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As Sycamore Community Schools looks to the future, it is 
necessary to consider how to best prepare our learners for the 
opportunities ahead.  It goes without saying that our facilities 
must be practical, flexible for future trends and certainly be 
respectful of sound fiscal practices.  Our facilities must also 
support the instruction of the essential skills and the delivery of 
innovative programming our students require for them to reach 
their full potential. This embraces strategies that recognize the 
uniqueness of each learner, equipping them for success in an 
ever changing world. 

As the district moves forward in its Master Facility Planning 
process, this document will serve as critical information in the 
development of master plan options and further engagement 
opportunities for our community.
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PURPOSE STATEMENT
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Participants

This effort was facilitated by Superintendent Frank 
Forsthoefel, Assistant Superintendent Karen Naber, and Jeff 
Parker of SHP.

Diane Adamec – Board

Yusuf Alam - Student

Laith Alfaquih – Parent

Rhonda Augustin - Staff/
Parent

Jill Branham - Parent  

Karen Brownlee – Parent

Amy Chan - Community

David Davis - Staff 

Janice Denton – 
University

Jason Foley - Staff/Parent

Bill Fritz - Staff

Kay Gray - Parent 

Rick Grinstead – 
Community

Mike Gutekunst – Staff

Chris Gutermuth – Staff

Julie Harland - Staff/
Community

Leah Hosler - Staff

Brandon James – Parent

Amye Kelly – Staff

Jim Knue - Staff/
Community

Vicki Knue - Staff/
Community

Tyler Leloup - Parent/
Community

Tony Mappes - Staff

Michelle Martin - Parent

Mel McLaughlin – Staff

Julie Paterson - Staff/Parent

Jessica Ralston - Staff/
Parent       

Traci Rea - Staff

Stacey Spencer – Staff

Kylee Tarantino - Staff

Jennifer Thiel - Staff/Parent

Ben Tilton - Staff

Molly Thompson – Parent

Ashley Warren – Staff

Andrew Wheatley – Staff

Emily Williams - Staff

Sherri Yuskewich - Parent
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EDUCATIONAL VISIONING
Sycamore Schools has embarked upon a new Master Facility 
Planning process.  Traditionally, these plans are informed by 
enrollment projections, facility assessments and operational 
realities.  However, the Sycamore leadership recognized that 
a complete master plan should also anticipate the emerging 
educational needs of its students and staff.  

In the Spring of 2018, the district  began to facilitate 
an Educational Visioning engagement process.  The 
explicit purpose of this endeavor was “to understand 
the shifts occurring in education, and determine their 
impact on the future of Sycamore Community Schools 
and its facilities.”

The district assembled a team of educators and 
community stakeholders to envision the future of 
learning in Sycamore – how instruction might be 
structured to more effectively support 21st Century 
learning.  This group met for three two and a half hour 
sessions over a four-week period.  Team members 
worked through a series of prompts individually, in small 
groups, and as a collective group.  
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Background

The district identified 11 Essential Skills that are key to student success in the 21st 
Century:

• Creativity - the ability to transcend traditional ideas, rules, patterns, relationships,  
         or the like, and to create meaningful new ideas, forms, methods,   
         interpretations, etc. 

• Critical Thinking - disciplined thinking that is clear, rational, open-minded, and   
         informed by evidence

• Collaboration - to work with one another; cooperate, as on a literary work or   
                project

• Communication - the imparting or interchange of thoughts, opinions, or    
         information by speech, writing, or signs.

• Problem-solving - the process of finding solutions to difficult or complex issues.
• Resilience - the capacity to recover quickly from difficulties; toughness,    

         perseverance and grit.
• Curiosity - a strong desire to know or learn something.
• Empathy - the ability to understand and share the feelings of another.
• Digital Citizenship -  the ability to use the Internet and information technologies  

         regularly and effectively.
• Personal Responsibility - the idea that individuals choose, instigate, or otherwise  

         cause their own actions.
• Growth Mindset – the belief that you are in control of your own ability and can   

         learn and improve with effort and persistence.

These skills have also been identified by the Association for Supervision and 
Curriculum Development (ASCD), the Partnership for 21st Century Learning (P21), 
Future Ready Schools (FRS), and Forbes as being fundamental to future success.

The Process
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In an effort to focus the conversation, the district asked local business and 
community leaders from the Sycamore Executive Advisory Council to rank 
the general proficiency of individuals entering the workforce in regard to each 
of these skills.  They identified seven skills that require the greatest degree of 
improvement:  

1. Creativity

2. Critical Thinking

3. Communication

4. Problem Solving

5. Resilience

6. Curiosity

7. Personal Responsibility

It should be noted that although Collaboration was not identified as one of the 
skills needing significant improvement, it is foundational to the high-fidelity 
development of each of the essential skills.  Collaboration is the means by 
which each skill is developed successfully.
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Discovery Materials:
• Sycamore Synnovation Lab   

• Future Learning Documentary  

• Project-Based Learning at High Tech High

• Ken Robinson: How to Escape Education’s Death Valley

• The Power of Student-Driven Learning

• Did You Know, in 2028?

• Dana Elementary: A P-21 21st Century Learning Exemplar

The first step of this process was to acquaint the Educational Visioning 
team with the learning transformation that is occurring in Sycamore 
schools and future-minded educational settings in the United States.  

This discovery phase was accomplished by guiding members through 
a series of YouTube videos by thought leaders in the region and around 
the world.

DISCOVERY PHASE



Upon completion of this Discovery Phase, the team convened 
for their first session.  In this session, Mr. Forsthoefel provided an 
overview of the district’s initial endeavours of providing project-
based and personalized learning opportunities for students.  That 
was followed by an explanation of the 11 Essential Skills by Mrs. 
Naber. 

The Educational Visioning team was then asked to rank student 
performance on each of the seven essential skills identified by the 
Executive Advisory Council. 

The team identified the three skills which required the greatest 
improvement from today to 2028:

• Problem-solving
• Resilience
• Personal responsibility

 
With the large group divided into table groups (two for 
elementary, two for middle, and two for high school) they were 
asked to consider what a bystander might see if they observed 
these skills being taught and applied by the learner.  Their 
unedited responses are on the following pages 10-13:

ESSENTIAL SKILLS
Session 1 - April 4, 2018
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Problem Solving
Elementary

• Fail and revise cycle 
• Listening to others
• Teacher asking and guiding….not 

“answering”
• Space and time for kids to help one 

another
• Comfortable to seek help from 

others
• Conversations for collaboration 
• Clusters of small groups 
• Student identifications of problems 

to solve 
• Democratic classroom model 
• Flexible seating
• Open space with choice of work 

place 

Middle School

• Varied grouping / movement / 
flexible spaces

• Modeling of communication skills
• Sense of belonging

• Student-driven inquiry
• Encouraging multiple solutions to 

problems
• Teacher is facilitator 
• Students engaged in trial/error
• Small group learning stations
• Project Based / Service Learning 

to solve local issues
• Open spaces to move around
• Flexible/less structured time

High School

• Opportunity for failure/revision 
cycle

• Empathy & resilience 
development

• Common projects identified by 
students

• Teacher as facilitator
• Different size groups
• Access to technology tools
• Blocks of time to work
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Resilience
Elementary

• Productive struggle opportunities
• Kids articulate the learning from struggle/revision 
• Reflection opportunities
• “I’m confident and capable” mindset development
• Affirming environment 
• Teach kids how to give (praise) and feedback (polish)
• Trying new things
• Identifying mistakes 
• Celebration of opportunities that come from mistakes 
• Safe environment to take risks 

Middle School

• Growth-mindset development
• Emphasis on margin of growth vs. final grade
• Use struggle as opportunity 
• Parent mindset shift from grade focus
• Time for reflection  

High School

• Initiative building
• Self-regulation 
• Recover from failure
• Projects with opportunities for revision
• Growth mindset vs. grade focus
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Personal Responsibility
Elementary

• Respectful interactions 
• Choice  and follow through on choice
• Goal setting
• Ownership of learning to student
• Personal responsibility in community 
• Accountability  for actions
• Confidence in their independence 
• Collaborations opportunities
• Teacher facilitating /modeling
• Pride in environment
• Real-world expectations
 

Middle School

• Freedom to move in/out of classroom
• Flexible bell schedule
• Standard-based grades with proof of mastery 
• More authentic learning 
• Time management skills
• Conscientious collaboration
• Focus on ownership of learning
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High School
• Ownership of their learning
• More student/ staff connections 
• Self-paced learning
• Self-monitoring
• Self-Assess learning 
• Empathy for others
• Less state-sponsored curriculum 

The original written boards from these sessions can 
be found beginning on Page 27 of this Visioning 
Document. 

13Session 1



Next, the Educational Visioning team members were asked to identify their top 
Guiding Values for a successful learning environment.  A guiding value is an ideal 
that is used to determine direction at decision points in the design process.  

Although safety, security and access to digital content are critical, we asked the 
team not to focus on these criteria as they should be “givens” and will be priorities 
in any modern learning facility.  

Each individual was invited to propose several values.  With a combined list of 
nearly 100 values, the groups were tasked with distilling these down to just a 
handful of corporate Guiding Values.  Again, each group developed consensus for 
their values and presented them to the team in writing and verbally.  The following 
Guiding Values are based upon that work:

Guiding Value 1 – The learning 
environment should be agile and 
adaptive, easily supporting a broad 
spectrum of learning styles and 
innovative instructional techniques.

Guiding Value 2 - The learning 
environment should reflect 
and encourage the ongoing 
collaboration between the 
Sycamore community and our 
schools.

Guiding Value 3 - The learning 
environment should foster 
authentic, student-centered 
learning by enabling relevant and 
engaging experiences.

Guiding Value 4 - The learning 
environment should support the 
social, emotional and physical 
development of each child, 
acknowledging that each has 
unique needs, desires and 
interests. 
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GUIDING VALUES
Session 2 - April 17, 2018

1 3

2 4



The Educational Visioning Team was shown a series of photographs of interior learning and 
corporate environments.  Participants ranked the spaces that best supported the Essential 
Skills and Guiding Values.  The ranking was segregated by elementary, middle and high school 
grade bands.  The attributes listed below are the unedited group results from that effort. 

• Personal accountability (student ownership of working area)
• Flexible (teacher instruction options) 
• Collaboration space
• Responsibility shared among students to care for space
• Resiliency opportunities with projects
• Differentiation for different learning styles
• Student centered learning stations
• Student choice opportunities
• Inviting space (colors, lighting, seating) 
• Respecting peers’ choices and space 

• Personal Responsibility 
• Flexibility for seating, presenting, working
• Option for small group
• Distractibility concerns
• Personal workplace choices 

• Problem Solving 
• Collaborative space
• Display options 
• Technology access
• Comfort impacts motivation/willingness to share

• Resilience
• Seating options
• Display processes to revise/ adjust mistakes 
• Allows for flow/movement
• Teacher as facilitator 
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IMAGE PRECEDENTS

ELEMENTARY IMAGE 1

ELEMENTARY IMAGE 2



• Personal Responsibility 
• Ownerships of material and space 
• Pride in cleaning up/care of space 
• Working cooperatively 
• Student-driven learning 

• Problem Solving 

• Brainstorming boards
• Collaborative work/discussions 
• Finding multiple solutions 
• Creative opportunities 

• Resilience

• Trial and error 
• Confidence (smaller groups) 
• Peer accountability

• Flexible seating 

• Choice

• Collaboration

• Space

• Support student engagement 
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MIDDLE SCHOOL IMAGE 1

MIDDLE SCHOOL IMAGE 2



• Personal Responsibility 
• Enough space, but not tight
• Promotes independent learning
• Opportunities for collaboration

• Problem Solving 

• Natural light
• Flexible seating
• Multiple resources

• Resilience

• Opportunities for success and failure
• Space facilitates process over product
• Innovation space

• Personal Responsibility 
• Owning the space encourages    

 responsible feedback of others’ work 
• Problem Solving 

• Creativity, sharing ideas
• Flexibility in time

• Resilience

• Encourages making mistakes / growth  
 through revision
• Self-regulation

17Session 2

HIGH SCHOOL IMAGE 1

HIGH SCHOOL IMAGE 2



Professional Development
• Despite teachers’ willingness or reluctance to teach in a more student-

centered manner, doing so will require a significant commitment 
to developing the teachers.  The cost of appropriate professional 
development should be anticipated and planned for.  Implicit in this is the 
need to create a risk-taking culture that affords educators and learners 
some room to try new things and build resiliency.

Resistance to Change - Overcoming Inertia
• As human beings, we are commonly predisposed to resist change.  

Broad stakeholder buy-in is critical to the success of any change.  The 
community (staff, parents, students & residents) needs to be educated as 
to why these changes are beneficial to their students.  This effort cannot 
be perceived as simply “change for the sake of change.”  Rather, it must be 
a necessary change to insure the success of our students in a constantly 
evolving future.

Each group was asked to identify potential obstacles or pitfalls that would prevent 
the successful execution of the vision.  We referred to these challenges as “Stop 
Signs.”  As with driving a car, a stop sign does not mean, “turn around and go home.”  
Rather, it creates a caution point for the driver to pause and discern when and how 
to best proceed.  Likewise, that is the intent of these Stop Signs.  It is not the role 
of this group to determine how to navigate through each of these issues. However, 
this is an effort to bring potential obstacles to the administration’s attention.  
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STOP SIGNS
Session 3 - April 26, 2018



How Do We Demonstrate Success?
• The world of education operates in a familiar and longstanding framework.  

That framework has allowed us to quickly measure our growth and 
ultimately our success – how good are we at teaching, how are our 
students performing, etc.  As we endeavor to equip our children with 
these future ready skills it cannot be done at the expense of our current 
strengths.  Instead, we must find a way to deliver both.

Expense of Change
• Sycamore Community Schools must make different decisions at all levels 

to facilitate this transformation.  We cannot continuewith the status quo 
and expect an instructional and cultural transformation.  Investments must 
be made in professional development, equipment and other resources.
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SPACE PLANNING EXERCISE

Finally, the groups were asked to consider the spatial impact of the shifts and values 
they identified.

An extensive Master Facility Planning Community Engagement effort was run 
concurrent to this Educational Visioning process.  Responses to that effort revealed a 
range of reactions to district facilities, dependent upon the grade levels being served.  

Respondents generally were satisfied with the elementary buildings.  They believed 
that the high school, while structurally sound, would benefit significantly from 
reorganization and renovation.  And finally, an overwhelming percentage felt that E. H. 
Greene Intermediate and Sycamore Junior High should be replaced. 

Therefore, the elementary groups were asked to consider options for the existing 
kindergarten through fourth grade buildings, while the middle and high school groups 
were afforded a clean slate to work from.
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The elementary groups were tasked with considering how their existing learning environments 
might be fine tuned to better foster these essential skills.  Recurring strategies were:

• Creating a large connection between pairs of classrooms.  Doing so will encourage 
richer collaboration between teachers, expanded interdisciplinary learning opportunities 
for students, and a stronger sense of community.

• Organizing students into small groups of four to six to make working together faster 
and easier.

• Provide a range of setting and furniture, allowing learners to choose which best suits 
the task at hand – one size does not fit all, all of the time.

• It should be noted that one of the solutions did not include a teacher’s desk.  Instead, the 
facilitator has a central location from where he or she can address the whole group or 
quickly engage with a small group or individual to offer guidance.
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SPACE PLANNING EXERCISE: ELEMENTARY SCHOOL



The middle and high school groups were asked to develop a Conceptual Space Diagram 
that would support the shifts and values articulated thus far.  In an effort to simplify the task, 
groups were directed to focus on a small learning community of 200 students.  This community 
would then be replicated as needed to support the intended population.  Core spaces such as 
administrative and gymnasium space were considered as “givens” and therefore not included.  
As the existing high school already has a defined dining area, it was considered a given as 
well.  Recurring strategies were:

• Creating clusters of classrooms around an open collaborative zone.  Classroom 
partitions would be operable, allowing two rooms to be combined into a single larger 
room.  Classrooms were typically sized for 20 to 30 students.

• The hub of these classroom clusters was an open collaborative zone.  This area would 
be designed to provide resources like access to media and hands-on labs or maker 
spaces.  One of the middle school groups took advantage of cafeteria space to augment 
this central space.  This would imply a series of smaller dining spaces distributed across 
the building.

• Three of the four schemes took teacher work space 
out of the classrooms and moved them to a separate 
area to create a collaborative space for the teachers.  
This single move would foster an atmosphere of 
collaboration and innovation.  This would also require 
a significant effort to create aligned planning periods 
that would enable facilitators the opportunity for 
meaningful teamwork.

SPACE PLANNING EXERCISE: MIDDLE & HIGH SCHOOL
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Sycamore Community Schools remains committed to engaging the community 
throughout the Master Facility Planning process:  

Summer 2018:
• Assess Community Engagement Data
• Evaluate Educational Visioning Data
• Develop Master Plan Options

Early Fall 2018:
• Present Master Plan Options to Community
• Assess Community Feedback

Late 2018:
• Final Recommendation from Board of Education

It is our commitment to continue to inform and engage our community in this 
important Master Facility Planning process, and to arrive at decisions for our facilities 
that support the educational mission of the district while maintaining strong fiscal 
practices.

NEXT STEPS
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GROUP IDEA BOARDS
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GROUP EXERCISES: What will the future look like?
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GROUP EXERCISES: Space Game
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GROUP EXERCISES: Space Game GROUP EXERCISES: Stop Signs
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