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to inhabit may evolve on our playground. We constructed a bottle wall around the outdoor 
amphitheater at our Loghouse, and beautiful accoutrements for our gardens emerge from the 
woodshop throughout the school year and our summer session.

Design technology is a lovely part of the design experiences of Arbor students as well. They 
make models of simple machines, devise elaborate automata toys depicting the action in a 
scene from a piece of literature, construct bridges out of toothpicks to meet certain load 
specifications, build crude seismographs, construct a series of time-keeping devices, devise 
a mechanism to make the wings of a model butterfly flap. Such experiences build skills for 
solving mechanical problems and provide opportunities for student invention. From their first 
days playing in the Junk Box as Primaries to their final days in the Senior class replicating a 
Chinese invention, students are always tinkering. Arbor students have busy, happy hands—
making and doing, learning how to put things together.

I N D E P E N D E N T  P R O J E C T S  A N D  T H E  S E N I O R  P R O J E C T

“ To be capable of sustaining our interest , a job has to have room  

for progress in excellence.” – M AT T H E W  C R A W F O R D

Creating thoughtful, intentional, self-directed learners and doers capable of excellence is a 
central goal at Arbor. From our founding, we have propelled students toward that objective in 
part by means of independent projects. While our curriculum is organized to allow individuals 
the latitude to find personally meaningful entry points into topics under study, it is essential to 
us that students also have opportunities to pursue topics of their own description in ways that 
they fashion according to their own lights. 

In the Primary and Junior years teachers help to set the stage for the independent projects by 
helping students brainstorm and select a worthy topic of deep interest. Often students choose  
favorite animals or the display of current favorite activities; over time they emerge with  
increasingly creative notions—a study of foreign exchange rates or the making of a brief 
film—and a culture of rich ideas is built within each cohort. A letter home about the project  
reminds parents to assist as only they can with trips to the library, appropriate field study, 
materiel acquisition and the like, but to let the student drive the project. The days on which 
independent projects are presented to classmates and parents are important ones in the  
calendar. Over years of such opportunities, Arbor students become quite adept at knowing 
how to engage their audience, with well-rehearsed words and visual and interactive elements. 
The question and answer period displays both the development of better and better questions 
on the part of the audience members and the expanding range of the presenters’ background 
knowledge with each year’s added experience. 

By the Intermediate years, the project takes on a new aspect, as it is to be included in a change 
capsule that the students construct and put away until their graduation. Students practice 
keeping a process journal, an essential component of the Senior Project, as they plan and  
execute their project. By this time projects range from the high-wire exploits of Philippe Petit 
to the history surrounding successive additions to the Louvre. Students are asked not to choose 
the cliched format of the science-fair poster board; marvelously innovative displays result.
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In the Senior years, independent projects take on varying forms, with students being asked 
one year to create a science project, another year to devise a working model of an item related  
to their studies. The most truly independent project is saved for the eighth-grade year, when every  
student launches a year-long Senior Project. Each of our eighth graders proposes a project,  
articulating in that proposal the overarching idea, a description of the written component and 
the creative element, a plan for a representation of the project’s physical aspects to be left in 
the Senior Project archive in the Arbor Library, and the format for the process journal that will 
record progress through the project. Once the plan is approved by the Senior teachers and the 
Director, the student seeks a mentor, someone who is both outside the faculty and outside the 
family, who will serve as the expert consultant for the project. While each student receives a 
great deal of general guidance and support in choosing, embarking upon, and completing the 
project from the Director, the Senior Liaison, and members of the Senior teaching team, the 
mentor serves as the technical support in the field pertinent to the student’s topic. We ask that 
the bulk of this work be done outside regular school hours, although exceptions are some-
times made to accommodate the schedule of the mentor.  

The completion of these projects is a matter of much celebration and each member of the 
graduating class has several opportunities to share his work with students, faculty members, 
parents, and family members. (See Chapter 8, Eighth-grade traditions.) The assembled work, 
including a copy of the process journal, the written component, and the representation of 
the creative element of the project, is stored in an individual archival folder, catalogued, and 
housed in a special section of our Library. These archives serve as initial inspiration and  
instruction for each class going through the school. And the graduating class will be invited 
back to Arbor for an evening presentation of their accumulated wisdom about the pursuit of 
the Senior Project to the next year’s eighth-grade class. 

Our students have accomplished extraordinary work in the course of now 21 years of Senior 
Projects. (See Appendix: A Sampling of Arbor Graduation Projects for examples.) The lessons  
learned range far and wide, but all students discover how much they are truly capable of 
achieving when given scope, encouragement, and the helping hand of a professional who 
was once a young aspirant in the field. Aristotle wrote that happiness is “the exercise of vital  
powers along lines of excellence in a life affording them scope.” The Senior Project is designed 
to serve as a model for happiness, for a job well done: planned carefully, executed in a timely 
way, and presented with authority and delight. 

Much, much more could be said about all of these matters. We have written further guide-
books to the curriculum and the many rich ways in which the big ideas outlined here are 
brought to life for our students. Always guiding our thinking, planning, and execution is our 
aim for students to develop a taste for quality effort expended on worthy matters while filling 
a backpack with skills and powerful concepts. 


