
Educating Girls 
We Hear You

hose of us who work at Saint Mary’s know one important characteristic 
common in girls: they like to be heard. While some girls are reserved, some 
are shy, some are gregarious, and some are verbose, they all like to be heard. 
As girls journey through adolescence and form their identity, they strive to 
belong and be valued. Having their thoughts, observations, and opinions valued 
by others is a monumental step toward girls feeling comfortable, safe, and 
accepted in a community. After 175 years of educating young women, Saint 
Mary’s is well aware of this, and we listen.

According to a report from the National Coalition of Girls’ Schools (NCGS) 
entitled Steeped in Learning: The Student Experience at All-Girls Schools 
(Richard A. Holmgren, Ph.D., www.ncgs.org), students in an all-girls’ school 
“are more likely than their female peers at coeducational independent and 
public schools to experience an environment that welcomes an open and safe 
exchange of ideas.” By providing girls with an environment where they feel 
supported and respected, Saint Mary’s inspires girls to find and use their voices 
,as they engage in the open exchange of ideas, deepen their learning, and grow 
in confidence and understanding. 

At Saint Mary’s, opportunities abound for girls to communicate with others, 
display leadership skills, and offer their voice. Academic classes include 
plenty of time for discussion, collaboration, and idea-sharing. Coursework 
supports the development of key competencies (see back panel), among 
which are communication and self-expression; and Saint Mary’s classroom 
culture, built on trust and respect, inspires girls to debate ideas and explore 
new perspectives together. 

By Brendan J. O’Shea, Head of School
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There are unlimited leadership opportunities at Saint 
Mary’s, and with them come endless possibilities for 
students to be heard. Whether in a titled leadership 
position, like an SGA offi cer, club president, or team 
captain, or leading by example with no offi cial title at all, 
the experience of leading allows a girl to fi nd her voice 
and use it to make a difference. In my short time here at 
Saint Mary’s, I have been impressed by the many ways 
our students use their voices to help improve their school 
and their community – like the SGA organizing the school 
year around inclusivity and respect with a theme entitled 

“ONE,” the Judicial Board 
asking faculty to include 
the Honor Code on all 
tests, or girls sharing 
confl icting points of 
view with respect and 
dignity during an all-
school assembly.

Girls voices are also heard 
supporting one another in 
all parts of Saint Mary’s 
life. If you have ever 
been on the sidelines of 
an athletic contest, or in 

the audience during the delivery of a junior speech, or 
in Pittman Auditorium for a student performance, then 
you appreciate, as I do, that our girls know how to cheer 
each other on – and they do so with genuine enthusiasm 
and great energy.

At Saint Mary’s, we understand and appreciate girls, both 
individually and collectively, and we know they have a 
lot to tell us. It is our privilege and our responsibility to 
listen to what they have to say. We’re all ears! 
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Kate Reedy, Ed.D., 
Director of Learning Support Services

Canvas Parent: 
What Does It Mean for You 
With the recent introduction of Canvas Parent at Saint 
Mary’s, Director of Learning Support Services Dr. Kate 
Reedy off ers some tips to help you navigate how to make 
the best use of this valuable parent resource.

1. Have a conversation. Have a conversation with your daughter 
about how you will utilize Canvas Parent. Many of our students 
navigate their academic program quite well and independently. Others 
prefer their parents to be more involved. It’s all about allowing our 
girls to exercise control over their learning.

2. Visit Canvas Parent. Canvas can be checked as frequently as 
every day, or just every so often. Remember, Saint Mary’s School 
reports grades to parents four times a year. One of the most common 
pitfalls of viewing grades early in the year, is assuming the grade is 
representative of where your daughter will be all year. It’s a good idea 
to give teachers the opportunity to post a good number of assessments 
before you become concerned about a grade.

3. Grades aren’t everything. In the words of a student, “I am 
more than a grade.” As a society, we place a huge emphasis on grades 
and for good reason – grades are tied to many things that lead to 
advancement. This makes it tricky for parents: on one hand you want 
your daughter to excel and, on the other hand, you want them to fi nd 
their own way and grow. Girls are notorious for being anxious and many 
have perfectionist tendencies making it hard to strike a balance. By 
asking open-ended questions, you can engage in a productive dialogue 
about what your daughter is learning, her successes, her challenges, 
where there are opportunities for growth and new experiences, rather 
than focusing only on grades.

4. Encourage self-advocacy. If you notice your daughter is 
having some struggles, encourage her to advocate for herself with her 
teachers. At Saint Mary’s, we want girls to learn the important skill of 
self-advocacy. Of course, this cannot always take the place of an adult-
to-adult discussion, so contact your daughter’s advisor if you have any 
questions or concerns. 

5. Resources abound! At Saint Mary’s, we offer tutorial time 
four days a week at the end of the school day. Further, faculty help 
is available in the Kenan Library from 7:30 – 9:30 p.m., Monday 
through Thursday. Encourage your daughters to seek help as this 
builds confi dence and important self-advocacy skills that will help 
them during their college experience and throughout their lives. 

Tips for Parents
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he way teachers teach and the way students learn con-
tinually evolves over time. Today, Saint Mary’s teachers are 
designers of learning and use components of design thinking 
to engage students as active participants in their learning – 
challenging them to build the skills they need to navigate the 
complexities of our fast-changing global world. Originating at 
Stanford University, design thinking is taught and practiced in 
colleges and universities around the United States, including 
universities local to Saint Mary’s, like the University of North 
Carolina and N.C. State University, among others.  

At Saint Mary’s School, design thinking is central to student 
learning. It allows girls to develop core competencies, like critical 
thinking, collaboration, cross-cultural intelligence, and commu-
nication through processes designed to build empathy, encourage 
discovery and experimentation, generate new ideas and innova-
tion, create and share prototypes, and ultimately put new ideas and 
methods into practice to solve real-world problems. It is a never-
ending process, as design thinking allows for ongoing analysis, 
evaluation, and evolution of an idea, a plan, or a process.

The beginning of a design thinking experience often starts with 
brainstorming and sharing ideas together as a group. Through 
this collaborative process, students are inspired to think cre-
atively in a safe space where they share ideas, build empathy, 
and develop judgement-free understanding. 

For example, when Instructor of Spanish Rebecca Gorham was 
thinking about how to develop the skills students need to read, 
write, and speak Spanish in real-life contexts, she started by ask-
ing the question: “Why is it important to learn the Spanish lan-
guage?” Each girl was asked to write, in Spanish on individual 
post-it notes, as many answers as she could to that question. Af-
ter several minutes of thinking and writing, students placed their 
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post-it notes together on a wall 
and gathered around to read 
each other’s answers. Next, the 
girls worked together to orga-
nize the collection of answers 
into specifi c categories. The 
fl ood gates of communication 
and collaboration opened wide 
as girls moved the post-it notes 
under category headings like 
Travel, Fun, Education, Jobs, Culture, Communication, etc., until at 
last there was consensus about where each answer and idea belonged. 
This organization of student ideas now provides Ms. Gorham with 
valuable data she will use to shape the context for future learning. 

Design activities like this one create an environment where students 
brainstorm ideas and learn to think fl uidly in a no-judgement zone. In 
design thinking, any idea brought to the table is embraced, respected, 
appreciated, and accepted as valid and valuable. The categorizing 
of ideas helps learners make important connections, and the collec-
tive nature of the process encourages students to support one another 
and consider other points of view. Students are inspired to take more 
ownership of the ideas they have generated, resulting in increased 
engagement that leads to deeper learning that “sticks.”

When asked why the girls thought Ms. Gorham started the fi rst day of 
Spanish class asking why is it important to learn the Spanish language? 
Students said that the activity gave them a chance to get their ideas fl ow-
ing. They liked that it was an opportunity to start communicating with 
each other and to work together on a shared project right at the beginning 
of the semester. They also felt, through this design-thinking process, they 
found purpose in learning Spanish and set their goals for the year. 

Sounds like a design for success. 

Rebecca Gorham, Instructor of Spanish with 
Laura Novia, Director of Marketing and Communications

It’s All About Design
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EVENTS
OCTOBER 17 
Smedes Parlor Concert

OCTOBER 20-24 
Fall Break 
Noon dismissal Oct. 20 

OCTOBER 25 
Classes resume

OCTOBER 28 
Fall Ball

OCTOBER 30-NOVEMBER 3 
Spirit Week

OCTOBER 31 
Founders’ Day Chapel

NOVEMBER 1 
PA Executive Committee Meeting

NOVEMBER 3 
All Saints Eucharist Chapel

NOVEMBER 3 AND 4 
Fall Play: Mean Girls

NOVEMBER 15 
Fall Student Recital

NOVEMBER 16 
Compass Explorations Day

Junior Ring Banquet

NOVEMBER 17 
College Kick-Off for Juniors

NOVEMBER 18 
Dorms close at 10 a.m. for 
Thanksgiving Break

Saint Mary’s float in  
Raleigh Christmas Parade

NOVEMBER 20-27 
Thanksgiving Break 
Dorms reopen Nov. 27 at 2 p.m.

DECEMBER 3 
Festival of Lessons and Carols 
37th Annual Lighting O’the Grove

Compass Explorations

Combining two Saint Mary's School signature programs, this year’s Compass Explorations program focuses on 10 key competencies 
that prepare girls for college and life. Inquiry-based, the Compass Explorations program is built upon experiential, hands-on learning 
with experts both at Saint Mary's and in the greater community. In strategic community partnerships, girls will explore diverse areas of 
interest or deep-dive into a focused, multi-day exploration. Students will complete the Compass Explorations program with an online 
portfolio of learning and an increased capacity for leadership and self-expression.

The 10 key competencies fostered through the Compass Explorations program are:

 

 

The first Compass Explorations Day for 2017-2018 was held Saturday, Sept. 16, with a follow-up day of learning and reflection, Thurs-
day, Sept. 28. Stay tuned for more about the next Compass Explorations Day on Saturday, Oct. 7. 

More about Compass Explorations at Saint Mary’s at www.sms.edu/compass_explore.

By Mary Virginia Swain ’77C, Director of Public Relations and Publications

• Collaboration
• Communication
• Critical thinking
• Cross cultural intelligence
• Growth mindset

• New media literacy and computational thinking
• Self-expression
• Self-directed learning
• Servant Leadership
• Social-emotional intelligence


