
	  
Is Stanley Middle School’s dress code sexist? Does skipping breakfast make kids 
overeat during the day? Do students have too much homework? Is it ever helpful 
to have cell phones on campus?  
 
These are among the pressing questions students in Geoff McCalmont’s 8th 
grade English class tackled during a recent investigative journalism unit modeled 
on the Columbia Teachers College Reading and Writing Project. 
 
McCalmont attended the Columbia Teachers College’s program in New York this 
summer along with 17 other Lafayette school district teachers and administrators. 
LPIE provided funding for the district’s teachers and staff to attend the program 
this year and the workshop has had a profound effect on the way Lafayette’s 
teachers have been teaching reading and writing.  
 
The Teachers College method is a departure from the traditional classroom 
where a teacher stands in front of the students and talks for most of the class. 
The Columbia program allows students to come up with their own ideas for 
projects, collaborate with their classmates and put the skills they’re learning 
about into practice. It’s a class that’s focused on the students, not the teacher.	  	  
	  
	  

	  
 
Stanley eighth graders Annika Sonne and Chambit Lee work on their investigative reports. 



“If you looked at my classroom six or seven years ago I would talk for a long time 
and they would work for a little time,” says McCalmont. “Now that’s flipped.” 
 
McCalmont’s class began with a brief lesson on the different types of conclusions 
that investigative stories typically have. After that, students grabbed their 
Chromebooks and worked in pairs to analyze the kinds of conclusions the stories 
they had read in previous classes had.  
 
Then, it was time to get to work. In previous classes, the eighth graders had been 
working on their investigative stories by doing research, interviewing teachers 
and peers, conducting online surveys and writing up their findings. Now they 
were ready to put the finishing touches on their articles before they handed them 
into their “editor” Mr. McCalmont at the end of the week. 
 
Most of the students worked in pairs or groups, discussing their stories and 
conclusions, while some listened to music on headphones while they wrote. 
During this time, McCalmont moved from group to group, checking with students 
on their writing and giving them tips on how to best wrap up their investigative 
pieces.  
 

	  
	  
Students use online tools to do surveys and research for their investigative articles.  
	  



Eighth grader Jenna Grant was one of a handful of girls who investigated 
whether or not Stanley’s dress code, which says that tank tops must have 2-inch 
wide straps and shorts, skirts, skorts and dresses must reach the tips of the 
student’s fingers when their arms are at rest, is sexist.  
 
To get different points of view on the topic, Grant interviewed Stanley Vice 
Principal Betsy Balmat and Spanish teacher Lauchlin Divine (who each held 
different views on the subject) along with Stanley students. Grant said she 
enjoyed the process of getting out and talking to people about the controversial 
subject.  
 
“I think (investigative reporting) actually can make a difference, instead of 
pointless writing,” said Grant.  
 
Murphy Baker did an investigation into sports injuries, where he reviewed 
research and talked to 11 students who have been hurt doing sports. Most of the 
injuries he encountered during his research were ankle injuries from basketball. 
He enjoyed interviewing his fellow students for the article, noting, “It made it more 
fun than just doing research.”  
 
Lola Ciruli delved into whether or not students have too much homework by 
talking to her classmates about their routines after school, which often includes 
sports and a few hours of homework on top of that. She also conducted an online 
survey and had interviews with other students and teachers before writing her 
piece.  
 
“Homework is useful but when it’s given in the right amounts,” she said.  
 
For his part, McCalmont says the biggest challenge is learning to speak less and 
give the students more time to practice the skills that they’re learning. But the 
results, as seen in this classroom of busy, inquisitive writers engaged in their 
work, speak for themselves.  
 


