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Middl Level Edcation

Y very day, twenty million diverse, rapidly changing 10- to 15-
4 year-olds enrolled in our nation’s middle level schools are

Bodf making critical and complex life choices. They are form-
ing the attitudes, values, and habits of mind that will largely direct
their behavior as adults. They deserve schools that support them
fully daring this key phase of lite, Therefore, National Middle School
Association seeks to conceptualize and promote successful middle
level schools that enhance the healthy growth of young adolescents
as lifelong learners, ethical and democratic citizens, and increasingly
cornpetent, self-sufficient young people who are optimistic about the
future.

For middle schools to be successful, their students must be
successful; for students to be successful, the school’s organization,
curriculum, pedagogy, and programs must be based upon the devel-
opmental readiness, needs, and interests of young adolescents. This
concept is at the heart of middle level education. In this document,
National Middle School Association sets forth a vision to guide the
decisions of those responsible for shaping educational programs that
are cominitied to improving both learning and learners.

Contemporary society presents remarkably different challenges
from those educators faced just a few decades ago. While the tra-
ditional school functions — sharing our national heritage, acquiring

fundamental knowledge. teaching the tools of scholarship and the




workplace, and promoting democratic citizenship — remain valid,
achieving these functions today and meeting the academic imperative
and other new responsibilities require relevant curriculum and varied,
engaging teaching strategies that complement contemporary students.
Middle level educators, therefore, promote schools that build on effec-
tive traditional practices as they creare schools where learning is both
expedient and joyful and where learners are celebrated for their initia-
tive and accomplishments.

When developing successful middle level sclicols, educators and
others must consider the intent of the various concepts, specific pro-
grams, or operational features recommended. They should weigh the
*spirit” behind any proposal by asking “What is the vltimate purpose
of this program?” “What are we trying to accomplish?” or “How will
this program affect student growth, development, and achievement?”

Perhaps the most profound and enduring lessen learned in 30
vears of active middle school advacacy is that the several distinct el-
ements of successful middle level schools work best as parts of the
larger whole. In the early years of the middle schoo! movement, educa-
tors implemented what were then seen as middle schoel

Schoois should not choose characteristics such as advisory programs, teams, and
among characteristics,  exploratory offerings. While research and cumulative,
implementing only those  empirical evidence have confirmed that these charac-
that appsar to be more  teristics when present over time lead to higher levels of
achievable or seem student achievement and are supportive of the middle

more appropriate for a school concept, they have limited value when imple-
particular situation. mented singly, Schools should not choose among char-

acteristics, implementing only those that appear to be
more achievable or seem more appropriate for a school or a particular
situation. Rather, successful middie level schools recognize that the
14 characteristics described in This We Believe: Successful Schools
Jor Young Adolescents are interdependent and must be implemented
in concett.

o




Young Adolescents

Young people undergo more rapid and profound personal chang-
es between the ages 10 and 15 than at any other time in their lives.
Although growth in infancy is also very extensive, infants are not
the conscious witnesses of their development. Early adolescence is a
period of tremendous variability among youngsters of the same gen-
der and chronological age. Dissimilar rates of growth are common in
all areas of their development. Changes occur irregu-

larly, and no two young adolescents enter puberty at  With young adolescents,
the same time or progress at the same rate. Individual  achieving academic
differences proliferate, making dubious such assump-  success is highly

tions as, “All seventh graders are...” Race, poverty, or  dependent upon their
ethnicify may play an important role, as these condi-  other developmental needs
tions add to the tremendous variability of students. It alse being met.

is vitally important to recognize that the areas of de-

velopment — intellectual, physical, social, emotional, and moral — are
inexorably intertwined. With young adolescents, achieving academic
success is highly dependent upon their other developmental needs
also being met.

Changes in middle level students’ patterns of thinking become
evident in the ideas thev have about the world and how it functions.
These shifts may be apparent through the gnestions they pose to each
other and to trusted adults, in their reflections abont personal experi-
ences, in their views on moral issues, and through their perceptions of
stories, 1mages, and humor. Young adolescents reveal growing capac-
ity for thinking about how they learn, for considering multiple ideas,
and for planning steps to carry out their own learning activities. Such
evidence heralds growih toward more mature and abstract ways of
thinking. However, because cognitive growth occurs gradually and
irregularly, most middle level students require ongoing, concrete, ex-
periential learning in order to develop intellectually.

Early adolescence is characterized by accelerated movement fo-
ward reproductive maturity. Hormonal shifts trigger physical trans-



formations such as redistribution of body fat, increases in weight and
height, abrupt bone and muscle growth, and changes in voice, hair,
and complexion. In general, physical maturation begins much earfier
for girls than boys. Sexuval development prompts new physical, emo-
tional, and social concerns for both sexes. Early or late physical matu-
ration affects self-perception as well as status with peers and adults.

Concerns about appearance and body image usually generate
heightened interest in personal grooming among young adolescents.
Yet, their health choices are often inappropriate, for example, eating
foods inadequate for meeting the nutritional needs of their changing
bodies. In addition, many youngsters begin experimenting with tobac-
co, alcohol, other harmful drugs, and sex, all of which pose serious,
potential threats to personal health. Rapid physical changes combined
with the multiple hazards of contemporary life make early adoles-
cence a crucial period for developing healthy personal habits.

Parents or guardians almost always retain primary authority and
continue as the source of basic values for children. However, young
people’s desire for peer acceptance and the need to helong 1o parlicu-
lar social groups are often intense and sometimes lead to shifting alle-
giance from adults to peers. Issues of right and wrong, good and bad,
appropriate and inappropriate are increasingly influenced by other
young adolescents and by the media. Parents should recognize the ret-
icence of young adolescents to communicate with family members as
part of their striving for independence. Families, however, should take
care to keep their end of the communication line open. At the same
time, remember that young adolescents hunger for positive relation-
ships with caring adults and opportunities for informal interactions
and conversations with them.

Another concern is the effect of social forces on the moral devel-
opment of young adolescents. For the most part, young people make
good choices, but those decisions become more difficult in a world
where violence and the exploitation of vulnerable youth are ali too
prevalent. Young people receive conflicting messages about sexuality



and appropriate behavior, and often their schools and even parents
may shy away from discussing such issues with them. Developmen-
tally responsive middle level schools construct curricula that actively
assist young people as they formulate positive moral principles. This
crucia! guidance, of course, must reflect sensitivity and consider fam-
ily and community expectations.

All in all, the several developmental processes associated with
adolescence, while natural and necessary, present challenges to those
entrusted with the responsibility for the healthy development and
education of young adolescents, and it is very clear that the schools of
vesterday are ill-suited for meeting the challenges of today.

The Changing Society

The many transitions individuals undergo during early adoles-
cence would make growing up difficult enough in an unchanging
world. Societies today, however, are evolving rapidly, and virtually
every aspect of life has been altered. The second half of the 20th
century brought about unprecedented changes, especially in gender
rtoles, family structures and traditions, influences of electronic and
print media, the increasingly diverse and multicultural nature of
communities, and a growing international influence on life. Although
modern life 18 richer in many wayvs, the roles and markers for youth
have become ambiguous, offering fewer opportunities for making
meaningful contributions to family or society.

Family structure is also undergoing redefinition. Nuclear and ex-
tended families once provided clearer roles and responsibilities, and
many still do. However, with diverse familv configurations, some
voung adolescents are growing up in situations that vary in the num-
ber, gender, race, or ethnicity of parents or guardians. In addition, far
too many children grow up lacking adequate snpervision. Without
responsible adult role models present, unhealthy siteations exist when
voung adolescents live in an environment rife with temptations.



Although physical maturity occurs earlier than in previous gen-
erations, children still confront the same developmental hurdles. Dur-
ing early adolescence they need supportive adult guidance and advo-
cacy as much or more than ever as they struggle to maintain the hope
and optimism that have typically characterized youth.

The economy also directly affects young adolescents. A substan-
fial number have considerable disposable income and are a major tar-
get of marketing campaigns, most of which are clearly manipulative.
Others have little or no disposable money, yet live exposed to the same
marketing pressures. Many of the entertainment options available to
young adolescents foster superficial and selfish values, depict gender
roles inappropriately, and promote a passive, consumer-criented, and
at times, a sclf-destructive lifestyle. Young adolescents also witness
the negative results of poverty, racisni, drug and alcohol abuse, crime,
and child abuse, often without opportunities to understand why these
conditions occur and what they might do about them. Schools and
community programs must do more to cultivate responsible, moral
decision makers and discriminating, enlightened consumers.

The guidelines for selecting educational goals, curriculum con-
tent, and instructional processes grow out of an awareness of and re-
spect for the nature of these distinctive voung adolescents. Educators
who understand them and the cultural context in which they grow to
maturity will make wise decisions about the kinds of schools needed.

The Vision Framed

National Middle School Association’s vision for a successful
middle school is delineated in the following 14 characteristics. Eight
are facets of the culture of such schools. The remaining six are pro-
grammatic characteristics that can evolve in such a culture. As previ-
ously noted, all of these features or attributes of a successful middle
school, while nesessarily presented as individual items, must work in

harmony.
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National Middle School Association D&lieves...

Successful schools for young adolescents arc
characterized by @ CUIEUTE that includes

* Educators who value working with this age group
and are prepared to do so

¢ Courageous, collaborative leadership

* A shared vision that guides decisions

* An inviting, supportive, and safe environment

» High expectations for every member of the learning community
» Students and teachers engaged in active learning

= An adult advocate for every student

¢ School-initiated family and community partnerships.

Therefare, successful schools ]
for young adolescents pmvade

= Curriculum that is relevant, challenging, integrative,
and exploratory

¢ Multiple learning and teaching approaches
that respond to their diversity

* Asgsessment and evaluation programs that
promote guality learning

* QOrganizational structures that support meaningful
relationships and learning

= School-wide efforts and policies that foster health,
wellness, and safety

* Multifaceted guidance and support services.
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Successfui schools for young adolescernts are
characterized by a culture that includes

Educators who value working with this age group and are
prepared to do so.

Effective middle level educators make a conscious choice to
work with voung adolescents and advocate for them. They under-
stand the developmental uniqueness of this age group, the curriculum
they teach, and effective learning and assessment strategies. Such
educators are collaborators who know how to form learning part-
nerskips with their students, demonstrating empathy while engaging
them in significant academic learning experiences.

Middle level educators have a zest for living; they enjoy being
with young adolescents and understand the dynamics of the ever-
changing youth culture. They recognize the value of interdisciplinary
studies and integrative learning and make sound pedagogical dect-
sions based on the needs, interests, and special abilities of their stu-
dents. They are sensitive to individual differences, respond positively
to the diversity present, and know how to involve families.

Middle level educators serve as role models for students. They
realize their own behavior sends influential messages to young ado-
lescents and so practice those qualities of heart and mind they want
young adolescents to develop. Educators serve their students well
when they model inclusive, collaborative, democratic, and team-
oriented approaches to teaching and learning. When such dedicated
and knowledgeable middle level educators work together, they create
exciting possibitities for all students; their professional commitment
and passion make a positive difference in the Tives of the young ado-
lescents they teach.

Educators need specific teacher preparation before they enter
middle level classrooms and continuous professional development as
they pursue their careers. Guidelines and exemplary programs for
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preparing middle level educators have been published by National
Middle School Association and others. Such programs require depth
ofknowledge in at least two content areas, understanding of'the learn-
ing process, and extensive ficld-based experiences at the middle level.
State departments of education and institutions of higher learning
share responsibility for developing appropriate programs to provide
both initial preparation and graduate programs leading to middie level
licensure. Schools and school districts have the prime responsibility
for providing ongoing professional development but should use the
resources provided by state departments, colleges, universities, and
professional associations.

Courageous, collaborative leadership

Courageous, collaborative middie level leaders understand young
adolescents and the soctety in which they live. They also understand
the theory and best practice of middle level education. As architects
for change, such leaders know that yesterday does not have to deter-
mine tomorrow. They strive to educate colleagues, parents, policy-
makers, and communify members about middle school philosophy
and proven practices in order to build support for long-term, continu-
ous school improvement. Their understénding and commitment help
them challenge and change practices that do not serve students’ best
interests. Such leaders understand the nuances of teaming, student
advocacy, and exploration as components of a larger middle level pro-
gram. Ultimately, such leadership empowers others to make the often
needed hard decisions as they address the education and well-being of
each and every student.

Central office staff, boards of education, and other stakeholders
play important roles in developing successful schools for young ado-
lescents; but clearly, the principal has the central role. As the prime
determiner of the school culture, the principal influences student
achievement and teacher effecriveness by advocating, nurturing, and
sustaining an effective instructional program. The principal, working
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collaboratively with a leadership team, focuses on building a learn-
ing community that involves all teachers and places top priority on
the education and healthy development of every student, teacher, and
staff member.

Courageous middle level leaders know that professional devel-
opment should be integrated into the daily life of the school and di-
rectly Tlinked to the school’s goals for student and teacher success and
growth. To meet these goals, people work together in study groups,
focus on learning results, analyze student work, and carry out action
research. The principal promotes instructional improvement through
ongoing informal conversations with teachers about classroom prac-
tices as well as by more formatl conferences.

Principals understand that successful schools committed to the
long-term implementation of the middle school concept must be col-
laborative enterprises in which improvement does not depend on any

single person. Such principals recognize teachers as

leaders and use the expertise of a variety of people to  The schoo! itself is a

ensure the academic growth and well-being of every  teacher. Pupils learn not
student. They understand that school reform is a long-  only from the instruction

term proposition; to be successful, new programs must  offered but from the
become integral to the school culture. They also know  impiicit lessons as well,

that the school itself is a teacher and that pupils learn not
only from the instruction offered but from the implicit lessons as well
—the ways adults treat each other. set priorities, and make decisions.

A shared vision that guides decisions

Vision, as someone has said, is an acute sense of the possible.
Research and exemplary practice over the past four decades have
provided middle leve! educators with a strong sense of the possible.
Idealistic and uplifting, the resulting vision reflects the very best we
know and lights the way toward achieving a truly successful middle
level school. It reveals how research and practice can work in har-
mony to provide the foundation for building a schieol in which every

11
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student can succeed. The vision becomes the basis for a concige, writ-
ten mission siatement that is known and supported by all siakehold-
ers — students, teachers, administrators, families, board of education
members, and others i1 the community.

The collaborative process of developing the vision and a shared
mission statemnent is critical to the long-term success of any school.
The vision, however, must evolve out of the lives and philosophies of
the educators involved, not just out of committee consensus. All deci-
sions made about the school should be guided by a shared vision and
the living, breathing mission statemenr derived from that vision.

The mission statement should take into account the district phi-
losophy and goals as well as relevant state and federal guidelines.
Data from national studies and local action research studies provide
further information about promising practices. School leaders keep
their fingers on the school’s pulse and reguiarly ask for input into the
vision and mission statement from students, parents, and community.
The fundamental building block, however, must always be the very
best knowledge we have about the human growth and development of

youngsters ages 10 to 15,

When a shared vision and mission statement become operation-
al, middle Jevel educators pursue appropriate practices in developing
a challenging academic program; they develop criteria to guide deci-
sions and a process to make needed changes. Reviewing new ideas as
they apply to this vision and its subsequent mission is a task that must
be revisited regularly as circomstances change and new research and
practices emerge.

An inviting, supportive, and safe environment

A successful school for young adolescents is an inviting, support-
ive, and safe place, a joytul community that promotes in-depth learn-
ing and enhances studenis’ physical and emotional well-being. In a
healthy school environment, human relationships are paramount.
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ers and administrators who speak to students by naine, and students
who interact comfortably and respectfully with adults and each
other. Statements of encouragement and positive feedback substan-

Visitors see staff members who are cordial to each other, teach-

tialty outnumber disciplinary or correctional comments. Tnteractions
among staff members and between students refiect democracy, fair-
ness, and mutuat respect. Teachers, staff, and students learn and put
into practice the skills of direct feedback, mediation, heaithy and ap-
propriate confrontation, positive risk taking, and personal and col-
laborative goal setting. Students and adults have a shared language to
discuss issues of diversity and equity. The essence of a happy, healthy
school lies in the talk one hears.

Everyone in an inviting school works proactively to eliminate
harassment, verbal abuse, bullying, and name-calling. Students and
teachers understand that they are part of a community where differ-
ences are respected and celebrated. Wheu this egalitarian concept
becomes embedded in daily school life, less time is devoted to set-
tling disputes and managing classtoom discipline. In schools that
promote a safe and supportive environment, students are encouraged
to take intellectual risks, to be bold with their expectations, and to
explore new challenges. Every student — no matter what

creed, CO]OI’, Or uuigueness — serves as a genuime pﬁl’t The teamis a h@m awa}

- - o divi fr e, the place
of the community and contributes based on individual rom home, the piac
e ¥ 4 ooy
strengils. witere students work

and iearn together with
teachers and classmatss
with whom they identify.

The school ensures that every student has at least
one adult advocate who knows that student well, and all
students are comfortable talking to auy staff member.
Schools develop structures so that students will be kuown as individ-
uals and feel cared for and valued. Teams comprised of two or more

teachers with the students they teach in commou are essential to the
Process of creating learning communities. The team is a home away
from home, the place where students work and learu tozether with
teachers and classmates with whom they identify.




The school buildings and campus make an immediately visible
staterment about caring. An attractive, inviting, and clean physical plant
is an expression of a supportive and safe environment. Student work is
prominently displayed, an indication that learning is a schoal priority.
Like the young adolescents themselves, the climate of developmentally
responsive middle level schools requires constant nurturing.

Middle level educators, students, and their families plan and im-
plement effective transition procedures for incoming students. These
activities ensure that students become successfully integrated into the
middle level school and maintain their continuous academic and social
progress. Transition activities for students moving to the next level
must be planned collaboratively with high school educators who rec-
ognize, understand, and build on the strong preparation students have
received.,

High expectations for every member of the learning community

Educators in developmentally responsive middle level schools hold
and act upon high expectations for themselves as well as their students.
Likewise, students hold themselves and their teachers to equally high
expectations. Such confidence promotes positive attitudes and behav-

Successful middie level
schools are grounded in
the understanding that
voung adoiescents are
capable of far more than
adults often assume,

iors and motivates students to tackle challenging learn-
ing activities. Teachers convey their high expectations
by personal examples, gestures, casual remarks, and
attitudes.

Successful middle level schools are grounded in
the understanding that young adolescents are capable
of far more than adults often assume. Educators recog-
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nize that students are curious and concerned about the world and their
place in it, and they understand that students thrive when engaging in
genuine activities that make a difference in their schools and commu-
nities. Young adolescents need adults who believe in them and provide
appropriate challenges, opportunities, and support.
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Achieving high academic performance for every student requires
more than just raising standards or gaining an adequate score on a
standardized test. [t means empowering students to learn, to become
intellectually engaged, and to behave as responsible citizens. It calls
for them to develop initiative and responsibility so they can reach their
potential. High expectations require adults to start where students are,
understanding their individual needs, interests, and learning styles,
then fashion a substantive curriculum and pace for learning to ac-
complish individual levels of understanding and development. In this
way, educators translate expectations into standards that are concrete,
clearly written with examples, congruent with a school’s mission, and
frequently revisited.

Adults and voung people alike tend to live up to these expecta-
tions. Where teachers expect much of themselves, there is every likeli-
hood they will not be disappointed when they expect much of young
adolescents.

Students and teachers engaged in active learning

Successful middle schools are characterized by the active en-
gagement of students and teachers. It could not be otherwise, for ev-
erything we know about the nature of young adolescents and the prin-
ciples of learning makes it obvious that the most successful learning
strategies are ones that invalve each student personally. Developmen-
tally responsive instructional practices place students at the center of
the learning process. In such situations students are viewed as actors
rather than audience.

The intellectual development that occurs between the years 10 to
L5 permits students to become moxe active participants in the teaching-
learning process. As they gradually develop the ability to hypothesize,
to organize information into useful and meaningful constructs, and to
grasp long-term cause and effect relationships, students are ready and
able to play a major role in their own learning and education.



Although hands-on activities are universaily advocated, devel-
opmentally responsive middle schools take that concept further with
what might be termed “hands-joined” activities, ones teachers and
students develop by working together. Such activities promote student
ownership and lead to levels of understanding and motivation unlike-
ly when students are simply completing teacher-made assignments.

When students routinely assume the role of teacher, and teachers
demonstrate that they are still learners, the conditions of a genuine
learning community are present. Teachers are active participants in
learning activities rather than just being observers of students at work.
Such collaboration leads to mastery of important concepts, demon-
strates democratic processes, and fosters meaningful student-teacher
relationships.

An aduit advocate for every student

Academic success and personal growth increase markedly when
young adolescents’ affective needs are met. Therefore, all adults in
developmentally responsive middle level schools are advocates, ad-
visors, and mentors. The concept of advocacy is fundamental to the
school’s culture, embedded in its every aspect. Advocacy is not a sin-

gular event or a regularly scheduled time; it is an atti-

Young adolescenis have
many concerns about
matiers that lie outside
the parameters of the
academic curricuium,
and they need
opportunities tc discuss
these with one ancther
and a trusted adult.

tude of caring that translates into action when adults are
responsive to the needs of each and every young adoles-
cent 1n their charge.

Each student must have one adult to support that
student’s academic and personal development. This
adult is a model of good character who is knowledge-
able about young adolescent development in general,
who self-evidently enjoys working with young adoles-
cents, and who comes to know students well as indj-
viduals. Advocates or advisors are not counselors, but

they listen and guide youth through the ups and downs of school life.
Young adolescents have many concerns about matters that lie outside
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the parameters of the academic curriculum, and they need opportuni-
ties to discuss these with one another and a trusted adult.

The advisor is the primary liaison between the school and family
and often initiates contact with parents, providing pertinent informa-
tion about the student’s program and progress, as well as being ready
to receive calls from any parent with a concern. Helping families stay
engaged in their child’s education is a critical task. Students secking
independence often prefer to keep home and school separate, but a
high quality of three-way communication will ensure that students,
their parents, and the advisor will be mutually supportive.

Advisors are in a position to recognize behavioral changes in
students that should be brought to the attention of counselors, admin-
istrators, teachers, parents, and others who could provide appropriate
support. Advisors and all staff members facilitate healthy and caring
peer relationships by medeling the interpersonal relationships that
define the school vision. Protecting young adolescents from bullying,
for instance, begins when teachers in their classrooms as well as the
total culture of the school promote compassion, understanding, and
mutual respect.

To assist teachers in fulfilling the pastoral role, middle level
schools use a variety of organizational arrangements such as advisory
programs. extended homerooms, and team-based mentorships. These
efforts augment but do not conflict with comprehensive, essential
guidance and support services. The successful scliool demonstrates

a continuity of caring and support that extends throughout a student’s
iddle level experience.

School-initiated family and community partnerships

Schools do not presume to educate children alone. In todav’s so-
clety, genuine family and community involvement are fundamental
tomponents of successful schools for yvoung adolescents. Too many
pareuts mistakenly become less involved in middle school, believing
that their children need less support at this level. Continuing parental
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involvement is as important as ever, so schools must take the initia-
tive to develop needed home-school bonds. frequently parents are
uncertain about how they can be involved in this new and often larger
school. They may also be unsure about the most appropriate way to
deal with their rapidly changiug and maturing child but are hesitant
10 seek assistance,

Research studies cleatly link the involvement of both family and
other adults in the community with higher levels of student achieve-
ment, improved student behavior, and greater overall support for
schools. Successful middle leve! schools, therefore, promote famitly
involvement by sponsoring parent education programs, creating and
maintaining links between home and school, initiating volunteer pro-
grams, establishing coordinated home-school learning experiences,
and developing activities that involve community businesses and vari-
ous cultural and civic groups.

Principals and faculty members in these schools use a variety
of ways 1o reach out to families in partnership including meeting in
community centers or local housing projects, using language inter-
preters, or setting up a school “Family Learning Center” where par-
ents can obtain information, have materials translated, or meet with
schoo! officials and other parents. The traditional practices of school
newsletters, report cards, and parent-teacher conferences have been
joined and enhanced by e-mail, Web sites, student-led conferences,
and homework hotlines as valuable communication tools to inform
and involve parents and community members.

Middle level schools also seek appropriate partnerships with
businesses, social service agencies, and other organizations whose
purposes are consistent with the school’s mission. Students become
involved in apprenticeships, shadow studies, service learning projects,
and activities that use the community as a learning site. Community
members and school partners can provide corsiderable assistance and
expertise in the school’s instructional program as well.
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In any partnership or venture, all parties must benefit and share
mutually nnderstood roles and expectations. The school-family-com-
munity relationship is no different. Schools should expect families
and comimurnity to take advantage of opportunities provided to sup-
port student learning. Further, families should spend time engaged in
their children’s learning, thus demonstrating belief in the importance
of school success. When collaborating with families, educators must
be sensitive to local and cultural considerations.

Suceessfil schiools for young adolescents provide

Curricuium that Is relevant, challenging, integrative,
and expiotatery

Curriculum is the primary vehicle for achieving the goals and
objectives of a school. As commonly conceived, curriculum refers to
the content and skills taught. In developmentally responsive middle
level schools, however, curriculum embraces every planned aspect
of a school’s educational program. It includes those specific classes
designed to advance skills and knowledge as well as school-wide ser-
vices and programss such as guidance, clubs and interest groups, mu-
sic and drama productions, student government, sports, and service
learning experiences.

An etfective middle level curriculum is distinguished by learn-
ing activities that appeal to young adolescents and create opportuni-
ties to pose and answer questions that are important to them. The
curriculum of a successful middle level school must be relevant, chal-
lenging, iniegrative, and exploratory, from both the student’s as well
as the teacher's perspective,

. In exemplary middle level schools, curriculum is planned in
umits that last several weeks, using complex tasks and essential ques-
ons rather than day-to-day lessons. These units are often organized

1




around a theme or integrated by a melding of the teacher goals and
students’ questions rather than through the separate subject format
more appropriate for high schools.

7

The “hidden curriculum,” what students learn indirectly from
the people they come in contact with, the structures in which they
work, and the issues that inevitably occur in a human enterprise, has
a powerful influence on what students learn, In fact, this aspect of
learning is sometimes so profound and long-lasting that it overrides
more traditional learning. Lives are shaped less by direct instruction
than by “wayside teaching,” those small individual actions, probing
questions, subtle reminders, earned commendations, and personalized
challenges. Teachers in successful muddle level schools

The “hidden curricuium”  skillfully interweave the planned curriculum with the

has a powerful influence unplanned, ensuring that interactions with students are

on what students jearn,  positive, all students are valued, and all students are

treated equitably.

The age-old but recently reinforced task of covering prescribed
content constitutes an ongoing challenge for middle level teachers
and curriculum developers since they recognize that covering and
learning are not synonymous. The task of designing developmentally
appropriate educational experiences for young adolescents that takes
nto account state and federal standards is a challenge worthy of our
best efforts.

Relevant
Curriculum is relevant when it allows students to pursue answers to
questions they have about themselves, content, and the world. When
teachers help them see the many connections that link various sub-
jects, students recognize the holistic nature ot all knowledge. Student-
generated questions may lead to more demanding study, particularly
when the prescribed curriculum is too often preoccupied with answers
to questions young adolescents never ask. They need opportunities to
study concepts and learn skills in areas that interest them as well as
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those determined by adults. Almost any aspect of a school’s curricu-
lum may be relevant to a young adolescent when developed with ref-
erence to students’ questions, ideas, and concerns. The more engaged
and self-directed the youngster, the wider becomes what is “relevant.”
Relevant curriculum involves students in activities that are rick in
personal meaning. Making curriculum relevant, however, does not
by any means indicate topics and material to be studied should be
limited solely to students’ preexisting interests. Relevant curriculum
creates new interests, opening doors to new knowledge and opportu-
nities for “stretching” students to new levels of learning.

Challenging
Challenging curriculum actively engages young adolescents, mar-
shalling their sustained interests and efforts. It addresses substan-
tive issues and skills, is geared to their levels of understanding, and
increasingly enables them to assume control of their own learning.
Learning tasks must be perceived as achievable, even if difficult.

Emphasizing important ideas and skills requires teachers to
stretch themselves, moving well beyond merely “covering material.”
Using their good judgment in consultation with students, they select
1deas for in-depth study from a vast range of information and materi-
als that are genuinely important and worth knowing. For these issues
to come alive, teachers must help students examine values. assump-
tions, basic principles, and alternative points of view, addressing why
things happen as well as #ow. They must teach skills and concepts in
context, with the focus on helping students become skilled writers,
thinkers, and explorers, rather than merely copying or memorizing
others’ ideas.

Given the developmental diversity present in any middle level
classroom, gearing curriculum to each student’s level of understand-
ing can be a daunting task. In addition to varied learning styles and
different rates of development, young adolescents’ cultural back-
grounds and prior experiences must be taken into account. Efforts to
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eliminate tracking and to include those with special needs in regular
classes increase student diversity further. Adapting curriculum so as
to challenge and provide continuous progress for each and every stu-
dent requires significant collaboration among all teachers, counselors,
school social workers, parents, and students.

Both content and methods must be diversified and individualized.
As a first step, teachers can offer choices among learning opportuni-
ties, providing challenges for all students to reach and grow, whatever
their current abilities. Independent study, small group work, special
interest experiences, and apprenticeships are other means of address-
ing individual needs.

Because of young adolescents’ drive toward independence, they
need a challenging curriculum that ultimately enables them to guide
the course of their own education. Consonant with their varying ca-
pacities to handle responsibility, students must be nurtured in making
choices and decisions about curricular goals, conteut, activities, and
means of assessment. In addition, every middle level student should
have opportunities to participate in team governance that fosters ini-
tiative, responsibility, and understanding of and appreciation for a
democratic way of life.

Integrative
Curriculum is integrative when it helps students make sense of their
lives and the world around them and when students learn how to make
significant, meaningful decisions about their learning. Such curricu-
lum is coherent, focusing on those ideas that cross arbitrary subject
boundaries.

Middle level schools must provide experiences, courses, and
units, directed either by individual teachers or by teams, that are spe-
cifically designed to be integrative; for that is how young adolescents
learn best. Reading, writing, and other fundamental skills should be
taught and practiced wherever they apply, rather than taught only in
isolation as separate subjects. Moreover, all teachers should help stu-
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dents see how content and skills learned in schoo! are applicable in
their daily iives. Using journals, portfelies, conferences, and other
strategies provide students oppertunities to reflect on their experi-
ences, an essential step toward recognizing their progress and accept-
ing responsibility for their owsn learning, Refiection is a natural part
of self-evaluation and engoing learning.

Integrating all these dimensions is most effective when the cur-
riculum is focused on issues significant to both students and adults.
Sincereal life issues are by nature transdisciplinary,

attention to them integrates the curriculum in  Since real life issues are
natural ways. Intellectual, social, physical, com- by nature transdisciplinary,
munication, and technological skills are learned  attention to them integrates
and applied in centext. Critical thinking, deci-  the curriculum in natural
sion making, and creativity are enhanced when  ways.

students examine appropriate preblems and take
steps to help solve them. In such cases, they produce or construct
knowtedge rather than simply being consumers of information.

Exploratory

The middle scheol is the finding place. The entire curriculum at this
level should be exploratory, for young adolescents, by nature, are ad-
venturesome, curious explorers. Exploration, in fact, is the aspect of
a successful middle school’s curriculum that most directly and fully
refiects the nature and needs of young adolescents. Although some
experiences or courses may be labeled expleratory, it should not be
assumned they are, therefore, non-academic. The reverse is also true; a
sclid academic, science for example, when properly taught, clearly is
exploratory. Exploration is an attitude and approach, not a classifica-
tion of content.

There is a particularly critical side to the exploratory responsibil-
ity of the middle level. [n many respects, this level of school is a last
chance. [f vouth pass through early adelescence without broad, ex-
ploratory experiences, thetr future lives may be needlessly restricted.
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They deserve opportunities to ascertain their special interests and
aptitudes, to engage in activities that will broaden their views of the
world and of themselves. They need, for instance, the chance to be a
member of a musical group, though never destined to become a profes-
sional musician, to have a part in a play, though never to become an
actor, or to create visual images through drawing and paiuting, though
never to beconie an artist.

Curriculum that is exploratory also has potential career value,
leads to healthy recreational and leisure time pursuits, or is a precursor
for significant community service, It enriches life and makes a major
contribution to the development of well-rounded, more self-sufficient
adults. Exptoratory and enrichment experiences are fundameutal com-
ponents of a successful middle level school and deserve full attention.

Curriculum for the 21st Century

The middle level curriculum needed today must respond to more de-
mands than ever, including newer state and federal standards. How-
ever, that does not mean the curriculum should be standardized or
uninspired. Curriculum that meets the needs of young adolescents is
based on criteria of high quality that provide direction for what young
adolescents should know and be able to do and help them achieve the
attitudes and behaviors needed for a full, productive, and satistying
life. Such a curriculum seeks to achieve objectives that go well beyond
scores on standardized tests.

Developing curriculum is an important responsibility for educa-
tors who must cultivate the disposition and skills of scholarship and
provide learning experiences that draw from and integrate the dis-
ciplines. The rapid expansion of knowledge constitutes the ongoing
and difficult task of selecting content that is at the same time relevant,
challenging, integrative, and exploratory. No other phase of designing
a successful middle school is as important as creating developmentally
responsive curriculam.
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Muitiple iearming and teaching approaches that respond to
their diversity

The distinctive developmental and learning characteristics of
young adolescents provide the foundation for selecting learning and
teaching strategies, just as they do for designing curriculum. Teach-
ing approaches should enhance and accommodate the diverse skills,
abilities, and prior knowledge of young adolescents, cultivate multi-
ple intelligences, and draw upon students’ individual learning styles.
Students should acquire various ways of posing and answering ques-
tions and engage in learning situations wherein basic skills are mas-
tered in functional contexts. When learning experiences capitalize
on students’ cultural, experiential, and personal backgronnds, new
concepts are built on knowledge students already possess. Advanc-
ing every student’s literacy and numeracy development is an ongoing,
facnlty-wide responsibility embedded in the curricnium.

Since young adolescents learn best through engagement and in-
teraction, learning strategies involve students in dialogue with teach-
ers and with one another. They participate in decisions about what to
study and how best to study the topics selected. While some direct,
teacher-centered instruction is in order, varied approaches are need-
ed including experiments, demonstrations, surveys and opinion polls,
simulations, inquiry-based and group projects, and independent
study. Individual differences are accommodated through abundant
opportunities for student choice within classes and co-curricular pro-
grams. Experiences are provided that appeal to students with special
talents or mterests — intellectital, athletic, or artistic.

Teachers of various specialties work together to design learning
activities that will ensure appropriate challenges for ali types of learn-
ers. Emphasis is on collaboration and cooperation. Varying forms of
group work are used, depending on the purpose, with students at dif-
ferent times clustered at random by ability, by intervest, or by other
criteria, always with the goal of increasing student engagement and



learning. School personnel work in partnership with the families of
special needs students to determine the best educational program.

Instructional materials and resources are most worthwhile when
thev provide multiple viewpoints and encourage voung adolescents to
explore new ideas. The library-media specialist assists teachers and
teams by providing supplementary print and non-print resources re-

lated to topics being investigated. The community

instructional materials 18 @ major resource, serving both as a site for learn-
and resources are most  INE cxperiences that cannot be provided in a class-

worthwhile when they provide  100m and as a source of materials and guest experts

multiple viewpoints and  for class activities.

encourage young adclescents Technology should be used to advance learn-

to explore new ideas.  ing and should be available to every student. It is
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not an end in itself but opens up new instructional
and learning opportunities. Technology can develop higher-order
thinking skills and provide the most current information from many
sources, enabling teachers and students to interact with real world re-
sources in unprecedented ways. Through professional development
educators must become proficient in integrating technology into the
curriculum. Properly used, technology alse helps students develop
personal responsibility and independence and prepares them for con-
temporary life. Finally, although already comfortable with technol-
ogy, students need to investigate the many ramifications of what it
means fo live in a technological society and become informed and
wise consumers of modern media.

Major learning activities or units should always culminate in
some form of presentation in which students share with their parents
and cthers what they have dene and learned. Learning approaches that
are developmentally responsive require students to set personal goals
and consider their progress in achieving both the knowledge and be-
havioral goals consistent with applicable standards.
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Assessment and evaluation programs that promote guality
learning

Continuous, authentic, and appropriate assessment and evalua-
tion measures provide evidence about every student’s learning prog-
ress. Such information helps students, teachers, and family members
select immediate learning goals and plan further education. Grades
alone are inadequate expressions for assessing and reporting student
progress on the many goals of middle level education. In fact, grades
may actually work to inhibit many students’ learning and develop-
ment, forcing them to compete in an unequal race they know they

cannot win.

Students should have opportunities to set personal goals, chart
their individual growth, and reflect on their progress in achieving
the knowledge, skill, and behavioral abjectives of education. Means
of assessing student progress should also serve a learning function,
helping students to clarify their understandings as well as providing
information on which to make a judgment.

Although the words are often used interchangeably, assessment
and evaluation are distinctly different functions. Assessment is the
process of estimating a student’s progress toward an objective and us-
ing that information to help students continue their learning. Evalua-
tion is the process of using data and standards to judge the quality of
progress or level of achievement, Assessment and evaluation should
include both the processes and the products of learning, taking into
account student differences.

Teachers should specify the criteria for evaluation in advance in
the form of a rubric that defines levels of quality. These rubrics should
be designed with appropriate student involvement. Examples of qual-
ity work should be readily available. Young adolescenis are capable of
being active participants in both assessment and evaination and judg-
ing their accomplishments.



In addition to the content knowledge and skills typically evalu-
ated through paper and pencil tests, ways of assessing and evaluating
students’ growth must address the many other aspects of a student’s
development including critical thinking, independence, responsibility,
and those other desired personal attributes and dispositions that have
lifelong infiuence. This requires a varicty of assessment strategies in-
chiding journals, electronic portfolios, demonstrations, peer feedback,
teacher-designed tests, and audio or video evidences of learning.

In developmentally responsive middle level schools, assess-
ment and evaluation procedures also reflect the characteristics and
uniqueness of young adolescents. Since early adolescence is a crucial
period in building a clear self-concept and positive seif-regard, as-
sessment and evaluation should emphasize individual progress rather
than comparison with other students and should not rely on extrinsic
motivation. The goal is to help students discover and understand their
strengths, weaknesses, interests, aptitudes, and personalities. Student
self-assessment helps develop a fair and realistic self-concept. Young
adoiescents’ concern with peer approval 1s another reason to empha-
size¢ individualized evaluation and minimize comparisans with oth-
ers.

Educators should recognize students’ efforts and support their
developing work ethic, knowing that all students cannot reach a uni-
form standard at the same time. Emphasis should be on what the stu-
dent has accomplished. Successful schools also help families see how
a student’s performance corresponds with national or state norms.

Young adolescents’ desire for independence often leads to break-
downs in communication with adults in the family. However, when
students, families, and the teaching team all have active roles in evalu-
ating student progress, that gap is bridged. Student-led conferences
are especially valuable in achieving the goals of an assessment and re-
porting program. Various kinds of written reports from both students
and teachers, plus telephone and e-mail messages keep home and
school working together. Web sites provide opportunities for parents,
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teachers, and students to connect electronically, promoting continu-
ous communication between home and school.

Organizational structures that support meaningful relationships
and learing

The ways schools organize teachers and schedule and group
students have a significant impact on the learning environment. The
interdisciplinary team of twa to four teachers working

with a common group of students is the signature com-
ponent of high-performing schools, literally the heart
of the school from which other desirable programs and
experiences evolve. Although sometimes perceived
primarily as an organizational arrangement, teaming

The interdisciplinary
team is the signature
component of high-
performing scheols,
literaily the heart

must be much more. Teaming is the starting place for  of the school.

building a strong learning community with its sense of
fampily, where students and teachers know one another well, feel safe
and supported, and are encouraged to take intellectual risks.

Research shows that effective teams lead to improved student
achievement, increased parental contacts, an enhanced school cli-
mate, and positive student attitudes. Smaller teams of two or three
feachers have proven to be especially effective in achieving these
benefits. Furthermore, teaming has a positive impact on the profes-
sional lives of teachers, improving their sense of accomplishment.
Whether organized formally as vertical feams or not, teachers of a
particular subject have regular opportunities to meet together.

Daily or regular common planning time is essential so that
teams can plan ways to integrate the curriculum, analyze test data,
review student work, discuss current research, and reflect on the ef-
fectiveness of instructional approaches. Addressing the concerns of
individual students and day-to-day management details are impor-
tant topics on a team’s agenda but should not consume the bulk of
common planning time,




To achieve a desired sense of smallness, large schools may be
subdivided into “houses” or ““schools-within-a-school.” Either option
can replicate on a smaller scale the same mix of grade levels, ethnic
groups, and sociceconomic status that makes up the scheol as a whole,
Such arrangements foster the long-term student-teacher relationships
known to have real value during these transition years, from both an
educational and developmental standpoint. Keeping a small team of
teachers and their students together for two or three

Daily or regular comimon  years — a process often referred to as looping — and
planning time is essential  organizing a multiage team comprised of two or three
so teams can plan waysto  grade levels have demonstrated their merit. These
integrate the curriculum,  arrangements, which harken back to the one-room

analyze test data and school, deserve serious consideration because of their

student work, and discuss  value in promoting students” overall development and

current research and  learning.
instructional approaches.

A schedule that provides large blocks of ¢lass time
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permits teaching teams to conduct valuable learning
experiences such as field trips, debates, mock trials, or science experi-
ments that are uot possible in the usual single period. In such a block
schedule, a few students can be provided remedial support or others
freed to do enrichment activities without interfering with the ongoing
program. On occasion, two or three teams or an entire grade level can
meet together during the block.

Recognizing the limiting and many negative effects of academic
tracking, successful middle level schools use enrichment progranﬁs,
cooperative learning groups, independent study, and other practices
that respond to the variety of student competencies, interests, and
abilities and meet the needs of advanced learners.

In exemplary middle level schools, teachers who work together on
a team design and operate much of the program, collaborating across
teaching specialties, sharing responsibility for literacy development,
advocacy, and student life. They take advantage of opportunities to
vary the use of time, space, staff, and grouping arrangements to



achieve success for every student. Team leaders represent their teams
on a school-wide leadership team where they work with administra-
tors to set direction, provide feedback, and evaluate the school.

School-wide efforts and policies that foster health, wellness,
and safety

Developmentally responsive middle level schools promote abun-
dant opportunities for students to develop and maintain healthy minds
and bodies and to understand their personal growth. An emphasis on
health, wellness, and safety permeates the entire school, with faculty
members sharing responsibility for maintaining a positive school en-
vironment. The risks associated with tohacco, alcohol, drugs, diets,
and sexual activities are addressed in such a school.

A coordinated health program concentrates on those areas of
students’ personal lives that enhance or interfere with learning. These
areas provide opportunities for developing and practicing healthful
decision-making, coping, and refusal skills that are purposely rein-
forced throughout the curriculum. Written policies support and direct
a school’s efforts to address health and wellness within

courses, the school culture, school and compiunity col-  The school emphasizes
labarative projects, and parent partnerships. All adults  lifeleng physical activities
are encouraged to model good health habiis. Local — such as aevobics, dance,
health agencies cooperate with school and families in  and leisure-time sports
dealing with voung adolescent health issues. Schools  and fitness programs.

actively promote a safe and welcoming environment
by developing school and community-wide initiatives that identify
risks and promote protective conditions through a triie home-school-
community partnership.

A comprehensive health and wellness program includes student-
focused, integrated experiences that are implemented throughout the
curricufur, plus daily physical education activities that improve stu-
dents’ cardiovascular fitness, coordination, agility, and strength. The
school emphasizes lifelong phvsical activities such as aerobicg, dance,
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and leimure-time sports and finess programs. Intramural and extra-
curricular activities that require plysical activity must be develop-
mentally appropriate, be open to the entire student body, and comply
with recognizad natienal siandards. Schools aise recognize students
for gaing they make toward personal goals based on individual well-

ness protiles.

A scheol that fosters physical and psycholagicai safety sirives to
build restliency i young people by maintaining an environment in
wiiich peaceful and safe mteractions are expected and supported by
written policies, scheduled prefessional development, and student-
focused activities. These policies are clearly communicated w0 stu-
dents, teachers, and families. A strong sense of schocl community 1s
developed by teaching students how to manage anger, resolve con-
flicts peacefully, and prevent hateful or violent behaviors.

Schools whose policies, protessional development plansg, and
both formal end informal curricula consistently address the issues
mentioned previousty will also succeed in fostering health, wellness,
and safety. In such schools students have an increased sense of well-
being and a greater likelihood of succeeding academically.

Multifaceted guidance and support services

Young adolescents live in a world that presents them with manyv
choices. Developmentally responsive middle leve! schools, therefore,
provide both teachers and specialized professionals who are readily
available to offer the assistance many students need in negotiating
their lives both in and out of schocl. Counselors,

Developmentally responsive  special teeds teachers, school psychologists,
middle level schools provide — social workers, school nurses, and community

the assistarnce many students  liaisons assist young adolescents with lzarning

(W5}

need in negotiating their lives  difficulties, social adjustments, family issues,
bhoth in and out of schopl.  and health problems. They use their specific

[}

knowledge and skills to team with classroom
teachers and administrators to promote student
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progress. Consistent communication and interaction among special-
ists and classroom teachers help to assure that student behaviors and
learning needs are accurately assessed and met. All faculty are aware
of appropriate referral services and procedures to follow when rec-
ommending students for specialized services.

Counselors, administrators, and teachers can Advocacy programs help

students develop respect for
self and others. They foster
compassion, a workable

set of values, and the skills
of cooperation, decision
making, and goal setting.

use student advocacy programs to provide ongoing
assistance to ali students. These programs make it
possible for concerned adults to meet regularly with
students in small groups during the school day.
Small partner teams are especially effective in pro-
viding classroom-based guidance and support. Ad-

vocacy programs help students develep respect for
self and others. They foster compassion, a workable
set of values, and the skills of cooperation, decision making, and goal
setting. The advocacy program design is based on the specific culture
of the school and community and is developed to meet the needs of
those particular students. Advocates receive ongoing professional de-
velopment to help fulfill this vital role.

School counselors support teachers in advisory programs, dem-
onstrate and conduct classroom group activities, and offer both one-
on-one and small group guidance sessions for students as needed.
They sponsor peer mediation and peer tutoring programs and share
their expertise with teams and individual teachers, often serving as
resource persons in classroom activities. They also meet with parents.
usually iu conjunction with teams or individual teachers.

Parents need help in understanding the relaticnship between
various middle school course options and the high school’s programs.
School counselors facilitate transition programis for students entering
and exiting the middle level school. An essential part of that transition
is identifying special needs students and communicating their assis-
tance plans to those responsibie for them.



School counselors coerdinate the support services provided by
the school system, ensuring the most effective use of specialists such
as school psychologists, social workers, and speech therapists. They
sec that guidance services are articulated with those of the district’s
elementary and high schools and access and coordinate community-
based services for the well-being of their students. Counselors are
important specialists with people-oriented skills and should not be
burdened with administrative or report-related responsibilities.



