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Th is book is dedicated to the hardworking teachers 
everywhere who give of themselves so their little 
squirrels and birds can soar to higher standards.
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Preface: Get Ready to SOAR

A SOAR-ing Tale is a parable about the challenges 
of change.

Th e characters in our tale, a group of blue jays 
and fl ying squirrels with some important lessons 
to teach their little ones, face a large-scale change. 
We show how, as teachers, we can learn to thrive 
in an environment where change is inevitable and 
to demonstrate how change very often spurs great 
leaps in growth and learning, great moves toward 
full potential. 

Th e introduction of new standards has compli-
cated things for teachers. Th ese new standards, the 
most rigorous we’ve ever seen, have to be pulled 
apart, digested, deeply processed, and carefully 
applied in the classroom.
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Most teachers do believe that new, more rig-
orous standards are a necessary step in the evo-
lution of K–12 education, given the pressures 
of the new global economy. But faced with the 
diffi  culty of putting new standards into successful 
practice, much less getting kids to mastery, teach-
ers may feel a bit overwhelmed as they search for 
the best ways to teach students the skills they so 
desperately need in this changing world. Th ose 
skills include the ability to think creatively, deeply, 
critically, analytically, and imaginatively; to think 
independently; and to work eff ectively with oth-
ers. Th ey demand both analytical (cognitive) and 
emotional (conative) skills.

Large, irreversible changes that shake the foun-
dations of our cherished beliefs and close-held 
habits are often called “second-order change.” 
Second-order change is the change from which 
there is no turning back. Such change often asks 
us to relinquish, or let go of, ideas that we have 
valued and that have worked for us in the past. 
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Our tale also illustrates how resilience in the 
face of change can light a path to new opportuni-
ties in learning and successes that may have been 
unimaginable. Teachers and students can reimag-
ine their classroom environments to succeed in 
the new economy—equipping students with the 
necessary skills to collaborate and problem-solve 
successfully. With the right kind of support, stu-
dents can take increased responsibility, become 
much more autonomous, and draw on creativity 
and critical thinking to manage and push their 
own learning to new heights.

Such changes can be worth every bit of the 
struggle. Once we embrace the mindset that 
allows us to see our own potential shimmering 
in the distance, our students can all learn to soar. 

From the very top of the tree.

 —Michael Toth
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A Soaring Tale

Th e sun rose bright and hot over the forest. In a 
pine tree lived a family of fl ying squirrels and a 
family of blue jays. Th e little ones played together 
and were the best of friends.
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Every spring, a new group of little fl ying squir-
rels and blue jays entered flying school. They 
learned to fl y from the safety of their pine tree, 
over a dangerous stream, to land in a nut tree that 
was very close by. Th e nut tree was full of deli-
cious and nutritious food for the long winter.
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Each successive class had glided or flown to 
reach the nearby nut tree. Th e fl ight instructors 
taught their little ones the same way they had 
been taught by their own mothers and fathers and 
their grandmothers and grandfathers, generation 
after generation. 

It was a good enough way.
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Th is is how they did it.

Th e fl ight teachers organized the little ones into 
rows. Th ey taught them the basics of jumping. 
Th ey taught them to fl ap. Th ey taught them to 
glide. Th en the students practiced, jumping from 
branch to branch in the pine tree, each branch a 
bit farther away.
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The little ones glided or flapped wildly with 
their still-forming wings. Th ey each reached their 
branch separately. Some of the smaller or weaker 
ones barely made it. As long as they made it some-
how, that was enough.
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