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Ron Berger’s An Ethic of Excellence

Cultivating a Culture of Craftsmanship and Pride

Ron Berger’s ‘An Ethic of Excellence’ offers a blueprint for fostering

deep, meaningful learning experiences that extend beyond tradi-
tional academic boundaries. At the heart of Berger’s ideas is the

belief that all students are capable of producing work of exceptional

quality when nurtured in an environment that emphasises crafts-
manship, critical feedback, and a persistent pursuit of improve-
ment. This one-pager delves into the core principles of Berger’s

approach, illustrating how a culture of excellence can be cultivated

in educational settings to inspire students to achieve their fullest

potential. The inspiring story of “Austin’s Butterfly,” underpins the

power of iterative learning, the significance of peer critique, and the

transformative impact of holding high expectations for all students.

Austin’s Butterfly

The Transformational Impact of Achieving Excellence
‘Austin’s Butterfly’ is a compelling example used by Ron Berger to
illustrate the power of critique and revision in achieving excellence
in student work. It tells the story of a first-grade student named
Austin from Boise, Idaho, who was tasked with drawing a scientific
illustration of a butterfly as part of a school project. The story unfolds
through a series of drafts Austin creates, each improving upon the
last through specific, kind, and helpful feedback from his classmates.
The process begins with a simple and inaccurate drawing, but with
each iteration—guided by the constructive critiques of his peers—
Austin’s drawing becomes more detailed, accurate, and lifelike.
‘Austin’s Butterfly’ exemplifies key principles of Ron Berger’s Ethic
of Excellence, showcasing the transformative impact of revision, the
value of constructive peer critique, and the importance of a growth
mindset. Through Austin’siterative process and attentionto detail, the
story underscores how dedication and thoughtful feedback leads to
high-quality work and a deep sense of pride in one’s achievements.
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Excellent Work

Make High Standards the Status Quo
Bergersays, “work of excellenceis transformational. Once
astudentseesthatheorsheiscapable of excellence, that
studentisnever quitethe same;they’re never quite satisfied
withless”.Berger’s philosophyistodevelop studentsinto
motivatedandresilientlearnerswhohaveagrowthmindset.
Byembeddingthisethosinclassroompractices, students
notonly strivefor highstandardsintheiracademicwork but
alsocarrythispursuit of excellenceintoallaspects of their
lives. Toestablishthis,teacherscanactasfacilitatorsand
coaches,guiding studentsthroughthe process of setting
high expectations, providing meaningful feedback, and
encouragingtheiterative process of critique andrevision.
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Models

Provide and Analyse Models of Excellence
Quality models gives students clear examples of excel-
lencethatthey canvisualise and carry withthem.Models
provide students withsomething concrete whichthey can
use to support and construct their own thinking. Berger
explains, “Noamount of words canconvey whatone good
modeltellsme...lwantmy studentstocarryaroundpictures
intheir head of quality work.” Teachers should actively seek
out and present diverse examples of high-quality work
toinspire students to elevate their own work to match or
surpassthese standards.Furthermore, showing students
how to critically analyse examples can help them inter-
nalise the inherent qualities that make them successful.
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Multiple Drafts

Dedicate Time for Crafting and Drafting
Berger poses the question, “What high-quality work
can be achieved injust one draft?” He advocates for the
understanding that true quality comes from revision,
refinement, and improvement. Berger suggests that the
process of creating, receiving feedback, and revising is
essential for studentstoproducetheirbestwork. Through
multiple drafts, studentslearnthatexcellenceisajourney
rather than a destination, and that deep learning and
understanding come from the process of revision and
improvement. With this mind, teachers should provide
structured opportunities for peer and teacher feedback
and dedicate substantial time for independent practice.
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Critique

Facilitate Constructive Feedback
Ron Berger places significant emphasis
onthe power of critique in fostering excel-
lence in student work. He advocates for

Be Kind

Give Thoughtful Praise
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Celebrate Work

Share Students’ Work Publicly

Berger underscores the importance of making student

work public and celebrating excellence as a means to

drive highstandardsandincrease motivation.He explains

thatwhen students know their work willbe shared beyond

the classroom, they are more likely to invest effort and

take pride in their achievements. This public exhibition,
whether through presentations, displays, or digital port-
folios, provides a real audience and purpose, strength-
eningtheauthenticity andrelevance of the students’efforts.
Berger’'sidea of celebrating excellence not only acknowl-
edges students’ hard work but also builds a commu-
nity of learners who inspire and learn from each other.




