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NYSMSA MISSION STATEMENT AND GOALS

MISSION: The New York State Middle School Association (NY SMSA) represents those who serve the educational needs
of al young adolescentsin New York State. We are committed to creating, promoting, and supporting effective middle-
level programs that are academically rigorous and devel opmentally appropriate.

VISION: NYSMSA acts on our belief that all young adolescents are entitled to academically rich and developmentally
appropriate programs. Toward this end, we work collaboratively with the educational community to make high-
performing middle-level programs the norm in New York State through full implementation of the Essential Elements and

application of cutting-edge research.

NY SMSA’s goals are listed below. Taking into consideration current research and available resources, these goals will
assist the Association in fostering the creation of new curriculain support of the NY Slearning standards and, in general,
supporting the improvement of instruction for middle-level studentsin New York State.

AWARENESS AND RESPONSIVENESS

NY SMSA believes that we must:

» Promote a climate of acceptance and understanding of
young adolescents;

e Stimulate and promote the development of the middle
level as adistinct educational structure for young
adol escents,

» Promote middle-level education and be a significant
advocate for the appropriate education of young
adol escents,

o Offer avariety of professional development activities
that positively impact the attitudes, performances, and
practices of middle-level educators.

e Compile, maintain, and respond to current research
and development initiatives.

SUPPORT

NY SMSA believes that we must:

» Beasignificant source of information and resources
on young adolescents and their schooling;

 Offer consultant support to schools and districtsin
refining and strengthening their middle-level
programs,

» Provide avariety of resources (video, publication,
teleconferences, position papers, etc.) in support of
appropriate programs for young adolescents;

» Seek, secure, and provide grants and other financial
resources to support planing and implementation of
effective middle-level practices;

 Provide, throughout the year, member servicesto
public and non-public urban, suburban, and rural
schools;

» Engage regional directors who provide, assist, and
support regional and state activities;

 Support the ongoing importance of communication
and interaction between State Education Department
personnel and members of the Association.

CURRICULUM, INSTRUCTION, &

ASSESSMENT

NY SMSA believes that we must:

* Influence the quality and content of pre-service and in-
service education for prospective and practicing
middle-level educators;

 Support teachers, schools, and districts in refining and
strengthening their middle-level programs,

» Work with constituent groups to identify effective
models for curricular, instructional, and assessment
issues;

 Disseminate position papers that provide guidance on
appropriate curricula, instruction, and assessment
issues;

» Monitor the implementation of the NY S learning
standards at the intermediate level, promoting
programs with strong academic rigor within the
framework of good middle-level practice;

» Monitor the intermediate assessment results, seeking
to ensure the results measure good middle-level
practice and are devel opmentally appropriate in scope,
content, and administration.

COLLABORATION

NY SMSA believes that we must:

» Work with other associations in sponsoring
professional development activities,

 Implement a collaborative relationship with
universities, departments of higher education, SED,
NMSA, parent-teacher organizations, and other groups
that impact on the lives of young adolescents;

» Develop and expand cooperative ventures and
relationships with corporations and businesses;

* Create networks of educators, parents, and others
involved in the lives of young adolescents;

 Serve on the boards of supportive organizations,

» Engage in continuous planning through participation
and shared decision-making;

 Provide for internal assessment of all major
Association functions with provisions for external
audit where appropriate.
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Chris Reed

From the Editor’s Desk

| hope you enjoy this
issue of In Transition.
We have several
articles that cover a
nice array of topics
including brain re-
search, organization,
collaboration, interdis-
ciplinary instruction,
reading, and more. To
an extent, NYSMSA’s
goal in publishing a
journal isto provide
something for all of our constituent readers.
We offer articles on cutting-edge research and
the very latest in the field of educating the
middle-level child. We love to present sub-
missions from our friends in higher education
and, in fact, welcome the opportunity to
increase the dialogue among our groups.
Finally, akey feature of the journal is (and
will remain) thoughtfully written articles from
middle-level educators. What are our best
practices? Who is willing to share a new or
creative way of delivering an instructional
unit? Advocacy, academic intervention ser-
vices (AlS), differentiated instruction (DI),
interdisciplinary instruction, response to
intervention (RT1), technology, scheduling,
extra curriculars, fund raising, co-teaching -
pick atopic. As an educator, you may be
sitting on a gold mine of information that
could be of great use to other educatorsin the
field. Please consider capturing that informa-
tion in the form of an article for In Transition
and share it with your colleagues across the
state. You will find article submission infor-
mation elaborated in detail in thisissue.

Chris Reed

About the Cover

Students at the Oliver W. Winch Middle
School collected invertebrate samples on the
Hudson River banks back in September of
this year. The collection siteislocated at The
Fish Hatchery in Warrensburg, New York.
Thisis one of two sites that the students of
Red 7 visit yearly in an organized effort to
expand upon an interdisciplinary project that
focuses on this great river.

Thisinterdisciplinary project encom-
passes all of the core content areasand is
explained in detail in The Hudson River:
One Team’s Approach to Flowing across
the Content Areas, an article that begins on
page 31 of this publication. Throughout the
year, the students will develop a greater
knowledge base of the Hudson River by
comparing and contrasting the two river sites
visited. The two field trips, which will
incorporate parallel lesson plansaswell as
assessments, will scaffold off one another.
Ultimately, based on their prior knowledge,
students will develop a greater understand-
ing of the influence of the Hudson River and
itsimpact on American history.

For further information on one team'’s
approach to a successful interdisciplinary
project, please contact Victoria Leroux at
lerouxv@sgfallssd.org.
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Linda Ruest

A few thoughts from the President...

On September 11,
2001, my radio
station of choice
became National
Public Radio. And
because | spend an
inordinate amount
of timein my car,
that choiceisan
important one to
me. | appreciate
NPR’s in-depth
coverage of issues
that matter to me; | appreciate the interviews
with famous, infamous, and little-known
people; | appreciate NPR’s reporting of na-
tional, international and local news; | even
appreciate the attempts at humor during
annual pledge drives. But some of the things
that | appreciate most about NPR are the
“This| Believe’ essays, written and read on
air by listeners.

According to the National Public Radio
website: This| Believe is an international
project engaging people in writing, sharing,
and discussing the core values that guide their
daily lives. These short statements of belief,
written by people from all walks of life, are
archived here and featured on public radio in
the United States and Canada, aswell asin
regular broadcasts on NPR. The project is
based on the popular 1950s radio series of the
same name hosted by Edward R. Murrow.

Linda Ruest

| am routinely impressed and sometimes
surprised to hear what people believein
strongly enough to put pen to paper, or finger-
tips to keyboards, and share their beliefs with

the world. And | very frequently share their
beliefs. Like Nobel Laureate, Elie Wiesel, |
believein “A God Who Remembers.” Like
chemist John Warner, | believe in “ Asking the
Right Questions.” Like newspaper reporter
Laurie Granieri, | believein “Leaving Work to
Watch the Sunset” (although | admit to not
acting on that belief often enough.)

So, | often listen to these on-air essays and
contemplate what | believe in strongly enough
that | would put pen to paper to share those
beliefs with NPR’s listeners. And inevitably,
my thoughts bring me to the world of middle-
level education and the core beliefs that have
shaped my actions throughout my life as an
educator.

Asamiddle-level teacher, | was strongly
motivated by my belief that “all students can
learn.” And | further believed and continue to
believe that students learn best from teachers
who act on this belief.

As an administrator, | was strongly moti-
vated by that same belief and additionally by
my belief that, in order for all studentsto
learn, both human and fiscal resources must
be committed to ensuring that they do.

As an educational consultant, | am
strongly motivated by my belief that, in order
for all studentsto learn, a school’s mission,
vision, goals, and actions must have the
common focus of providing a developmentally
responsive, academically challenging educa-
tion for all students.

Asamiddle-level advocate in New York
State, | am strongly motivated by the State
Education Department’s Essential Elements of
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Sandards-Focused Middle-Level Schools or
Programs. And because | believe in the essen-
tial nature of the Essential Elements, | further
believe that:

» The Essential Elements should be imple-
mented in every middle-level programin
New York State;

» Middle-level faculties across New York
State should be assessing their degree of
implementation of the Essential Elements
and developing a plan of action for full
implementation.

All of this leads me to an articulation of
my core belief as President of NYSMSA:
“We'reAll in This Together.”

This | Believe: We’re All in This Together

The NYSM SA Board of Directors takes
very seriously its responsibility to advocate
for full implementation of the Essential Ele-
ments in all middle-level schoolsin New York
State. We know that SED can’'t do it alone. We
know that schools and districts can’t do it
alone. We know that none of the many educa-
tional organizations that support the Essential
Elements can do it alone. And we know that
our fifteen-member NY SMSA Board cannot
do it alone. We are in this together, and we
need to act accordingly.

Toward that end, our Board has committed
to planning and co-sponsoring a Middle-Level
Educational Summit to be held this summer,
bringing together leaders from various educa-
tional organizations, business, and govern-
ment around the issue of middle-level educa-
tion in New York State. The purpose of the
Summit is to bring about a common under-
standing of current New York State policy and
regulations relating to middle-level education
and to develop a statewide implementation
plan that will bring these best practicesinto
our schools and classrooms. We believe that,
together, we will be able to effectively achieve
our NY SM SA vision — to make high-per-

forming middle-level programs the normin

New York State through full implementation
of the Essential Elements and application of
cutting-edge research.

Additionally, because we're all in this
together, our Regional Directors have commit-
ted to organizing Regional Teams of middle-
level educators who are interested in moving
forward the middle-level agendain their
regions. These teams will be charged with
organizing and hosting regional meetings and
professional development events that inform
and inspire middle-level educatorsto plan for,
implement, and assess programs that address
the Essential Elements. Members of these
regional teams will be invited to serve on
NY SMSA committees, contribute to
NY SM SA publications, and present at
NY SM SA conferences and institutes. In short,
they will actively contribute to the work of
NYSMSA. To join one of these Regional
Teams, visit www.nysmsa.org and click on
NYSMSA Leader ship.

According to journalist Edward R.
Murrow, his This | Believe program sought to
“point to the common meeting grounds of
beliefs.” In the world of middle-level educa-
tion in New York State, our meeting grounds
of beliefs are the Essential Elements. | hope
that you share my belief that we're all in this
together and that you will act on that belief by
becoming an active participant in advocating
for their full implementation in New York
State schools.
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Dennis M. Tosetto

The Executive Director’s Message

Middle-level

New York State
Education De-
partment have

time the value of
utilizing awell-
rounded, inte-
grated approach
to education. We
understand the
importance of
finding waysto
ensure that each
individual middle-level learner gains an
understanding of real-world connections
among diverse subject areas.

Dennis Tosetto

It now seems that this has become an
important topic of conversation nationally,
and it extends well beyond the educational
community. In fact, some current nationally
recognized authors and journalists are speak-
ing out about the need for American college
students to be proficient at integrating skills
and knowledge relating to subjects as diverse
as math, science, art, and music. Moreover,
they see thisintegration of skills and knowl-
edge as a necessity if the United Statesisto
remain an important global economic leader.

The February 2008 edition of The School
Administrator, a publication of the American
Association of School Administrators, fea-
tures a discussion between Daniel Pink, the
author of A Whole New Mind (2005; 2006

paperback edition) and Thomas Friedman, the

author of The World Is Flat (2006; 2007
paperback edition).
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educators and the

known for along

During the discussion that was referenced
in the above article, Friedman presents his
rationale for why aliberal arts education is
more important than ever before. What he has
to say directly supports our rationale for
interdisciplinary instruction at the middle-
level. Below isjust abrief portion of what he
had to say:

Pink: So what’s the answer? What should
we be telling our kids?

Friedman: It’sreally several things. In the
latest edition, | added a whole section on
why liberal arts are more important than
ever. It’s not that |1 don’t think math and
science are important. They still are. But
more than ever our secret sauce comes from
our ability to integrate art, science, music
and literature with the hard sciences. That's
what produces an iPod revolution or a
Google.

Pink: It’s the combination of the left brain
and the right brain. Left-brain thinking —
rule-based, linear, SAT-style thinking —
used to be enough. Now right-brain thinking
— artistry, empathy, narrative, synthesis —
isthe big differentiator.

Friedman: Exactly. You know, | just came
back from China and they’ re always proud
of how many engineers they’ re educating.
They are and bless them for it. But they’re
not educating rounded engineers. | hope we
are.

Pink: You write in The World |s Flat about
Georgia Tech emphasizing art and music for
engineers. |s that the right approach?

Friedman: Yes. The Georgia Tech model



says your job is most likely not going to be a
pure engineering job. Let’s say you work for
CNN as a computer specialist. It's very
likely you will be asked to integrate differ-
ent kinds of content with different kinds of
technology platforms. If schools can actually
produce people who are good synthesizers,
they’ re going to be more effective and
innovative workers.

(Note: | requested that the National Middle
School Association post the complete Fried-
man article and NMSA has indicated that it
will request permission from AASA to do so.
Hopefully, by the time you receive thisissue,
you will be able to download the entire Fried-
man article by going to www.nmsa.org.)

Of course, none of this comes as a surprise
to those of uswho are well versed in current
middle-level research and best practices. In
fact, it is easy to see the supportive connec-
tion between what Friedman hasto say in the
AASA article and what the New York State
Education Department requires of middle-
level educators as presented in the Regula-
tions of the Commissioner of Education (part
100.4).

Part 100.4 requires school districtsin New
York State to ensure that their middle-level
programs align with The Regents Policy
Satement on Middle-Level Education and the
State Education Department’s Essential
Elements of Sandards-Focused Middle-Level
Schools and Programs. (Both of these SED
documents are available at www.nysmsa.org.)

The Regents Policy Satement on Middle-
Level Education isvery comprehensive as it
covers all aspects of how a young adol escent
must be educated in New York State. In part it
states:

“Teachers must be provided with regular
opportunities to interact and collaborate to
ensure that instruction is consistent and
inter-related across and within the subject

areas. Scheduling flexibility is necessary to
provide a comprehensive educational pro-
gram, interdisciplinary curricula, targeted
and timely academic intervention services,
co-curricular and extra-curricular activities,
and opportunities for students to engage in
|eadership and community service projects.”

It also states that:

“Creating effective schools with middle-
level grades will necessitate systemic
change and require a philosophy and mis-
sion committed to developing the whole
child, achallenging and rigorous educa-
tional program, a supportive organization
and structure, skilled and knowledgeable
teachers who use effective instructional
practices, strong leadership, a network of
support appropriate to the needs and charac-
teristics of young adolescents, ongoing
professional learning, and a strong will to
succeed.”

When Pink suggests that greater intellec-
tual power comes from being able to use both
the left and right sides of the brain and when
Friedman says that today’s students will have
to be able to do things such as “integrate
different kinds of content with different kinds
of technology platforms,” they arereally
speaking to intellectual creativity being the
key to our collective future as a nation.

As educators, we understand this to be
true and we also know that we are charged
with the responsibility for teaching these
creative skills to our young adolescent stu-
dents as part of ateam effort. As was pointed
out above, The NY SED Regents Policy State-
ment requires, as a matter of policy, that
“Teachers must be provided with regular
opportunities to interact and collaborate to
ensure that instruction is consistent and inter-
related across and within the subject areas.”

Developing creativity is not enough; we
are also required by regulation (and common
sense) to use best practices to meet the learn-
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ing potential that existsin every child. The
formal policy of the Board of Regents speaks
to having at the middle-level “a philosophy
and mission committed to developing the
whole child.” This means that we must utilize
methods that allow every child to develop so
that he/she can attain his/her full potential. As
educators we also understand that all children
are different and that one size does not fit all.
Therefore, we must be well versed in avariety
of skills and strategies to ensure that when-
ever we review our level of success, we don’'t
find that some few students were missed in
our quest for excellence because they didn’t
fit into some rigid educational mold.

As Friedman points out, we are competing
globally. Therefore, we need to understand the
competition and ensure that we don’t rest on
past accomplishments and fall behind. For
example, we need to keep in mind that an
aggressively competitive country such as
China has more honor students than the entire
student population in the United States.
Consequently, not only must we ensure that
all of our students are well educated, but we
must also understand that we cannot afford to
miss even one budding “Einstein” or
“Edison.”

After all, there is no doubt that if we don’t
consistently utilize best practicesin our
schools each day we will certainly miss nu-
merous children with high potential without
our even being aware that it happened. As
educators, our goal should be to become both
skilled enough and flexible enough in our
schools and our classrooms to ensure that the
needs of each and every student are consis-
tently met. Just think of the possible result —
we may end up with an “Einstein” or “Edison”
every few years rather than one every century
or SO.

How many of these young people with the
potential for greatness have we lost in the
past? History tells us that while in school

Thomas Edison’s mind often wandered and
his teacher called him “addled.” After three
months in school, Thomas Edison’s formal
schooling ended because he did not fit into the
structure of that rigid instructional program.
Consequently, his mother home schooled him
from that point forward. Despite the odds,
Edison proved himself to be one of the most
productive scientific inventors of all time and,
as such, he changed the world in very positive
ways. While Thomas Edison’s experience as a
student might be an extreme example, so too
were his accomplishments. How many stu-
dentsin our schools today will miss out on a
quality education both because they don’t
measure up to predetermined expectations and
because the “ system” continues to be too
inflexible to accommodate them?

One can only wonder how many potential
“DaVincis,” “Edisons,” and “Einsteins’ had
both their creativity and their potential contri-
butions to mankind arrested as a result of a
stereotypical “old school” junior high educa-
tion that mainly supported what we now know
to be inefficient teaching — teaching that
evidences a constant emphasis on rote memo-
rization; requires thinking only within the
box; and attempts to teach subjects as dis-
crete, segregated entities without real-world
connections.

We must find and teach to each student’s
strengths while shoring up areas of weakness.
As educators, we must not overly focus on the
perceived deficits we find in our middle-level
students. Rather, we must constantly seek out
the uniqueness and natural creativity in each
child and ensure that we utilize that unique-
ness and creativity in our efforts to help that
child to learn and to grow in his/her under-
standing of the real world. Success comes
when that child is both able and motivated to
regularly draw on diverse skills and knowl-
edge as a means to bring creative solutions to
real world needs.
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It is one thing to be able to divide frac-
tions, but it is quite another thing to under -
stand the mathematical process and to know
how and when to apply the concept in the real
world. These higher level skills are very
different from those needed to operationally
determine the correct answer to a math com-
putation. These higher level skills are best
learned through guided exploration and di-
rected real-world practice. Children naturally
guestion and explore and thisis part of a
learning process that has devel oped through
necessity over the ages for good purpose.
Questioning and exploring should not be

discouraged, but, rather constructively utilized

by teachers to assist the student to further
develop his/her creative thinking potential in
all aspects of life. We seem to intuitively
realize that thisis the most effective way to
work with younger children, so why not

continue to practice through the middle grades

what we know works?

So far, this article has spoken to the grow-
ing national understanding that teaching and

learning should to be integrated across subject

lines, that we need to use best practices to
help all children meet their potential, and that
our measure of instructional success should,
at least in part, be based on the child’s ability
to creatively apply diverse learning to real-
world problem solving. In addition to the

above, we also need to instill in our students a

sense of disciplined inquiry, the use of good
judgment, and the ability to think logically
“outside the box.”

The following paragraphs were excerpted
from the recently published book Einstein, by
Walter |saacson (2007).

Near the end of hislife, Einstein was asked
by the New York State Education Depart-
ment what schools should emphasize. “In
teaching history,” he replied, “there should

be extensive discussion of personalities who

benefited mankind through independence of

character and judgment.”

At atime when there is a new emphasis, in
the face of global competition, on science
and math education, we should also note the
other part of Einstein’s answer. “Critical
comments by students should be taken in a
friendly spirit,” he said. “ Accumulation of
material should not stifle the student’s
independence.” A society’s competitive
advantage will come not from how well its
schools teach the multiplication and periodic
tables, but from how well they stimulate
creativity.

Therein lies the key, | think, to Einstein’s
brilliance and the lessons of hislife. Asa
young student he never did well with rote
learning. And later, as atheorist, his success
came not from the brute strength of his
mental processing power but from his
imagination and creativity. He could con-
struct complex equations, but more impor-
tant, he knew that math is the language
nature uses to describe her wonders. So he
could visualize how equations were re-
flected in realities—how the electromag-
netic field equations discovered by James
Clerk Maxwell, for example, would mani-
fest themselves to a boy riding alongside a
light beam. As he once declared, “Imagina-
tion is more important than knowledge!”

That approach required him to embrace
nonconformity. His success came from
guestioning conventional wisdom, challeng-
ing authority, and marveling at mysteries
that struck others as mundane. Thisled him
to embrace a morality and politics based on
respect for free minds, free spirits, and free
individuals. Tyranny repulsed him, and he
saw tolerance not simply as a sweet virtue
but as a necessary condition for a creative
society “It isimportant to foster individual-
ity,” he said, “for only the individual can
produce the new ideas.”’

This outlook made Einstein arebel with a
reverence for the harmony of nature, one
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who had just the right blend of imagination
and wisdom to transform our understanding
of the universe. These traits are just as vital
for this new century of globalization, in
which our success will depend on our cre-
ativity, as they were for the beginning of the
twentieth century, when Einstein helped
usher in the modern age.

Aswe know, Albert Einstein was a very
smart and productive person who knew how
to think outside of the box. What few people
probably know is that the development of his
theories that served to shape the 20" century
—including The Theory of Relativity — were
arrived at not in alaboratory, but through
“thought experiments’ that only required a
pencil, some paper, a comfortable chair, and
his mind.

Asyou can see from the above passage,
almost a century ago Einstein understood
what was needed to bring about an innovative
transformation. After the completion of con-

siderable research over the past few decades,
American educators currently have reason to
know how instructional methodology must be
transformed in order to meet the innovative
challenges that will impact our nation’s future
productivity.

In New York State an excellent road map
has been provided in the form of Part 100.4 of
the Regulations of the Commissioner of
Education. It isnow our responsibility as
middle-level educators to do what we must to
ensure that these regulations are translated
into action in every middle-level program in
our state — not just because it is required, but
because it is clearly the right thing to do.

completed online.
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Research at a Glance

Jeff Craig, NYSMSA Director of Research and Technology

Where to Turn for Middle-

Level Advice

Recently, yet another model about middle
level reform was issued, this time from the
Albany Institute for Research in Education
(AIRE) of the University at Albany School of
Education. Issued under the title What Makes
Middle Schools Work?, the report identifies
five common elements among ten higher-
performing middle level programsin New
York State as compared to six similar schools
with average results (Albany Institute for
Research in Education, 2007). Researchers
went into the higher-performing middle
schools and looked for common characteris-
tics that could be used to explain the higher
academic performance in these ten schools.

The advice for middle-level programs
contained in the What Makes Middle Schools
Work? report is not the only advice that re-
form-minded middle schools can turn to. The
National Middle School Association (NMSA)
has issued their recommendations for middle-
level programsin their position titled: This We
Believe In: Successful Schools for Young
Adolescents (National Middle School Associa-
tion, 2003). NM SA identified 14 characteris-
tics to which middle-level programs should
aspire. NM SA has also issued companion
volumes of research and guidance since these
were issued in 2003.

There's more. The National Association of
Secondary School Principals (NASSP) re-
cently issued its recommendations for middle-
level programs, entitled: Breaking Ranksin
the Middle: Srategies for Leading Middle

Level Reform. Included in thisadviceis a set
of nine cornerstone strategies for middle-level
programs and an accompanying list of thirty
recommendations (National Association of
Secondary School principals, 2006). NASSP
first examined a similar report about high
schools; later their sights were set on middle
schools.

The National Forum to Accelerate Middle-
Grades Reform has their own set of recom-
mendations they think we ought to follow.
These recommendations have been incorpo-
rated into the School to Watch program crite-
riac Academic Excellence, Developmental
Responsiveness, Social Equity, and Organiza-
tional Structures and Processes (National
Forum to Accelerate Middle-Grades Reform,
2002). There are eight to ten recommenda-
tions that belong to each of the criteria. Many
states, including New York State through its
Essential Elements. Schools to Watch pro-
gram, actually use these criteriato identify
and recognize middle-level schools and
programs.

And then there's the classic collection of
recommendations from the Carnegie
Foundation’s: Turning Points 2000: Educat-
ing Adolescents in the 21st Century. Thiswas
the “10 years later” version of the first Turn-
ing Points document and it suggests seven
guiding principles and six practices in which
middle level programs ought to engage (Jack-
son et al, 2000). The original Turing Points
shined the spotlight on middle level education
across the nation. This revisiting of the origi-
nal work continues to be a frequent reference.
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On top of these well-known documents
and highly respected organizations, there are a
number of comprehensive school reform
models that specifically include recommenda-
tions for the middle level, including AIM at
Middle Grades Results, Different Ways of
Knowing, Making Middle Grades Work,
Making Schools Work, Middle Sart, Talent
Development Middle School Model, and
Turning Points Transforming Middle Schools.

This cacophony of advice can be confus-
ing to say the least. It is hard for a middle-
level educator to know where to ook for
guidance in school improvement. The good
newsis, however, that all of these approaches
have in common avision for middle-level
programs that are engaging, rigorous, rel-
evant, and rich. Payton, in 2006, conducted a
crosswalk of some of these models and clearly
identified the commonalities (Payton, 2006).
We're lucky that in New York State thereis
particular clarity. There exists a single set of
recommendations for us to follow, recommen-
dations that have actually been codified by the
Board of Regents and are incorporated into
the Commissioners Recommendations. The
recommendations are know as the Essential
Elements of Sandards-Focused Middle Level
Schools and Programs. There are seven
Essential Elements to which all middle-level
programsin New York State should aspire. All
of our school improvement and school reform
efforts should begin with the Essential Ele-
ments. There exists a comprehensive collec-
tion of resources about the Essential Elements
which can be found at nysmsa.org in the
“Middle Level Essentials’ section. You can
find all sorts of documents, protocols, tutori-
als, presentations, etc. that you can use in your
school. Now there is even awiki to join to
add your voice to the discussion about imple-
mentation of the Essential Elements.

Listed below are the different collections of
advice for middle-level programs. A quick
glanceisall it takesfor you to seefor yourself

the overlap among them. It is my recommenda-
tion, and incidentally also the recommendation

of our Board of Regents, that we use the Essen-
tial Elements as the road map to lead to success
for all of our early adolescents.

Essential Elements of Standards-Focused

Middle-Level Schools and Programs

1. A philosophy and mission that reflect the
intellectual and developmental needs and
characteristics of young adolescents.

2. Aneducational program that is comprehen-
sive, challenging, purposeful, integrated,
relevant, and standards-based.

3. Anorganization and structure that support
both academic excellence and personal
development.

4. Classroom instruction appropriate to the
needs and characteristics of young adoles-
cents provided by skilled and knowledgeable
teachers.

5. Strong educational leadership and abuilding
administration that encourage, facilitate, and
sustain involvement, participation, and
leadership.

6. A network of academic and personal support
availablefor all students.

7. Professional learning and staff development
for all staff that are ongoing, planned,
purposeful, and collaboratively devel oped.

What Makes Middle Schools Work

1. Trusting and respectful relationships: Rela-
tionships based on mutual trust and respect
among administrators, teachers, students and
parents are fundamental to all of the com-
mon elements in the findings. Nurturing
these relationships provides the backbone
for successful learning.

2. Students’ social and emotional well-being:
Higher-performing schools recognize that
creating a sense of security for middle
school students provides them with a sup-
port network and a connection to their
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school, removing significant barriersto
learning.

. Teamwork: Higher-performing schools
establish a collaborative environment and
organizational structure that support team-
work between and among teachers, school
leaders and administrators Groups of teach-
ers, administrators, and specialists meet
frequently and focus on specifi instructional
strategies and student performance within
and across grades.

. Evidence-based decision making: Sharing
and using data from avariety of sourcesto
make decisionsis critical to helping schools
achieve success. Data are frequently gath-
ered, analyzed and used in decision making
regarding the impacts of new programs,
instructional practices an interventions.

. Shared vision of mission and goals: When
teachers and administrators build a vision of
success and share goals, thisleads to better
communications, mutually agreed-upon
expectations and more long-term success.

3. A shared vision that guides decisions. All

decisions made about the school should be
guided by a shared vision and the mission
statement derived fromit.

4. An inviting, supportive, and safe environ-

ment. A successful school is an inviting,
supportive, and safe place, ajoyful commu-
nity that promotes in-depth learning and
enhances students’ physical and emotional
well-being. In such aschool, human rela
tionships are paramount.

. High expectations for every member of the

learning community. Educators and students
hold themselves and each other to high
expectations. Such confidence promotes
positive attitudes and behaviors and moti-
vates studentsto tackle challenging learning
activities. Successful schools recognize that
young adolescents are capable of far more
than adults often assume.

. Students and teachers engaged in active

learning. The most successful learning
strategies are ones that involve each student
personally. When students routinely assume

National Middle School Association the role of teacher, and teachers demonstrate
Beliefs that they are still learners, agenuine learning

1. Educators who value working with this age community is present.

group and are prepared to do so. Effective
middle level educators understand the
developmental uniqueness of the age group,
the curriculum they teach, and effective
learning and assessment strategies. They
need specific teacher preparation before
entering the classroom and continuous
professional development asthey pursue
their careers.

. Courageous, collaborative leadership.
Middle level leaders understand adol escents,
the society, and the theory and practice of
middle level education. Asthe prime deter-
miner of the school culture, the principal
influences student achievement and teacher
effectiveness by advocating, nurturing, and
sustaining an effective instructional pro-
gram.

. Anadult advocate for every student. Aca-

demic success and personal growth increase
markedly when young adolescents affective
needs are met. All adults in successful
middle level schools are advocates, advisors,
and mentors.

. School-initiated family and community

partnerships. Successful middle schools
promote family involvement and take the
initiative to develop needed home-school
bonds. The involvement of family islinked
to higher levels of student achievement and
improved student behavior.

Therefore, successful schoolsfor young

adolescents provide:

1. Curriculum that isrelevant, challenging,

integrative, and exploratory. An effective
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curriculum is based on criteria of high
guality and includes learning activities that
create opportunities for students to pose and
answer questions that are important to them.
Such a curriculum provides direction for
what young adolescents should know and be
able to do and helps them achieve the atti-
tudes and behaviors needed for afull, pro-
ductive, and satisfying life.

. Multiple learning and teaching approaches
that respond to their diversity. Since young
adolescents learn best through engagement
and interaction, learning strategiesinvolve
students in dialogue with teachers and with
one another. Teaching approaches should
enhance and accommodate the diverse skills,
abilities, and prior knowledge of young
adolescents, and draw upon students’ indi-
vidual learning styles.

. Assessment and evaluation programs that
promote quality learning. Continuous,
authentic, and appropriate assessment and
evaluation measures provide evidence about
every student’slearning progress. Grades
alone are inadequate expressions for assess-
ing the many goals of middle level educa-
tion.

. Organizational structuresthat support
meaningful relationships and learning. The
interdisciplinary team of two to four teachers
working with acommon group of studentsis
the building block for a strong learning
community with its sense of family, where
students and teachers know one another

well, feel safe and supported, and are en-
couraged to take intellectual risks.

. School-wide efforts and policies that foster
health, wellness, and safety. A school that
fosters physical and psychological safety
strivesto build resiliency in young people by
maintaining an environment in which peace-
ful and safe interactions are expected and
supported by written policies, scheduled
professional development, and student-
focused activities.

Spring 2008 [N Transition]

6.

Multifaceted guidance and support services.
Developmentally responsive middle level
schools provide both teachers and special-
ized professionalswho arereadily available
to offer the assistance many students need in
negotiating their lives both in and out of
school.

Breaking Ranks in the Middle

1.

Establish the academically rigorous essential
learnings that a student is required to master
in order to successfully make the transition
to high school and align the curriculum and
teaching strategiesto realize that goal.

Create dynamic teacher teamsthat are
afforded common planning time to help
organize and improve the quality and quan-
tity of interactions between teachers and
students.

Provide structured planning time for teach-
ersto align the curriculum across grades and
schools and to map efforts that address the
academic, developmental, social, and per-
sonal needs of students, especidly at critical
transition periods (e.g., elementary to middle
grades, middle gradesto high schooal).

Implement a comprehensive advisory or
other program that ensures that each student
has frequent and meaningful opportunitiesto
meet with an adult to plan and assess the
student’s academic, personal, and social
development.

Ensure that teachers assess the individual
learning needs of students and tailor instruc-
tional strategies and multiple assessments
accordingly.

Entrust teachers with the responsibility of
implementing schedules that are flexible
enough to accommodate teaching strategies
consistent with the ways students learn most
effectively and that allow for effective
teacher teaming, common planning time, and
other lesson planning.

Institute structural leadership systems that
alow for substantive involvement in deci-
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sion making by students, teachers, family
members, and the community, and that
support effective communication among
these groups.

8. Align all programs and structures so that all

social, economic, and racial/ethnic groups
have open and equal accessto challenging
activitiesand learning.

Align the school-wide, comprehensive,
ongoing professional development program
and the Personal Learning Plans (PLPs) of
staff members with the requisite knowledge
of content, instructional strategies, and
student developmental factors.

Turning Points 2000

1.

14

Teach acurriculum grounded in rigorous,
public academic standards for what students
should know and be able to do, relevant to
the concerns of adolescents and based on
how students learn best.

Use instructional methods designed to
prepare all studentsto achieve high stan-
dards and become lifelong learners.

Staff middle grade schools with teachers
who are expert at teaching young adoles-
cents, and engage teachersin ongoing,
targeted professional development opportu-
nities.

Organize relationshipsfor learning to create
aclimate of intellectual development and a
caring community of shared educational
purpose.

Govern democratically through direct or
representative participation by al school

staff members, the adults who know students
best.

Provide a safe and healthy school environ-
ment as part of improving academic perfor-
mance and developing caring and ethical
citizens.

Involve parents and communities in support-
ing student learning and healthy develop-
ment.

Schools to Watch
Academic Excellence

High-performing schools with middle grades
are academically excellent. They challenge all
students to use their minds well.

1. All students are expected to meet high
academic standards. Teachers supply stu-
dents with exemplars of high quality work
that meets the performance standard. Stu-
dentsrevise their work based on feedback
until they meet or exceed the performance
standard.

2. Curriculum, instruction, and assessment are
aligned with high standards. They provide a
coherent vision for what students should
know and be able to do. The curriculum s
rigorous and non-repetitive; it moves for-
ward substantially as students progress
through the middle grades.

3. The curriculum emphasizes deep under-
standing of important concepts, devel opment
of essential skills, and the ability to apply
what one has learned to real-world prob-
lems. By making connections across the
disciplines, the curriculum helpsreinforce
important concepts.

4. Instructional strategiesinclude avariety of
challenging and engaging activitiesthat are
clearly related to the concepts and skills
being taught.

5. Teachersuse avariety of methods to assess
student performance (e.g., exhibitions,
projects, performance tasks) and maintain a
collection of student work. Students learn
how to assess their own and others’ work
against the performance standards.

6. The school provides students time to meet
rigorous academic standards. Flexible
scheduling enables students to engage in
extended projects, hands-on experiences,
and inquiry-based learning. Most classtime
is devoted to learning and applying know!-
edge or skillsrather than classroom manage-
ment and discipline.

Spring 2008 [N Transition] Vol. XXV, No. 3



7. Students have the supports they need to

meet rigorous academic standards. They
have multiple opportunities to succeed and
extra help as needed.

. The adultsin the school have opportunities
to plan, select, and engage in professional
development aligned with nationally recog-
nized standards. They have regular opportu-
nities to work with their colleaguesto
deepen their knowledge and improve their
practice. They collaborate in making deci-
sions about rigorous curriculum and effec-
tiveinstructional methods. They discuss
student work as a means of enhancing their
own practice.

Developmental Responsiveness

High-performing schools with middle grades

are sensitive to the unique developmental
challenges of early adolescence.

1. Theschool creates a personalized environ-

ment that supports each student’s intellec-
tual, ethical, social, and physical develop-
ment. The school groups adults and students
in small learning communities characterized
by stable, close, and mutually respectful
relationships.

. The school provides access to comprehen-
sive servicesto foster healthy physical,
social, emotional, and intellectual develop-
ment.

. Teachersuse awide