
SAC April 30 Get to Know Your Teacher 
 
The Mountain Academy for Arts and Sciences Program: 
 
A discussion lead by Miles Groth:  
 

● Overview: What it is: it’s called the mountain academy.  There is not one term that 
defines it.  It’s not just STEM.  I blend a lot of components into each one of them. 
Engineering, outside experiences..  It’s going into year 6.  We started 11 students. 
Over time it I’ve been able to see what works what doesn’t.  Shape things in 
different ways.  It has been supported by the KFF grant.  It’s allowed me to really 
enhance that experience.  From camping at a state park. This year, one night 
backpack, two nights camping, and a trip to Crested Butte.  

● What to expect: Ariella has helped me develop these experiences.  
● What does an assessment look like? With the experiential learning - finding 

different ways to do it.  At the end of camping, my assessment related to that was 
student had to create and plan their own family backpack trip and make a 
brochure.  They took backcountry basics,  menu planning pieces,  etc.  It was a 
really cool way to show all the things I’ve learned. Ariella:  Is there a way to track 
their science scores across time?  What about high schoolers - what happens to 
them when they are in High School? Would be fascinating to know what happens 
to kids after the MAAS and what are the reasons for those things?  

● How have you evolved as an educator in recent years? For example, implementing 
lessons such as the stream cubic feet per second method - it’s a challenge.  An 
overarching theme is water. We’ve added trout, creek, fish, one lesson per week. 
Then it’s related to water and water science. We talk about a lot of things in lots of 
ways. Adjusting to the age group is a way we’ve evolved.  5th to sixth is worlds 
apart. Freedom and responsibility.  Freedom is what they need while having a 
clear structure.  It’s a fine line but not always the easiest to figure out.  I’ve been 
evolving around this. Numbers have been increasing.  Next year, 18 out of 20 of 
our 5th graders are coming.  This marks a shift.  There are 7 students on the 
waiting list for the following year.  

● What do you attribute your classroom’s successes to this year (i.e: motivated, 
excited readers; good math skills that carried over from last year; volunteer 
support; new engaging curriculum; better physical set up of the classroom/more 
open floor plan, etc.)  The biggest thing I’ve seen is being given the opportunity to 
trust students.  They need to know they are being trusted at this age.  For 
example, building the chalkboard.  The kids were so excited to do roofing. 
Someone suggested a t-shirt that says  “Mountain Academy: Letting kids use 



power tools since 2013.”  It’s great to give them the opportunities.  There is a real 
benefit to the structure that Greg provides to kids going into 6th grade.  

● What do you need? Unlimited budget - I have a lot of support from the KFF grant. 
Supplies and camping gear.  Having backpacks to send home for kids to pack is 
amazing. We are going to bore trees to find their age.  We’ve added this. 
Scientifically, there is more to add in terms of a lab - water analysis is crazy 
expensive.  Dissolved oxygen meters, etc.  Currently above my ability but it would 
be good to head toward.  Stream monitoring equipment.  It would be great to NOT 
charge for field trips.  

  
Fifth Grade Program:  
 
A discussion lead by Greg DiFiore:  
 

● Overview: What it is: My philosophy is “This is where the rubber hits the road.” 
It’s where they learn responsibility, direct their own education, learn to study and 
take tests, setting them up for 6th grade.  I think 5th graders really need structure 
- they need to learn that academic rigor.  I embrace shiny things - it makes it fun 
as long as we keep the rigor. I know fifth graders. My class is mostly  project 
based.  It’s outcome based, they have to get a good grade.  If they don’t, they have 
to do it again.  They learn that if they spend the time, they won’t have to do it 
again.  A lot of it are those skills - how to guide themselves.  That’s what to expect.  

●  I do hold kids accountable.  We know it works.  They realize that they can’t get 
away with not doing it.  Just like with your own kids, they act like they hate it, but 
they really don’t. They find the satisfaction of doing good work. 

● Highlight of interesting components: STEM, robotics, plants, microscopes, AR 
sandbox, company graphs, classification of kids, AmeriTowne, science fair, 
studying Native American manipulated ponderosa pines.  Those are just some of 
the things. 

● What does an assessment look like? I assess their projects, smaller quizzes, 
formative assessment.  Immediate feedback - if they don't’ get it back today, they 
get it back tomorrow.  It has to be immediate.  It keeps them interested, 
accountable, and responsible. “Can you beat that score?”  They instantly revert to 
games they play at home and respond and are motivated to beat their last scores.  

● How have you evolved as an educator in recent years?  I’ve learned things like 
assessment and the power of formative assessment.  If you are just using the 
curriculum and textbooks, it will be boring.  You have to add to it to bring it to life. 
You have to play it according to your audience and who is in your room.  I could 
never work in a school with just scripted curriculum, I love the creative piece. 



Making lesson plans and making them shiny - that’s where it’s at. Education is a 
lot subjective.  We are dealing with humans.  

● What do you attribute your classroom’s successes to this year (i.e: motivated, 
excited readers; good math skills that carried over from last year; volunteer 
support; new engaging curriculum; better physical set up of the classroom/more 
open floor plan, etc.)  Successes this year - a wonderful class.  Excellent group of 
kids that are so nice to each other.  They are so engaging to work with.  They 
know each other.  They continually say things like, “Here I’ll help you with that.”  

● What are the specific needs you have right now for your classroom?  
● What do you need?  Both questions: Time:  There’s never enough time.  The time 

thing is - I always wish we had a longer day.  I wish we had more academic time. 
That’s my biggest challenge. Expectation - what the kids need in the time we have. 
I’ve been fortunate as far as classroom funds with my fundraiser that I’m able to 
afford camp and field trips.  

 
Communication: Our fifth grade website is huge.  It’s interactive.  Parents use it continually. 
I put everything on there for both students and parents.  I do a weekly news email every 
week. For parents, I have a private photo and video page, so parents can see what their kids 
do at school and field trips.  
 
 

Art Program:  

 

A Discussion Lead by Mrs. Beth Romano:  

 
● Overview: What it is - I’m thinking a lot about the challenges the school has. When 

I look at Manitou, I get the sense the town is primarily focused on  the arts.  When 
I come up here,  I’m hit with the grandeur and beauty - this school's nitche is more 
the science than pure art.  It’s more of a mix up here.  I see that - I can’t get that 
out of my head.  If we went into the purely “art institute route” - I think it would 
be more of a copycat of downtown Manitou.  I see an opportunity for the arts 
being much more integrated with the other subjects up here as we move into the 
future Art class would be more relevant to the kids.  When I struggle with interest 
levels, I think this would work. I sometimes have really exciting lesson. If we had a 
way to integrate the art time with science or other subjects, we might engage 
children at higher levels.  I could see a lot more team teaching time.  Our planning 
time could be more than just planning time.  The kids feel that  - they know 
specials are the “extra” stuff.  But wouldn’t it be awesome if we could have a more 
integrated program.  Some team teaching could go on...specials time, perhaps not 



at the same time as planning.  Kids would see it as more relevant. Teaching 
science through nature journaling. It would be so simple to do - science and art. 
When I try to explain color - paint is one thing, light is another.  Those kinds of 
connections are so fascinating . I’d love to be more set up for that type of success 
with kids.  

● What to expect: When kids are given something they are really excited about, they 
leave the silliness behind.  Next year, I’d like to have more of those experiences.  

● Highlight of interesting components - Plaster wraps, carving soap, 
● What does an assessment look like? Its integral to what they are doing in art.  Only 

once in a while do I give a written quiz.  
● What do you attribute your classroom’s successes to this year (i.e: motivated, 

excited readers; good math skills that carried over from last year; volunteer 
support; new engaging curriculum; better physical set up of the classroom/more 
open floor plan, etc.) 

● What are the specific needs you have right now for your classroom?  I would love 
to bring in more of the historical pieces.  An outdoor fire, for firing pottery, for 
example.  Perhaps something in the arroyo or gulch.  It would go perfectly with 
the teepee.  The Ute connection.  I’d like to get a loom.  A decent one.  Then we 
could make a Navajo rug with the children.   Miles:  The Walking sticks project 
was like that.  Kids loved it. It’s such a simple thing to do. Greg: Tessellations: It 
would be so great to merge that with art.  Ariella - what if we could do more IN. 
It’s coming at the same time - there are these pieces - what are the themes? Arts is 
a place where you could look across all grade levels.  

● What do you need? One of my challenges - are they experiencing or actually 
learning skills.  Such as printing , etc.  Skill based things are important.  It always 
chafes against the need to be creative.  

 

Ariella : A theme across the year.  Why did we come to this school? Because it’s not 

curriculum based.  It’s project based.  It’s the art that is up.  Recognizing that, Yes, but those 

moments of intensity, the moments when educators push themselves, those are the things 

that speak to parents.  It's what we see and feel here at UPE.  It’s what we see and hear from 

Prek to today.  There’s that opportunity to really get agency.  They are moving out of that 

ego-centric piece in 6th grade.  The reason they can do that is that the educators in this 

building haven’t said, “we have to do it this way. ” This can’t be lost to the UPE 2069. 

Passionate educators who are willing you take risks and learn from successes and failures.  


