect it with what each class is doing.  I do this by checking in with the teachers; we 
talk about what we’re doing.  This is important, but also is the fun part.”

“I feel like my work has purpose and is valued.  The things I am passionate about connect with 
the things everyone is passionate about.  If I don’t see the link, I make it.”

“I feel connected to the other teachers here, and I feel seen for what I bring to the table.  In 
other places, me being a specialist means I am a ‘prep teacher’ in isolation, and so the work I do 
with kids is in isolation too.”  

Integrated Curriculum 

What Links teachers say
about collaborating with the Cohort Teacher Teams



Our curriculum is everything. Or more precisely it is the experience of growing and learning as a full and whole child in this place at this time. It sounds kind of simple, which makes us think that 
simple is not the same as easy. 

The subjects we cover include, but certainly are not limited to: reading, mathematics, walnut rolling, geography, getting to the bathroom in a timely manner, advanced fairy house construction, 
writing, sharing, capture the flag related mediation, phonics, dragon medicine, communicating feelings and processing disappointment, singing, dancing, honest and accurate history, field ecology, 
and of course pancake eating.   We consider it all when we plan our curriculum. These hard working teachers reach for the stars and inevitably miss. Things fall apart, something derails our plans, the 
rabbits eat all our corn plants, three times. Luckily, the flexible nature of our program allows for infinite possibilities to adapt and change (more on change later).  Each person here plays a role in 
shaping our work together. The teachers with their solid knowledge of child development and academic standards, combined with their own unique personal passions, team-up with  your children 
and their boundless curiosity, prior wisdom and keen observational skills to create our “curriculum” in real time. It is alive! From dramatic adventures on the playground, insect discoveries at the 
creek, snapping turtle midwifery in the sandbox, to practicing multiplication strategies, phonics instruction and working through the writing process, it is all important. It is all linked.

We like to use that word here at Randolph School. A link is the metaphor we use to describe how we learn. A link is a concrete item whose purpose even our youngest children can understand. The 
more links we create, the stronger our connections. The more questions we ask, the more opportunities we have to create links. While our Links curriculum doesn’t date back to our founding, its 
principles and values do. It has always been Randolph School’s mission to create a space where children are free to explore and wonder, chart their own learning journey and embrace the messy 
complexity of the world around them. 

Which brings me to change. Each year our school adopts a unifying theme through which we can all refract our learning experiences. One year, it was Links.  This year it is change. Change is constant 
and not always pleasant. There are many lessons we can all learn from thinking about what has changed, Why? When? What needs to change?

A change we have made as a faculty over the past two years is to adopt two pre-written curriculums from outside sources. One for direct phonics and literacy instruction (Reading, Phonics and Me) 
and for math (Tang Math). These two programs were chosen because they efficiently teach content specific academic skills in a style that aligns with our values. They are backed by research and 
designed to meet state standards, which are not bad words here at the Randolph School. Rather, these are welcome tools that the teachers will be using each day to help children (K-5) build skills 
based on a scope and sequence created by experts in the field. We know that children need time to practice phonics skills and math strategies every day. Our schedule this year incorporates two 
blocks of instruction time that is common across the Upstairs(5-11) which allows for flexibility, because we also know that age is only one indicator when it comes to placing a child in a group of peers. 
These changes are meant to bolster one aspect of our curriculum, but not at the expense of the other goals we value: things like choice, free play, art and science. There is time for all of it. It is all 
important. It is all linked. 

It’s all important.  It’s all linked. by Amy Miklos, Curricular Steward/Lead Teacher at The Randolph School



It Happened @ 
Randolph School

One perpetually-perplexing problem people on the outside had was understanding how things worked from the inside.  Randolph teachers were consistently beaten 
down by misconceptions about how children learn at Randolph and how the integrated curriculum nurtures each child’s sense of wonder, which is our central role and 
key to parents’ decisions to remain.

The teachers produce a weekly blog that highlights the links in the learning that are happening at school.  Strategically and effectively, they peel back the curtain on 
how things work and invite parents into our world at school.  At the same time, they are reflecting on the depth of their work with children, reviewing photos and 
inspiring both memories and next steps.  Throughout this process of documenting and reflecting, teachers are also finding inspiration for collaborations with colleagues, 
strengthening staff bonds that lead to teacher retention.



Check out It Happened @ 
Randolph School!

Use the Sidebar to access 
“Older Posts”



Narrative Reports
Teachers also felt that the effort and time that went into drafting comprehensive narrative 
reports were failing to connect with parents.  Adapting to the generation of folks in our 
community, we first added lots of rich images of each child to the narrative, giving visual 
context to what parents are reading about.  
The teachers still felt limited and decided to meet parents where they are: on their devices.  As 
part of the ever-evolving effort to demystify this way of living and learning for tuition-paying 
parents, each child now has a narrative report website that is constructed collaboratively by all 
the teachers who intersect with each child.  It is permanent and updated as a child grows and 
moves through the program.  As teachers collaborate and reflect, the power of their shared 
work becomes most evident to parents, and  importantly, to them too.  Likewise, teachers 
have increased their work output and its quality, and invested more of their time, 
enthusiastically.

Our analog community dipped its toes into the digital pool last year, in hopes of bridging 
the long-lamented gap between home and school.  The aim of the staff was to illuminate 
how living and learning intersect here at Randolph by welcoming you into it.  Your child’s 
report is designed to be a window into their world at school and a lens with which to view 
their growth within the context in which they are living.  Your child’s report is interactive, 
with slideshows and buttons to access new elements, as well as historical ones.  You are 
encouraged to look back and look forward as you learn more about who your child is 
today.  



Phase 4: 
rinse/repeat; 
what do build on & 
what to take down

We’re doubling down on nature-driven, progressive education and the infrastructure to build on 60 years 
of foundation.  The Sugar Shack at the Randolph School will offer a new, authentic science lab in nature, as 
well as additional capacity for our growing enrollment.  In efforts to diversify revenue, we are also 
expanding our program into the broader community and partnering for grants with maple sugar 
producers, NYS, and community organizations.

We’ll continue to hone the documentation practices in place, seeing how it strengthens links between 
families and the school and between teachers and each other, as well as connecting their passions to their 
work.

We’ve decided to move on from the Roadmap and begin to adapt it to be more functional for our 
purposes.  We had three years to see its potential and experience its flaws.  A new, cohesive set of 
developmentally-appropriate standards will strengthen links between the work of teachers and families.  
We brought on a consultant to lead this overhaul effort.



Where can you begin?

Learn Everything

Take inventory of the people and 
the place.  Skip what’s missing and 

focus on what’s there.
Curriculum is a good place to start.

Make Decisions

Choose a problem to target & 
connect the people who have a 

stake in it.
Let them lead.

Focus on Fun; 
Change Your Mind

Keep joy at the forefront for teachers. 
As you discover new information, adapt your 

thinking.  The potato you envisioned may not be 
the potato you harvest.



Thank You! Go home.  

Start to notice the 
myccorhizal networks 
that exist already that 
can be strengthened.  

Look for new ones that 
don’t yet exist but 
totally should.

Pick one to nurture.
Get out of its way.

Tell me how it’s going 
down the road...



Join Us for 
More!January 23 

February 6 & 27 


