Rotary Report
by Jodie Cook

Rotarian Thomas Craig, whose children attend Summit Charter School, introduced the School’s newly appointed Director Dr. Jack Talmadge to the Highlands Rotary Club. Talmadge, originally a native of Atlanta, has spent almost twenty year in Virginia in Catholic and independent schools. 

A mild surprise to most people is learning that Summit Charter is a public school and there is no tuition. The curriculum requirements, attendance, accountability, end-of-course testing and other factors are common to North Carolina public schools and to Charter schools. The first difference between the two is Summit reports to the State board on Charter schools and not the Macon County Board of Education. 


At Summit classes are limited to 24 students and entry level students are chosen by a drawing where more applicants than positions exist. Unlike public schools Summit must raise about 20% of its operating expenses and Summit owns its operating facility. 

Talmadge continued that Summit is mission-driven utilizing four basic concepts: a curriculum with coherence, commitment to character, the school as community and a climate for learning. As a matter of educational choice Summit focuses on experiential education – hands on learning thhrough place-based education. As a charter school Summit deals with two levels on a subject. A way to see this is: the first level of mathematics, for example, deals with the operations of numbers and how well a student learns this. The second level is the hands-on side of mathematics – how these operations are used in a grocery store or bank by going to the bank or grocery store and seeing this.  

Students are instructed through the techniques of place-based education to maximize learning through experience and exploration. The community is brought into the school and the students go out to the community. Experiencing math, arts, history and other subjects through exploration and extension is part of learning at Summit and “teaching to test” isn’t. Because Summit is a charter school, the curriculum is written largely by the teachers. 

Summit is heavy on the environment and it constitutes a large part of hands-on learning as the school is surrounded by National Forests with Panthertown Valley being a once a week destination for students. Whether the students are taking water samples as part of a science project or climbing rock faces as part of physics this environmental laboratory provides the hands on application of school subjects in a real world.


Heritage is a significant part of Summit experiential education. In the last year of a three year rotation is the Cherokee Nation. Six clubs at Summit learn the Cherokee Nation by experiencing and doing the art, culture, music, language, cooking and housing of the Cherokee. The next theme will be the Scotch-Irish ancestry of this area. 


History and art become place-based education as students go to the Zachary - Tolbert House, built 150 years ago and virtually unaltered, to see and to experience how people lived then. Trips to the Atlanta Zoo and Aquarium are to experience how the animal or aquatic species lives in its environment - so different than the page describing it.


The Appalachian Trail and the 12 states it runs through become 12 learning stations along a three quarters of a mile trail on the Summit campus: chalk dust and pictures become trees, hills and sky. The experiential educational examples are nearly without limit from flowers, to sea marshes to Whiteside Mountain – all are a part of Summit learning

Summit is in or will soon be in the process of moving to new facilities on its campus which will feature an expanded library, media center, dedicated classrooms, a unique playground that will utilize re-cycled tires and other items modified and adapted for recreation. 


For those interested in learning more, Summit maintains a well organized and informative website at www.summitschool.org. 
