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At Manzanita School, there are three curricular elements, comprised of:  (1) Courses, (2) 
Concepts, and (3) Practices.  These elements are described below, followed by a table 
that details these with specific examples that are part of our curriculum.   

 
Courses are comprised of lesson activities and the associated curricular content, and 
include such things as Technology Ethics, World Cultures, Neolithic Studies, and 
Biological Evolution.  Courses are essentially instructional units, and are taught most 
often in blocks.  Many courses are taught over several years, with increasing complexity 
as the course moves through the grade levels.  Courses correspond most closely to the 
notion of content, information and facts.   
 
Concepts refer to a set of underlying principals that guide our school philosophy, and 
which are ongoing.  The include ideas and perspectives that we promote intentionally 
through the organization, activities, and teaching at Manzanita.  Concepts include such 
things as The Great Turning, Living Earth Systems, Human Ecology, and Social Justice.  
Concepts correspond most closely to school philosophy, and are grouped under our 
guiding principles.   
 
Practices are activities that occur on a regular basis at Manzanita, though the content and 
orientation of practices may change in response to the specific courses being taught at 
any given time.  Practices include such things as Council Circle, Deep Nature 
Connection, Story Telling, and Service.  Practices are regular activities of the school 
community that grow specific competencies and support shared values.  
There is considerable overlap among these elements, whereby a component such as 
“Wellness” can begin as a concept, evolve into a course, and eventually become a 
practice.  Taken together, the three curricular elements of courses, concepts and practices, 
break down our mission, instructional content, and school activities into comprehensible, 
descriptive components.  
 
The table beginning on the next page gives examples of Manzanita courses, concepts and 
practices. 



 

 
 

THE THREE CURRICULAR ELEMENTS 
(sample descriptions) 

 

COURSES CONCEPTS PRACTICES 
Lesson activity and the 
associated curricular 

content 

Principals that guide our 
school philosophy 

Activities which grow 
competencies and support shared 

value 
World Culture Studies  
As with the study of cultural 
history, in which patterns and 
trends over time are noted, 
shifts in values are identified, 
and hitherto unseen aspects of 
one’s own culture can be more 
easily identified, the study of 
other cultures in Present World 
gives students an opportunity to 
reflect deeply on their own 
lives and their own culture. Our 
goal is to learn to suspend 
personal judgment in our study 
and examination of other 
cultures and belief systems. 
Learning how other peoples 
interpret and engage the world 
furthers our capacity to 
appreciate both the values and 
limitations of the shared beliefs 
and practices within our own 
culture. The goal of studying 
cultural change over time, and 
learning about contemporary 
cultures different from our own, 
is to develop critical 
perspective on one’s own 
culture, to construct personal 
values and beliefs that inspire 
and motivate one’s behavior, 
rather than acting with 
unreflective adherence to social 
proscription.  
 
Technology Ethics 
At Manzanita, our students 
become literate not only in 
modern communication 
modalities and technologies, 
but also in the ethical 
implications of the information 
technology (IT) revolution. In 
human history, powerful 
revolutions have followed the 

Living Earth Systems 
Building on the significant 
work of earth scientists such as 
James Lovelock, students will 
examine models of the earth 
that identify it as a living 
system.  Students will 
understand how global 
processes, including weather, 
water, atmosphere, ecosystem, 
and biosphere, all work together 
to form a cohesive living earth, 
of which we humans are all an 
integral part.  At Manzanita, 
nature connection work and 
human ecology studies will 
combine with Earth Systems 
theories to establish the 
integrated, symbiotic nature of 
the human place in the living 
earth.  
 
The Great Turning 
Youth at the transition to 
adulthood deserve a view of 
their world as a place of 
tremendous potential, of global 
awakening. There is 
considerable evidence that we 
are indeed in such a time, 
consistent with what Joanna 
Macy, Thomas Berry, and 
David Korten have called The 
Great Turning. Across a range 
of social issues including 
education, minority rights, gay 
rights, gender equality, 
immigrant rights, spiritual 
practice, economic systems, 
medical practice, and human 
rights, the last four decades has 
witnessed an accelerated 
movement towards increased 
tolerance for diverse 
perspectives and lifestyles, the 

Council Circle  
Each class in the school will have the 
daily practice of ‘council,’ in which 
students sit in a circle and have an 
opportunity, each of them, to share 
on a topic, or simply ‘check in’ with 
their classmates. Such regular 
interactive practice is central to 
building classroom community, 
giving each child an ongoing and 
recognized voice. It is a unique too to 
protect a school community from 
bullying behaviors, and from the 
formation of marginalizing social 
cliques. Students feel the sense of 
community through the regular 
practice of council.  
 
Deep Nature Connection  
A great body of current research 
demonstrates the important 
therapeutic role that human contact 
with nature plays in our physical and 
mental health. At Manzanita, we take 
that a step further, declaring that deep 
nature connection is both 
preventative and evocative; It 
protects against diseases of body and 
mind, while also evoking a set of 
personal attributes necessary for 
living a full and meaningful life. 
These attributes include empathy, 
reverence, commitment to service, 
vitality, earth stewardship, 
joyfulness, and a quiet, mindful 
awareness. Through a very specific 
set of practices called ‘core routines,’ 
one grows this ‘deep nature 
connection’ and the associated 
attributes. Such qualities are a natural 
human inheritance, a gift of our long 
developmental tenure living in direct 
contact with wild nature.  
 
 



 

invention of new technologies.  
These revolutions significantly 
rewired culture. The 
Agricultural and Industrial 
revolutions created cultural 
impacts that were difficult to 
see at first. Today, the 
widespread use of social media 
and hand-held devices have 
effectively redefined human 
contact and relatedness. At 
Manzanita School, students 
build IT literacy skills while 
also deconstructing the social 
implications of these new 
communication tools. Students 
learn touch typing, presentation 
software, spreadsheets, 
computer programming, video 
and audio editing, animation, 
website design, and search 
language techniques. At the 
same time, they carefully 
examine the influence of the 
new information technologies 
on cultural norms and social 
relations, building an ethical 
technology application for their 
lives. 
 
Biological Evolution  
One of the great contributions 
to our current and 
comprehensive understanding 
of life on earth, and to the 
processes of change over time 
on this 4.5 billion year-old 
planet, is the study of biological 
evolution, and in particular 
human evolution. The field is 
still relatively new –having 
only been with us for only 1% 
of the time since we settled into 
towns (we just learned this 
‘news’ about our living world). 
Evolution is constantly growing 
in its impacts and influences on 
the development of human 
understanding and scientific 
knowledge. We will explore 
this field in depth at our school, 
as it helps define many of 
scientific and cultural 
opportunities before us moving 
into the 21st century.  

establishment and securing of 
the legal and legislative 
precedents for underserved and 
oppressed social groups and 
classes, as well as legal 
guarantees assuring greater 
environmental and conservation 
protections for the environment. 
Notwithstanding ongoing 
endemic problems such as 
militarism and poverty, a 
human/historical perspective, 
the changes described above are 
dramatic and wholly 
unprecedented in their nature, 
scope, and pace. We call this 
the time of “The Great 
Turning” away from systems of 
domination and exploitation to 
those of cooperation and 
stewardship.  
 
Human Ecology  
In the field of human ecology, 
we apply the principals and 
tools with which ecology is 
used in studying other animals, 
to our unique human species. 
From this study, we gain 
invaluable perspective on 
ourselves and our world 
historically, through present 
time, and into the future. 
Human beings are constituents 
of the natural world. Even in 
our elaborately built private 
homes and complex industrial 
cities, we remain biological 
animals of this earth. To learn 
about our history and 
relationship to that which is still 
wild, to recognize how our own 
historic wildness has informed 
how we think, act, interact and 
believe, is part of the study of 
human ecology.  

Service  
It is a natural inclination of many 
people to act in benevolent ways that 
are helpful to their fellows.  While 
these tendencies towards 
philanthropic service become very 
strong during adolescence, they need 
to be cultivated and directed very 
consciously through mentoring 
support from adults. At Manzanita, 
students will come to understand how 
affluence and privilege are not 
circumstances experienced by the 
majority of the world’s youth.  The 
opportunities afforded by privilege 
bestow on us a unique responsibility 
to use our gifts and skills in the 
service of the larger humanity.  
Through regular service work and 
service projects, students will 
develop an abiding commitment to 
act as agents for positive social 
change.   
 
Land Stewardship  
Students will study a range of 
subjects, including bioregionalism, 
regenerative and ecological design, 
organics, permaculture, fair trade, 
and sustainability, so as to generate 
the knowledge base for acting upon 
the sense of stewardship that grows 
out of deep nature connection.   
 


