
Spotlight on Derek Cabrera, Thinking Expert 
                                                                          By Carol V. Horn 
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Thinking Expert 

Dr. Derek Cabrera, scientist, re-
searcher, and educator is an interna-
tionally recognized expert in think-
ing skills. His story highlights the 
importance of family influence on a 
child’s intellectual development and 
the passions that he or she pursues. 
Derek will tell you that while other 
children were building towers and 
skyscrapers, he was building and 
playing with ideas. His education in 
this realm began at the family dinner 
table.  His mother had one rule—that 
everyone had to come to dinner—
and those shared mealtimes shaped 
who he is today.  His father loved to 
discuss ideas and he used anything 
he could get his hands on as models 
for the concepts he was describing.  
For example, he might use a fork and 
two pieces of bread to exemplify 
conflict or dishes of rice to discuss 
atoms in the universe.  My father was 
always using concrete objects, ges-
tures or diagrams to represent ideas. 
We often mapped things out at the 
table. . . .  He would use diagrams or 
physical objects to represent things. 
He also used hand gestures a lot. He 
couldn't have known it explicitly 
then, but his use of diagrams, ges-
tures, and tactile or concrete objects 
is now supported by research in hap-
tics, gesture, and visual thinking.  
These early experiences helped 
Derek see, understand, and speak 
about abstract ideas through a tangi-
ble physical reality that could be 
experimented with and manipulated.  
He internalized the process and de-
veloped a love of ideas that led to 15 
years of research on the structure of 
knowledge to understand how we 
think.  

 

When you meet Derek Cabrera, 
“high school dropout” is the last 
thing that comes to mind. However, 
his brand of genius, which came with 
lots of questions and energy, was not 
appreciated or understood by his 
high school, typical of the times, 
where students were expected to 
follow a prescribed course of study 

with little flexibility for a non-
traditional thinker.  At the age of sev-
enteen he left school and went to work 
for Outward Bound.  School was diffi-
cult for me after about 4th grade. I 
was often bored. At the time I did not 
know I had Attention Deficit Disorder 
(it wasn’t diagnosed until I was 28), 
so I was not able to consciously man-
age my ADD like I do today. But my 
home experience—which was based 
on learning, Socratic questioning, 
debate/argument—never led me to 
believe I was stupid or lacked the 
ability to learn, even though my 
school experiences were mostly not 
positive.    

 

He began as an Outward Bound vol-
unteer, sweeping floors and camping 
out on a sleeping bag until they finally 
gave him a job repairing the gear.  He 
was a hard worker with a passion for 
learning and he gradually worked his 
way up the ranks until he became the 
youngest instructor in the history of 
the organization and after many years 
attained the highest rank of course 
director possible (a rank held by only 
a handful of Outward Bound instruc-
tors worldwide).  As he travelled the 
world as an Outward Bound instruc-
tor, he became interested in travel 
communities and tried to understand 
the universality of how we communi-
cate and think on a global level.  
Wherever he worked, he tried to un-
derstand the community, its thinking, 
and the interconnectedness of our 
world.   I had a deep desire to travel 
and explore; to see new cultures and 
parts of the world. I got involved in 
Outward Bound and became a climb-
ing, skiing, and rafting guide. I spent 
every moment in the mountains and it 
was there that I learned most of what I 
know about interconnectedness and 
systems thinking. The mountains are 
full of complex interconnected sys-
tems, symbionts, and ecological com-
munities. They are an excellent men-
tor in teaching the natural order of 
things. 

 

The combination of Derek’s experi-
ences at the dinner table and the years 
spent in a broad range of environ-

ments provided a catalyst for his 
fascination with complex systems 
both natural and interpersonal.  I 
think Patterns of Thinking were 
heavily influenced by my upbringing 
and by the years I spent in the moun-
tains learning firsthand about natu-
ral complex systems. Also, both at 
my dinner table (big family) and at 
Outward Bound (group facilitation), 
I was a student of human interper-
sonal dynamics and learned a lot 
about complex social systems. This 
level of complexity and interconnect-
edness was very influential to my 
theories. But the most influential 
moment in terms of Patterns of 
Thinking was a moment when I real-
ized that rather than looking into the 
human brain to figure out how think-
ing patterns worked, you could look 
at the structure of knowledge itself. 
This was an epiphany for me because 
the brain is a black-box system. Like 
the engine compartment of a Saab, 
it’s hard to get inside the brain and 
tool around and see what's happen-
ing. Knowledge, on the other hand, is 
quite accessible--it’s all around 
us!  If we look for patterns in how 
knowledge from all disciplines and 
fields is structured and how it 
evolves, then, I thought, we would be 
identifying actual patterns of think-
ing. That was the thought that led to 
15 years of research.  

 

Derek is passionate about his theory 
and about helping all people become 
better thinkers. Whether working 
with a corporate business team, 
graduate students, or children in a 
classroom, he understands that 
knowledge is in a continual process 
of construction and change for each 
individual and that thinking skills are 
of paramount importance in that 
process.  To learn more about Think-
Blocks and the work of Derek 
Cabrera visit http://
www.thinkandthrive.com  



When Mandy Nicholson, a naturalist 
from Walker Nature Center agreed to 
partner with Dogwood Elementary 
School, outdoor science education started 
to blossom.  Not only was she willing to 
spend time with teachers in planning, she 
offered a field trip to the center.  With 
other master naturalists, she brought 
workshops to students and shared the 
watershed model with them.  As the rela-
tionship grew, teachers were introduced 
to other resources, like Katie Shaw, an 
environmental education specialist from 
the Reston Association.  Katie is now 
offering resources to build an outdoor 
classroom, a trunk load of educational 
materials, and herself as a resource for 
student questions. 

Tapping into community resources can 
add valuable real world connections for 
student learning and these potential com-
munity partners are only a phone call 
away.  Teachers at Dogwood were look-
ing for a way to enhance science instruc-
tion by offering more hands-on, authen-
tic, real world experiences, so they 
looked to experts in the field.  You can, 
too! 

There are a number of non-profit organi-
zations whose goal it is to offer educa-

tional support.  For example, The Ameri-
can Association of University Women 
(AAUW) strives to help young girls see a 
future in college.  Since the women in 
this organization come from various pro-
fessional fields, you can request speakers 
or workshop leaders in finance, architec-
ture, and engineering to name a few.  
They are willing to mentor young girls as 
well.  The Rotary Club is another organi-
zation that has set a goal of serving the 
community.  Partnering with them could 
bring your students a better understand-
ing of running a business, economics, and 
the importance of people skills in the 
business world. 

In the world of health and medicine, 
Inova Fairfax Hospital has an organiza-
tion called Partnership for Healthier 
Kids.  They have outreach instructors 
who are willing to supplement curriculum 
in body systems, nutrition, and health-
care.  Nurses, doctors and other practitio-
ners are available to bring their expertise 
to your students. 

In a recent discussion with a business 
partner from Lockheed Martin Corpora-
tion, it was revealed that out of the 11 
formal school partnerships Lockheed 
Martin has with area schools, only two 

reach out for a connection—only two 
make requests of their very large volun-
teer pool.  Other corporations like Sprint 
and Northrop Grumman are reaching out 
to schools with services, volunteers, and 
resources.  You need only to reach out.  If 
your school already has a business part-
ner, ask to serve on the committee and 
bring your wish list. For more informa-
tion about Partners in Education through 
Fairfax County, check out their website:  
http://www.fcps.edu/supt/busindustrelatio
ns/pie.htm . 

As you can see, the number of resources 
in our community is vast and this is only 
the tip of the iceberg.  Taking the time to 
develop these important human re-
sources, brings authentic experiences to 
our students.  It puts learning into real 
world practice and application and gives 
our students role models in careers they 
may never have been exposed to before.  
If you would like to participate in a focus 
group session to share more ideas about 
building partnerships in your schools, 
contact Linda Martin at lmmar-
tin@fcps.edu , subject title: Partnerships.  
There’s a whole world of learning wait-
ing for your students.  Reach out! 

 

mentable with ease, and that the lessons 
of perseverance learned from problem 
solving through challenging levels of 
these games were important building 
blocks for students to draw upon, espe-
cially for our school’s Young Scholars.  I 
also knew that time in the school day was 
tight - each minute was filled with les-
sons critical to the mandated curriculum 
and that teachers were protective of time 
they didn’t feel they had to spare. 

So I started small.  A few years ago, our 
school purchased several games that were 
used on a check-out basis with classes.  I 
introduced classes to a game and then left 
a copy or two of it for several weeks to 
play in free moments.  While an improve-
ment, I was worried that student access 
and time to explore various problem solv-

“Strategy Lab Envy” is what I had.  
Around my school district, several 
schools had begun a designated class-
room with tall stacks of multiple copies 
of games like Rush Hour and Tipover 
from companies like ThinkFun.  I would 
visit colleagues and be struck with lament 
that not only did they have a classroom, 
but also a myriad of cool thinking games 
for students.  As a GT resource teacher at 
a school that lacked space and funding to 
start a complete room equipped in this 
fashion, I was faced with a challenge:  
how to get these motivating and stimulat-
ing games into the hands of students and 
teachers at my school. 

I knew access to these games was impor-
tant to students’ metacognitive develop-
ment, that they were popular and imple-

ing opportunities was inadequate.  At the 
same time, I was also troubled whenever 
I had conversations with students about 
their use of home time to hear about the 
hours they seemed to rack up in televi-
sion and video games.   I knew it wasn’t 
the best use of their time but knew that 
with many families working nighttime 
hours or multiple jobs, it was a reality in 
some households.  Parent conferences 
also revealed that many families had con-
cerns about the safety of outside play in 
their neighborhood and were wanting for 
ideas for home-based activities for their 
child.  I wondered how we might safely 
and easily provide some activities that 
could build important skills for these 
students. 

And the idea of a (continued page 3) 
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Building Partnerships for Improved Student Learning 
Written by Linda Martin 
Advanced Academic Resource Teacher, Dogwood Elementary School  

YOUNG SCHOLARS UPDATE 

Turning Strategy Lab Envy Into a Home Connections Opportunity 
Written By Kirsten Maloney 
Advanced Academic Studies Program Specialist  
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pared you for seventh grade?”  His stu-
dents stated they were very prepared.  He 
then asked a follow up question, “What 
more could I do to help you in your 
preparation for middle school?”  They 
said they wished they had more research 
skills.  

Mike learned that all the YSSS curricu-
lum units involved research.  He then 
went on to explain that the sixth grade 
team was interested in a unit that in-
volved biography research.  Individuals 
Make a Difference (IMD) is the title of 
the unit he was told would fit his need.  
Students investigate lesser-known Ameri-
cans who have influenced change in their 
community through independent com-
puter-based research. Upon being asked if 
he was interested in teaching this curricu-
lum as the EIP unit for the summer, he 
said, “No, I want to use it now.”   

Mike shared his excitement with his col-
league Cara Dugan and the enthusiasm 
spread.  The sixth grade team, including 
specialists were soon gathered together to 
listen to the workings of the unit.   

Mike stated, “It was inspiring to have one 
of the unit developers come to our school 

to train us!  She had grown the unit from 
the ground up and provided us with valu-
able insight that we fell back on continu-
ously as we explored it with our stu-
dents.” 

Students were assigned the individuals 
somewhat randomly because, given a 
choice, most of the boys wanted Roberto 
Clemente and most of the girls wanted 
Pocahontas and the teachers wanted them 
to stretch out of their zones of comfort.  
The background knowledge was shallow 
and their learning curve was steep! 

But dive in they did and the struggle 
ended up being a quality experience for 
everyone involved.  The instruction be-
gan by exposing the students to the basics 
of research.  They were somewhat re-
lieved when told that one of the hardest 
parts of research – deciding what research 
question to investigate – had already been 
completed for them.  The individuals 
whose lives they were to investigate had 
been chosen for them. 

The students were told the task may seem 
laborious and painstaking, but it would be 
an adventure that they would remember.  
Source after source (continued page 4)     

 

Young Scholar Summer School curricu-
lum is not just for use in the summer. 
More and more teachers in Fairfax 
County Public Schools are discovering 
this rich differentiated curriculum fits 
right into their grade level curriculum.  
Sixth grade teachers, Mike MacIver and 
Cara Dugan at Forestdale Elementary 
School, know first hand this fact to be 
true.   

Mike discovered the Young Scholars 
Summer School (YSSS) curriculum dur-
ing an Early Intervention Program Team 
planning meeting. As different unit titles 
were being discussed, Mike shared he felt 
whatever unit was used, it needed to in-
volve research. He went on to explain 
that he had students from the previous 
year visit him.  Being a reflective teacher, 
he asked his students, “Do you feel I pre-

Take Home Strategy Game Program was 
born.  Thanks to the monies received 
from the Virginia Association of the 
Gifted, our school was able to purchase 
35 games that would be available for 
check-out for our Young Scholars and 
their families. Students were able to 
check out games for two-week periods, 
during which they recorded time spent 
playing and feedback and observations 
from their parents. The program was im-
mediately successful.  As one parent 
wrote in our end-of-year survey, “This 
program gave our family exposure to 
games that otherwise we might not know 
about or play.” 

In the four months the program was run-
ning during the end of the past school 
year, the 25 students piloting the program 
in grades 1-5 logged over 125 hours of 

time spent playing.  Parent feedback was 
overwhelmingly positive and came back 
to us in multiple languages exclaiming 
that siblings, cousins, and entire families 
got in on the play, wondering where to 
purchase the games to have in their 
homes, and saying that they really en-
joyed seeing their child think strategically 
and get better at the game over time. 

One of the major goals of the new pro-
gram was to serve as one connection with 
Young Scholar families in providing 
easy-to-implement resources to nurture 
their child’s academic potential.  The 
games were playable either independently 
by students or with multiple players.  
Feedback revealed that even if a child 
played on their own, the family was in-
volved in observing and helping out.  
“My child was being challenged and 

growing with each level while she was 
just having fun!  She also had a strong 
desire to teach our family how to play 
and solve the puzzles,” wrote one par-
ent.  Several students came back with 
journals recording how they solved puz-
zles in multiple ways, often recorded by 
parents if the child was too young to 
record on their own. 

Another parent commented that “these 
games gave my daughter a fun way to 
think outside of the box and find differ-
ent ways to answers.  She had to be per-
sistent but was having fun the whole 
time.”   
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Making a Difference Individual by Individual 
Written by DonnaLynn Cooper 
Advanced Academic Resource Teacher, Forestdale Elementary School 

Strategy Lab Envy (continued) 



The curriculum motivated the students to 
work hard because of what they were 
creating - a documentary. Instead of writ-
ing a report (not something students usu-
ally get excited about); they were getting 
to make a movie to show their class-
mates. This unique opportunity was a 
huge buy-in for students and a great for-
mat for teachers to allow students to work 
successfully in collaborative pairs.  

Armed with a laptop the students were 
off!  And yes, a few whined and la-
mented, but in the end, viewing each 
team-directed-and-produced biopic 
proved very rewarding and confidence 
building for the students. The finished 
products exceeded expectations.  Watch 
out Ken Burns. There is a new generation 

needed to be pored over and only the 
shiniest nuggets taken away for later use.  
Teachers also foot-stomped the topic of 
plagiarism, and this proved to be one of 
the hardest lessons for the sixth grade 
students to actually execute.  Teachers 
found that a basic lack of confidence – of 
being able to say it better than someone 
else had said it – led many students to 
initially copy whole chunks verbatim 
from web sites and other sources.  This 
led to many teachable moments and hor-
ror stories of UVA students being left in 
foreign harbors this past summer when 
their plagiarism was discovered.  “If 
nothing else,” Mike explained, “we put 
the fear of being dumped in the port of 
Piraeus in their background knowledge!” 

of documen-
tary film-
makers in the 
making! Be-
fore the stu-
dents left the “safe” Forestdale fold and 
ventured into the rugged waters of middle 
school, they had already conducted their 
first research documentary and knew they 
wouldn’t be the ones giving their middle 
school teachers the deer-in-the-headlights 
look when the topic came up in the 
school year to come. 

For more information, please contact – 
Mike MacIver, 
MichaelP.MacIver@fcps.edu or Cara 
Dugan, Cara.Dugan@fcps.edu 

Making a Difference Individual by Individual (continued) 

Around Town with Hybla Valley’s Rising Stars 
Written By Anna Ford, 2nd grade teacher and Mevelyn Watkins, Guidance Counselor  

On July 28, 2008, twelve rising second 
graders entered the cafeteria and sat to-
gether at a table labeled “Rising Stars.”  
The 6 boys and 6 girls were chatting and 
laughing with each other.   The “Rising 
Stars” all knew they were special because 
they had been mailed a special invitation 
inviting them to attend a week promised 
to be filled with exciting learning experi-
ences.  
The First Day 
The class established rules and goals for 
the week.  The students made t-shirts and 
read about George Mason.  The class 
made a K-W-L chart with a space for 
other questions after our visit to Gunston 
Hall on Tuesday. 

Day 2: Fieldtrip to George Mason 
Plantation 
George Mason himself welcomed us to 
his home. He told us about his home and 
his family.  He explained why his home 
was called a plantation and how it 
worked. 

After taking a few questions George Ma-
son told us he was off to a very important 
meeting about our Constitution.  The 

students then got a tour of Gunston Hall 
which included the outdoor kitchen and 
the laundry room.  After a tour of the 
grounds it was off to the schoolhouse. In 
the One Room Schoolhouse everyone sat 
at the table and pretended to listen to the 
teacher while they practiced their hand-

writing.     

Day 3: 
George 
Washing-
ton’s 
Gristmill 
The stu-
dents 
walked the 

grounds of George Washington’s Grist-
mill.  We followed the flow of the water 
into the mill and watched as the large 
stones turned to grind the wheat into flour 
and corn into meal.  Each student tasted 
the corn meal.    

Day 4: Alexandria’s African-American 
Museum 
The second graders arrived at school and 
we were off to the African-American 
museum in the city of Alexandria.  There 

we viewed artifacts from slave ships. 
Through role-play the students experi-
enced traveling on a slave ship.  After the 
activity everyone shared what they 
thought a slave child may have been 
thinking. The students also enjoyed a 
storyteller, danced to music with an Afri-
can beat and played games with the tour 
guides.  On our way out each student 
received a book and a pencil. 

Last Day 
This was a day filled with completing 
learning logs and adding pictures to indi-
vidual photo albums.  The second graders 
downloaded pictures for a slideshow.  We 
also attempted to write a class newsletter 
but we just ran out of time.   
**Special note: This was a week long 
offering at Hybla Valley through some 
additional funds offered at the school. 

 
 

 

 

 

FCPS has partnered with CaseNEX, an 
online learning company, to create a case-
study approach to help implement the 
Young Scholars model.  Teachers who 

take the course will learn and apply a re-
search-based, five-step methodology of 
case analysis.  They will have an opportu-
nity to apply this process to the issue of 

underrepresented populations in advanced 
academic programs.  For more information 
on CaseNEX please visit www.case.com.   
Stay tuned for more on our YS course!   

CaseNEX 


