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DIRECTOR'S MESSAGE 
More Than Just School

The traditional 3 R’s are an important foundation all students 
need (plus a few S’s like Science, Social Studies and Spanish).  
One can’t understate the value of knowledge and skills in core 
academic subjects. 

But in our dynamic, globalized, modern world, there is so much 
more that students need to be capable contributors to a democratic 
society. For example, in his well-regarded book, The Global 
Achievement Gap, Harvard’s Tony Wagner articulates what he calls 
essential 21st Century Skills:

1. Critical Thinking and Problem Solving
2. Collaboration and Leadership
3. Agility and Adaptability
4. Initiative and Entrepreneurialism
5. Effective Oral and Written Communication
6. Accessing and Analyzing Information
7. Curiosity and Imagination

While all schools may say they address these, too often these 
are incidental to the more prioritized content learning of regular 
academic classes or part of a special club that involves a select group 
in building a solar car or entering an envirothon competition.

Certainly at Compass these type of skills are part of our academic 
classes. For a Humanities unit on the 1960s, 9th and 10th graders 
access information to allow them to think critically about the 
Vietnam War and the cultural divisions between those supporting 
and opposing the war. Students take initiative and collaborate in 
transforming the school into a living museum of the 60s, invariably 
needing to adapt as they work with limited resources and time to 
bring this period to life. 

While these skills can be supported in teacher-directed academic 
classes, the opportunity to develop capacity in more “real world” 
situations can be even more powerful. Project Week, Community 
Service Winter Term, Independent “Comp”-etency Time, and 
Senior Projects give students responsibility for engaging their 
imagination, taking initiative, problem solving, and adapting to 
changing circumstances. Travel experiences such as Mountain Day 
or College Day or Spring trips provide countless large and small 
opportunities to gain insights into how the world works. 

The result of all these varied activities for every student in the 
Compass program is a remarkable resume of skills and experiences 
that opens doors for graduates in college, internships or the work 
world. It seems that our graduates can undertake almost any pursuit 
having had some exposure to so many opportunities already. 
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A short list of some concrete skills students can cite from their 
Compass experience includes: 

First Aid
Event Planning
Graphic design
Fundraising
Movie Direction and Produc-
tion
Travel planning
Teaching
Democratic decision making/
policy making
International travel
Working in a commercial 
kitchen
Garden maintenance
Excel and spreadsheets
Architecture
Survey research
Museum exhibit creation

Construction
Project management
Script writing
Acting
Facilities maintenance
Commercial cleaning
Public relations and marketing
Collaborative teamwork
Leading a project team
Independent science research
Computer programming
Budget management
Trail maintenance
Camping/Outdoor Skills
Mediation/Conflict Resolu-
tion
Self-advocacy
Public speaking

Admittedly, students may not have extensive experience with 
each of these, but compared to their peer group, they can justifiably 
claim exposure to all sorts of experiences that lay the groundwork 

STUDENT PROFILE
NATIONAL MERIT SCHOLAR: SKYE RHOMBERG
Skye Rhomberg, a 12th grader at the Compass School, has been 
selected as a National Merit Scholarship Semifinalist, one of only 31 
in the state of Vermont. Skye is an exceptionally strong student who 
has been a leader at Compass throughout the years. He has been on 
Student Judiciary since 7th grade and was chosen for the Compass 
School Board of Directors last year. Skye is an advanced math 
student who, after completing two years of calculus, studied one 
year of discreet mathematics and is now involved in the MIT Primes 
Crowd Math community. He is an avid musician who attended the 
Governors Institute for the Arts, and he has performed at school, 
is in a band with friends from around Vermont, and currently is a 
teaching assistant for the music ELO. He has served as a computer 
technology consultant at school, pioneered the first digital yearbook 
for Compass, produced a thought provoking political blog during 
last year’s election, and wrote and directed a film in the Compass 
film festival. Among his various independent studies projects, 
Skye designed a baseball stadium for the Tampa Bay Rays, crafted 
a board game using a computer-automated router, created websites 
and a calculator from original code, wrote and recorded music, and 
studied jazz guitar.

Skye is well deserving of this recognition. He has taken advantage 
of the many opportunities at Compass, and beyond, to extend 
his learning and contribute to the community. Perhaps most 
impressively, Skye has continually been supportive of his peers and 
their learning. He adds much to any class he is in, willing to explore 
ideas and helping others with their work and understanding.

for other experiences. 
The value of this broad grounding goes beyond the skills 

themselves. As we learned on a college day tour of Keene State 
University’s Architecture Program, knowing about one thing 
allows you to make connections to other things. Learning is much 
more than accumulating command of unrelated facts. Ultimately, 
there are bigger concepts, perspectives, and systems that are worth 
understanding. When students grasp some foundational ideas, they 
can create new concepts and connections to build on their broad 
exposure to the existing ideas, tools, and processes in the world 
around us.

This range of experiences builds a sense of confidence and 
optimism for students to be open to new experiences outside their 
comfort zone. Having survived and hopefully felt successful with 
so many varied experiences at Compass, our graduates leave with a 
belief that in almost any situation, they probably can figure things 
out and it will turn out okay. This sense of optimism and confidence 
can open up endless opportunities in the lives of our graduates, as 
expressed by Nina Singleton-Spencer at her graduation portfolio 
roundtable last June, “I have gained a strong sense of self, an 
obstinate notion that I can achieve anything I want to do next, and 
also an understanding that no matter where I end up, I’ll be able to 
make the most of it.”

Rick Gordon, Director 
rick.gordon@compass-school.org

Continued From Page 1
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Filming “Sensei Ping Pong” for Flash Films

Sprinter Van Conversion
Thanks to the initiative of student support assistant Rob 
Guerrina, Compass students are learning skills of design, 
construction, and mechanics as they convert a used Sprinter Van 
into a recreational vehicle/living space. Students will be adding 
sleeping, cooking, and storage facilities, as well as solar power 
and heating, that will hopefully make this van a marketable 
product that can turn a profit and help fund scholarship aid. Rob 
is planning to create a blog where you can track the progress (and 
perhaps get dibs on purchasing this great vehicle when it is done).  

Global Connections Nicaragua 
After researching all the Spanish speaking countries in the 
Americas, the 11th grade class has chosen to travel to Nicaragua, 
returning to the site of our second Global Connections trip over a 
decade ago. We will spend a week at an eco-lodge in a village where 
we will do service projects and study Spanish. We then go to San 
Juan Del Sur, with the best surfing in Latin America, and finish 
in either Leon or Ometepe. The group is actively fundraising and 
invites all to the Fiesta on March 3rd and to donate to the trip 
costs at our Crowdrise site.

Bingo Returns to Compass 
Thursday Night Bingo is returning to Compass in January, thanks 
to the fundraising efforts of the Compass School 11th grade class 
for their Global Connection trip to Nicaragua. This will revive the 
glory days of our building when it was an Elks Club, hosting high 
stakes bingo for busloads of players coming up from Connecticut. A 
regular Thursday night bingo game continued in Bellows Falls for 
some years thereafter. The 11th graders are hoping this initial bingo 
night will be a success and may lead to others. The general public is 
warmly invited to join in this event.

NOTEWORTHY NEWS
Extended Learning Opportunities (ELOs) 
Like most good ideas at Compass, ELOs arose from our planning 
day with students last June after school ended. Students proposed 
adding more time for arts, music, and physical activity to have 
more extensive experiences than exploratory and intensive 
offerings allowed. In addition, we added a writer’s workshop, a 
math workshop, and time to work with student support services. 
Students choose one of these options each semester. ELOs have 
been a tremendous success with students engaged in painting 
or playing instruments and singing or actively training during 
the hour-long periods on Wednesday and Thursdays. Another 
highlight of ELOs is the leadership of student teaching assistants 
for classes and peer tutors helping in math and writing.  

Flash Film Making Soars
Our Flash Filmmaking Festival rose to new heights in its 3rd 
year. The basic challenge for the 9-10th graders is to work in 
teams to complete a film, from story creation to filming and 
editing, in a mere 9 hours of work over two days! The primary 
goal of this collaborative work is to build a sense of community 
while exercising problem-solving skills on a complex task. 
The positive energy throughout the school was palpable 
throughout the experience! Making quality films was a secondary 
goal, given the very short time frame. There are some fine 
points in each film that you can view at the Compass School 
YouTube channel.  Link: https://www.youtube.com/channel/
UCY3D8bpMORC8fMQ3B56vopQ
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CURRICULUM CORNER
HUMANITIES
7/8: We’ve spent this semester thinking about how our own 
histories are connected with the history of our region and our 
nation, culminating in a colonial diary project where each student 
wrote from a different perspective about historical events leading 
up to the Declaration of Independence. We’ve also recently finished 
reading Laurie Halse Anderson’s Chains, which helped students 
with the task of analyzing history from multiple perspectives.

9/10:  Gabe’s and Julia’s 9/10th graders are in the midst of an 
especially relevant study of the role of technology in our lives. 
Students completed the dystopian novel, Feed, to explore the 
potential cultural losses as a result of internet technology and avid 
consumerism. They are now writing editorials that examine and 
take a stance on one aspect of how technology influences our lives. 
We will culminate with projects that apply some of the research 
from their editorials.

11/12: In the first weeks of the course, students were introduced to 
literary criticism, applying this new knowledge to variety of texts, 
including classic fiction, poems, fairytales, and rap lyrics. They 
are now writing abridged biographies, from extensive interviews 
of someone they know. They are tasked with interpreting their 
subjects' stories and applying the same skill of seeking meaning 
using multiple lenses. 

World Geography: Students are studying Human Geography, 
the branch of geography dealing with how human activity affects 
or is influenced by the earth. We are learning how to approach 
a challenging, college level textbook, read excerpts from Tim 
Marshal’s Prisoner of Geography to look at a range of viewpoints 
on migration and development, and exploring how we frame 
understandings about humans and place. 

SCIENCE
7/8: After finishing their chemistry unit with personal Chemistry 
Magazines, recent heat transfer experiments labs have included 
a candle challenge, work with small electrical appliances, and 
construction of cardboard ovens. Many thanks to Compass parent 
Charlie Hutchison for his huge help in these experiments. Julian 
Leon from Vermont Energy Education Program (VEEP) joined us 
recently to conduct a lab on greenhouse gases.

9/10 : During the first semester students engaged in a quarter 
of Chemistry and a quarter of Light, Sound, Waves, and “How 
Do You Know What to Believe”? In Chemistry, the explorations 
included self-designed experiments investigating ethyl alcohol 
combustion, testing the effectiveness of antacids, creating formal 
digital presentations on chemical elements, and writing essays on 
whether scientists are responsible for the consequences of their 
inventions. In physics, we are studying the physics of waves, light, 
sound, reflections, and refractions. In the second semester, we 
will study the origin and evolution of life on Earth, taxonomy, 
genetics, and look to the future prospects of human evolution. 

11/12: During the first semester we studied Electricity and 
Magnetism, and Chemistry. In Chemistry we worked with more 
advanced topics such as using chemical equations to predict 
the masses of reactants and products. We also delved into a 
sampling of organic chemistry and learned the basics of organic 
nomenclature. In the electricity and magnetism class, students 
investigated electrodynamics and electromagnetism, building 
from their observations to laws and calculations. Students 
will apply these studies next semester by building original 
electromagnetic devices such as generators, loudspeakers and 
projectile launchers. 

World Geography Class

Paper Peace Crane Creation
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MATH
Calculus: We are focusing on the three big ideas of calculus: 
Limits, rate of change, an area under a curve, culminating with the 
Fundamental Theorem of Calculus. Our emphasis is on depth of 
understanding and independent thinking. Next semester, we will 
extend our calculus knowledge to non-polynomial functions and 
explore the many applications of calculus.

Pre-Calculus: Finishing logarithms and now reviewing for a 
challenging final exam. Next semester is trigonometry and we are 
looking forward to the practical side of that.

Geometry: Students have been working through the basics of 
planar geometry, focusing on using visual and spatial reasoning to 
understand geometric relationships.

Algebra I: Students are embracing the study of slope, soon 
focusing on word problems related to this fundamental concept.  
Students will review and evaluate each other’s posters and 
continue with exercises from a variety of outside resources before 
moving onto quadratics in January.

Pre-algebra: This semester we have studied order of operations, 
fractions, negative numbers, patterns, and algebraic expressions. 
Students have been increasing their work in small groups to help 
each other with more complex tasks as we move into solving 
algebra problems.  

Math Workshop: In this highly individualized math class, 
students strengthen their foundational math skills at their 
own pace. In addition, we are focusing on numeracy, problem-
solving, and learning to love math. We began the year with a unit 
on problem-solving strategies, including what to do when faced 
with an unfamiliar problem and how to tell if your answer makes 
sense in context. We then practiced those skills by solving and 
sharing solution methods to complex word problems and mental 
math exercises. 

SPANISH
MS Transitions (grades 7-8): Students have been learning how to 
talk to and about people, and are putting their language to work in 
creative ways by being able to tell how things are similar and how 
different. They’re discovering just how much they can do with basic 
vocabulary!  We’re going to explore next the nature of language and 
why things are grouped (masculine/feminine).  This will lead us to 
think about how groupings affect what we see in the world.

MS Spanish 1 (grades 7-8): Students, most for the first time, 
are being introduced to a foreign language, its vocabulary and 
grammar, and learning to compare and contrast it with their own. 
We are exploring different cultural perspectives and habits, such 
as kissing on the cheek when greeting versus handshakes or hugs. 
We are playing with the rules of Spanish, adapting to conjugations, 
and collaboratively writing a story, “Paco, the Puerto Rican 
Vampire” based on the vocabulary and grammar points being 
studied and the students’ imaginations. 

HS 2 (grades 9-10): Through essay writing, reading, listening and 
conversation practice, these students are learning loads about how 
to talk about their worlds and those of others—where they live, 
what their families, friends and towns are like, etc. The next stop 
for this group is an exploration of memorization strategies and 
learning styles. 

Spanish Advanced (grades 10-12): We just finished an in-depth 
look at how to talk about daily routines.  Now, we’re using that 
general topic to learn how to express things that happened in the 
past—like what they did during their last vacation.  Using digital 
resources and their deepening ability to use what they know well, 
this group is doing a lot of practice with fluency (that is, creative 
language and smooth flow of ideas) in conversation and writing. 

HS Advanced--Communication, Culture and Travel (grades 
11-12): Focusing on the pragmatic vocabulary, phrases, grammar 
and cultural knowledge needed for someone to travel and 
communicate with the people in a Spanish speaking country. The 
students are collaboratively helping to create study materials, then 
designing real world tasks and challenges to practice and master 
the target language. So far, the most popular project has been 
creating video stories of imagined adventures, using their new 
Spanish language knowledge and skills.11-12 Chemistry

Middle School Work Time
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College Essay Excerpt
Nicholas M., grade 12

I began to reignite my passion for music by learning the bass. 
One day I ventured into my musty basement and dusted off 
my old drum set that had not been touched in years. I took 
them all apart, cleaned them and assembled them in my tiny 
room, tuning them for the first time. I sat on my throne and 
my body took it from there, moving like I had only quit the 
day before. I had found my sound once again, and I could feel 
it in every thudding bass drum hit and every tap and splash 
on a cymbal. “The Drummer” was back.

College Essay Excerpt
Lucas S., grade 12

Through wrestling I have learned much more than just how 
to shoot a low single or how to run the arm bar. Wrestling 
has taught me how to be a leader, how to persevere through 
life’s biggest challenges, how to work hard even when times 
are tough, but most of all, wrestling has taught me how to 
fail and learn from my failures. Having a 504 Plan during 
my school life has always been a struggle, especially knowing 
that all my teachers were told I have a “disability.” When I 
hear the word “disability,” I think of someone who is unable 
to accomplish simple tasks. However, I have accomplished 
many very difficult tasks: Achieving Honor Roll in the 
classroom, becoming varsity soccer and wrestling captains, 
and creating an agreement with the local school board so I am 
allowed to play sports for the local public school. Voyaging 
to Cuba. Fighting my way to 3rd place at the 2015 Vermont 
State Wrestling Championship as an 88-pound freshman in 
a 106-pound weight class. Attending Governors Institute of 
Vermont for engineering. Working 58 hours a week at two 
jobs. For someone who is “disabled,” I have accomplished a lot, 
and I’m looking forward to new challenges.

STUDENT WORK

“Through the Looking Glass” West N., grade 10

“Feed  book cover” Isabella H., grade 9

Middle School Colonial Era Journals
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Technology Editorial
Noah S., grade 11

You might know AI as Siri in your phone, or as Alexa, who 
turns on the lights when you ask her to. Few people know 
AI as an entity capable of targeting airstrikes or identifying 
high value targets. However, artificial intelligence is 
currently at the center of an arms race, and its proposed 
applications are just that. In an era where warfare is 
conducted largely by superpowers against smaller nations 
without access to such technologies, what are the risks of 
using computers and steel to fight against flesh and blood?

"Our Interpersonal Relationships: Does the Internet 
Help Them or Hurt Them?" Essay Excerpt
Soren W., grade 10

The internet is an eerily enchanting place. You can text a 
friend with the push of a button. You can learn to play guitar 
with a few YouTube videos. You can even make a career out 
of posting pictures of what you had for breakfast. However, 
for every one of these incredible qualities of technology 
nowadays, there is an equally lengthy list of negative 
conditions. One of these conditions is the effect the internet 
has on our ability to form healthy, meaningful relationships. 

Assorted Works from Ceramics Class

Shelter Making in the Outdoor Adventure Exploratory 
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that Compass students are well prepared for college and for life 
beyond high school. We ask a lot of them: Take part in all-school 
and advisory meetings, show gratitude in commendations to peers 
and teachers, discuss and make decisions about school policies, 
collaborate on original films that are viewed by the public, ponder 
and express ideas about complex questions such as, “How do you 
know what to believe?” and “How does fear impact my actions and 
my country’s political decisions?”  Students are tasked to create a 
haunted house, a living museum, an infographic, a generator, and 
handmade, personalized gifts to be presented to a peer or teacher.  
They are asked to write plays, poetry, science labs, editorials, and 
resumes, to speak publicly, to spend time with the elderly and the 
young, to sing, to act, to plan international trips, to fundraise, and 
yes, they are asked to clean toilets--regularly.  

When Compass graduates enter college or another community, 
they are accustomed to showing leadership, sharing in the needs of 
a community, and taking responsibility for their education. That’s 
really all you need.

-Julia Taylor, High School Humanities Teacher  
and College Counselor

julia.taylor@compass-school.org

COMPASS STUDENTS' READINESS FOR COLLEGE

I recently spent two days on the campus of the Ursinus College, a 
small liberal arts college outside of Philadelphia. It was a helpful 
visit in several ways, but one of my take-aways included renewed 
appreciation about what we expect of a Compass student. For 
instance, as I listened to a couple Ursinus professors discuss the 
“Common Intellectual Experience”--which is a small discussion-
based interdisciplinary course for all first-year students, I was struck 
by the implication that many students arrive at college not practiced 
at engaging in small discussions or exploring their beliefs.  Instead, 
many students, presumably, are mired in teacher-directed classes 
that don’t require them to examine their ideas about important 
questions.  This made me realize that what we at Compass are 
asking students to do in their high school careers may be somewhat 
unusual.  Our classes are small and we regularly ask students to 
discuss, question, and present.  Indeed, Compass students are asked 
to take an active role in their education in many ways, from helping 
plan curriculum to proposing independent projects.  

As I toured campus, imagining my present students on a college 
campus someday, I asked myself, will they be prepared?  And what 
skills will they bring to a college community? What is a Compass 
student asked to do in their high school career that will make them 
valuable community members wherever they go?  I truly believe 

NOTES FROM THE COLLEGE COUNSELOR

Math Class


