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Michigan Schools in the Middle

High Expectations:

As educators we know that teacher ex-
pectations are related to student achieve-
ment....we know this intuitively, experientially,
and because research clearly supports the con-
nection between “what we expect and what we
get” from all students. Teachers, leadership
coaches, and administrators often observe this
phenomena first-hand as they conduct class-
room visits, study student work, review
achievement data, and participate in external
school reviews.

The impact of expectations on achieve-
ment is, perhaps, most noticeable in our spe-
cial education student population. Research,
at a national level, reports that special needs
students, in inclusion classrooms with high
expectations for ALL students, often perform
at high levels on both teacher-designed and
standardized assessments. It is not uncom-
mon for these same students to perform
poorly in subjects for which they receive in-
struction in the resource room—pull-out pro-
gramming. Can it be that teacher expectations
are very different in special needs classrooms?
Are we selling our special education students
short?

A longitudinal study in Rhode Island
shows that despite low rankings, many schools
are raising the achievement of students with
special needs (Educational Leadership, Febru-
ary 2007). Included in the study were several
practices that were used to reduce the achieve-
ment gap and improve achievement for all stu-
dents. These included

e Using inclusive strategies that engage stu-

dents with special needs in general classrooms.

e Establishing common, high expectations for
all learners, with a focus on achievement.

¢ Providing professional development to all
staff members in research-based best practices.

e Employing a highly qualified staff that is
trained, committed, and responsive to student
needs.

e Having teams of teachers frequently analyze
students work.

e Using multiple forms of assessment.

e Differentiating instructional practices to ad-
dress student needs.

e Increasing instructional time in literacy.

e Involving parents in student learning.

Creating safe learning environments that incor-
porate incentives for success.

Maybe it is time to question our individual
and collective expectations for all our middle-
grades students. If we get what we expect, we
cannot afford to expect less that high standards
for every student. For a complete copy of the
article summarizing the above study, call 989-

774-7678.

Don't' forget to register for the Best
Practices workshop. Registration dead-
line is April 13. Learn how schools are

keeping the middle school concept alive
in tough times. See

attached registration form.




Leadership Lifeline...

Project based teaching and learning
(PBL) is grounded in the belief that stu-
dents acquire concepts and apply under-
standing best in a constructivist environ-
ment. A constructivist approach enables
students to combine new information
with existing knowledge in their own
way. Teaching consists of facilitation and
mentorship with evaluation as the focus.
This issue of Teacher Today describes
benefits and underpinnings of the project
based approach to teaching and learning
and offers resources for implementing it
in your classroom. If you're a teacher
who wants to see students develop skills
they will use through out their lives—in
school, careers, or avocations—you might
want to give project based teaching a try!

The Benefits—A project based approach
can result in long term benefits for stu-
dents and teachers in all subject areas.
Teachers can engage students in current
topics and new research, even when there
are no textbooks or definitive answers.
Technology provides fast, easy, learning
style-specific access to information. Stu-
dents learn to conduct first-hand and li-
brary research or primary and secondary
sources. Teachers can enjoy learning
along with their students. Working with
other students on a project often in-
creases motivation and reduces time on-
task and attendance problems. Life-long
learning habits develop through use of
higher-order cognitive processing, critical
thinking and problem solving skills.
Group work builds collaborative team
skills. The complexity of designing, orga-
nizing, analyzing, synthesizing and evalu-
ating information increases students’

independent resource-management sKkills.
Students come to realize how their skills
best fit with the needs and opportunities
available in a variety of situations.

Characteristics—Many ways of teaching
and learning can be described as project
based. The most effective strategies tend
to have similar characteristics:

o The project topic is structured for
maximum learning and retention.

o The question or challenge requires re-
search and evidence collection for mul-
tiple sources.

« Investigations require evidence analy-
sis and relation to real-life situations;
they encourage students to think criti-
cally.

o Multiple solutions and perspectives are
equally plausible.

o Students design and conduct the in-
quiry process over a significant period.

« Cooperative groups require students to
work as a team.

« Responsibility for quality lies within
student’s control.

« Assessment of the process and product
is based on student-defined criteria.

o Students reflect on the process as a
growth experience that is internally
motivated.

Taken from TeacherToday, March, 2007
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Teacher Topics...

I recently listened to teachers who con-
cluded that new forms of job-embedded profes-
sional development could not be successful with
out trust. Trust, it seemed, needed to be devel-
oped between and among staff members as well
as between the principal and staff in order for
teachers to embark on new and seemingly risky
forms of professional development.

Bryk and Schneider’s (2003) longitudi-
nal study of 400 Chicago elementary schools
reached the same conclusion: “Recent research
show that social trust among teachers, parents,
and school leaders improves much of the rou-
tine work of schools and is a key resource to re-
form” (p.40). They concluded that relational
trust is central to building effective educational
communities.

Trust, according to the authors, is elu-
sive, engaging, and essential to meaningful
school improvement. Trust is the expectation
that another’s word, promise, or statement can
be relied upon (Rotter, 1980). Relational trust
involves more than creating high morale; it is

developed through ongoing interaction each day

as people work together on improving student
learning.

To encourage and build teacher collabo-
ration and use job-embedded professional de-
velopment strategies, principals need to build
a school culture that is characterized by
trust (Roy & Hord, 2003). Trust, in a school
setting, involves making educational deci-
sions that put the interest of students
above personal and political interests.
Trust is built when teachers believe student’s
welfare and high levels of learning are the foun-
dations of school decisions. When decisions
seem to be based on personal or political fac-
tors, trust erodes.

The principal also needs to keep his
or her word. When principals do what they
say and follow-up with promised actions, staff
members can believe their words. Principals

also need to believe in teacher ability and
willingness to fulfill their responsibili-
ties effectively. Trust is built on a founda-
tion of respect; a component of social respect
is competence. Principals need to show that
they believe in teacher competence and be-
lieve that educators operate with the best in-
terest of students in mind. Yet trust can be
undermined when incompetence is allowed to
persist. As a result, the principal also needs to
address incompetence fairly and firmly.
Bryk and Schneider’s study showed that trust
within a school eroded quickly when the prin-
cipal did not tackle personnel issues related to
incompetence.

Principals demonstrated competence
by communicating a strong vision for
the school and clearly defining expecta-
tions that are upheld for all faculty
members. These administrator skills al-
lowed the school staff to accomplish common
goals and maintain a cohesive professional
community characterized by collective re-
sponsibility for student learning. This cohe-
sive community is lubricated by respectful in-
teraction and courtesy among administration
and staff members.

Trust and respect is the on-ramp to
building collaboration and collegiality. Trust
is the “connective tissue that binds individuals
together to advance the education and welfare
of students” (Bryk & Schneider, 2003, p.45).
This means principals need to spend time
considering how interpersonal interactions
build trust and respect among staff. The prin-
cipal needs to monitor his or her actions and
those of the staff to build and sustain trust.

Taken from The Learning Principal, Feb-
ruary, 2007, Pat Roy

Volume 9, Number 9
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Student Book Review....

Are you ready for a spine-tingling adventure
story, complete with kidnappings, jungle sur-
vival, and a nefarious plot to steal the riches of
the Amazon rain forest? If so, then dive into this
trilogy by Chilean writer Isabel Allende!

In City of the Beasts, fifteen-year-old Alexander
Cold is none too happy when his parents send
him on an expedition down the Amazon River
with his eccentric grandmother, who is a writer
for the International Geographic magazine, in
search of the fabled Yeti of the Amazon. Alex
has no desire to spend several weeks floating
down the Amazon River sweating and being
eaten by mosquitoes. He is also suspicious of
several other members of the expedition, which
includes a pompous professor, a businessman
with a nasty streak, an inscrutable Indian body-
guard, a mestiza doctor who plans to vaccinate
the Amazonian natives, and Nadia, a quite un-
usual girl who is the daughter of the expedition’s
guide.

Alex and Nadia soon strike up a friendship, and
together they learn that there are many secrets
hidden in the unexplored wilderness of the Ama-
zon. They also suspect that someone in their
group is planning to do more than just look for
the Yeti. Drawing on the strength of their spirit
guides, Alex and Nadia are led on a thrilling and
unforgettable journey into the heart of the rain
forest, and what they discover there will change
them forever.

If you enjoy City of the Beasts, you will also want
to pick up two more books that Isabel Allende
has written, chronicling the further adventures
of Alex and Nadia.

In Kingdom of the Golden Dragon, they embark
on another International Geographic expedition
— this time to a forbidden kingdom tucked into
the frosty peaks of the Himalayas. Their task is
to locate the fabled Golden Dragon, a sacred
statue and priceless oracle, before it is destroyed

by the greed of an outsider. With the aid of a
sage Buddhist monk, his young royal disciple,
and a fierce tribe of warriors, and armed with
the power of their totemic animal spirits, Alex
and Nadia fight to protect the holy rule of the
Golden Dragon.

Forest of the Pygmies features a trip to the
blazing plains of Africa, where Alex’s grand-
mother is writing an article about the first ele-
phant-led safaris in Africa. Days into the tour,
a Catholic missionary approaches the camp in
search of companions who have mysteriously
disappeared. As the group investigates, they
discover a clan of Pygmies and a harsh world
of corruption, slavery, and poaching. Alexan-
der and Nadia must trust in the strength of
their totemic animal spirits as they launch a
spectacular struggle to restore freedom to the
Pygmies and return leadership to its rightful
hands.

If you want to be carried off to another world —
a world of excitement, adventure, and mystery
— grab this great trilogy today, and start read-
ing!

~ [sabel Rllende

b
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Student Station....

Have you ever read the magazine National
Geographic? How about National Geo-
graphic for Kids? These outstanding maga-
zines feature incredible photography and
great writing about nature and cultures from
around the planet. National Geographic’s
writers and photographers travel all over the
world to learn about people and places, and
then they bring their knowledge into our
schools, libraries, and living rooms via their
monthly magazine.

How would you like to have a job which per-
mitted you to travel all over the world, trek-
king through jungles, over mountains, and
across plains and deserts in search of a great
story or picture? That’s what Kate, the
writer in Isabel Allende’s books City of the
Beast, Kingdom of the Golden Dragon, and
Forest of the Pygmies, does for a living. Her
expeditions let her explore the world and
engage in adventures that most people only
dream of.

Imagine that you were a writer or photogra-
pher for National Geographic. Where would
you like to go? What cultures would you
want to photograph or write about? Most
likely, a couple of responses to those ques-
tions sprang to your mind immediately.
Perhaps you’ve always wanted to visit Aus-
tralia, or the African Sahara, or the Amazo-
nian rain forest.

Now, let’s dig a little deeper. Find a large
map of the world. Take five or six Post-It
Arrows ; then close your eyes and randomly
place one of the Arrows on the map. Without
opening your eyes, place another Arrow in
another random spot on the map; repeat
this until you have placed all six Post-It Ar-
rows on the map.

Open your eyes and look at the positions of
the Arrows on the map. Since approxi-
mately two-thirds of the Earth is covered
by water, it is likely that three or four of
your arrows have come down in the middle
of the ocean. If there are islands anywhere
near these arrows, move the arrows to
point at those islands; if not, then simply
remove the arrows from the map.

Now look at your remaining arrows.
Where are they pointing? Write down
their positions in as much detail as you
can. For example, you might record,
“Khingan Mountain Range, northern Man-
churia, near the city of Mohe.” Or perhaps
you have placed an arrow in “the Algerian
desert, between Adrar and Reggane,” or
the “South Sandwich Islands,” or “Prince
Patrick Island, in the far north of Canada.”

Choose the location that you find most in-
triguing, and do some research. Learn
about the people who live there: their cul-
ture, food, clothing, jobs, housing, recrea-
tion, religious beliefs, and other life ways.
Then write your own article, and illustrate
it with pictures and maps downloaded
from the Internet. Join with a few of your
classmates and put your articles together
to create your own magazine!

April Freebie!

The first 2 people to con-
tact us will receive a copy of

The New Meaning of Change
by Michael Fullan.

Call 989-774-1198 or email
duvallp@cmich.edu
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Family Focus...

In last month’s Family Focus, we discussed
the Commitment to Learning, the first of the
characteristics which Dr. Peter Scales and Dr.
Nancy Lefferts identified as “internal” devel-
opmental assets. This month, we will focus
on another important internal asset - Posi-
tive Values.

The word “values” relates to an individual’s
deep commitments and beliefs which ulti-
mately guide how he thinks and behaves.
While it can be very tricky to codify a set of
values that are universally accepted as being
“positive,” Scales and Lefferts have identified
a core set of six values which they believe are
widely shared by the diverse groups that com-
prise the population of the United States to-
day. Their review of research indicates that
all six of these values are important in young
adolescents’ mental health, social skills, and
academic performance. Teens who strongly
hold these six positive values also demon-
strate better problem-solving skills, higher
conflict resolution skills, higher self-esteem,
more hopefulness, less drug use, less affilia-
tion with deviant friends, and higher grades
and test scores than their peers.

The following six positive values were identi-

fied and defined by Scales and Lefferts:

« Caring: The young person places a high
value on helping other people.

« Equality and social justice: The young
person places high value on promoting

equality and reducing hunger and pov-
erty.

o Integrity: The young person acts on
her convictions and stands up for her be-

liefs.

« Honesty: The young person tells the
truth, even when doing so is not easy.

« Responsibility: The young person
accepts and takes personal responsibility.

e Restraint: The young person believes
it is important not to be sexually active
or to use alcohol or other drugs.

How can parents nurture and develop
these positive attitudes in their young
adolescents! The most important factor,
not surprisingly, is by setting a good ex-
ample. When children grow up with par-
ents who demonstrate caring, egalitarian-
ism, compassion, integrity, honesty, re-
sponsibility, and restraint, they are highly
likely to internalize these values at a high
level. Secondly, it is important for par-
ents to hold their children accountable
for their words and deeds. (Remember
January’s article, in which we discussed
the importance of holding high expecta-
tions for young adolescents’ behavior?
The more parents expect their kids to
display positive values, the more likely
kids are to live up to those expectations.)
By your words and your actions, you can
help your kids to build these positive val-
ues within themselves every day!
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Resource Review...

At last, here is a book about content-
area reading that’s just as useful to
teachers of math, science, and social
studies as it is to language arts teachers!
Written in a down-to-earth and humor-
ous style, yet based on the authors’ years
of research and practice in the field of
middle-grades and secondary-school lit-
eracy, this book points the way to activi-
ties and materials that energize content
and engage students across all subject
areas.

Subjects Matter features:

. 23 practical classroom activities that
help students understand and remem-
ber what they read, in mathematics, sci-
ence, social studies, English, and other
content areas;

. A tough analysis of today’s textbooks,
along with specific suggestions for util-
izing them more effectively;

« Anew “balanced diet” of reading, in-
cluding 150 books of interest to teenage
readers;

 Instructions for growing a rich class-
room library in your subject area;

« Plans for setting up student book
clubs and reading programs in any dis-
cipline;

« Group-building techniques that cre-
ate a productive community of readers;

« A do-it-yourself exploration of the
ways smart readers think;

« Models for developing ambitious
thematic units within your class-
room or with colleagues;

« Special help and materials for stu-
dents who struggle; and

« Scientific proof that the book’s
recommended activities do improve
reading and learning.

The research presented in Subjects
Matter is augmented and illustrated
by anecdotes drawn from the class-
room teaching experiences of the au-
thors, as well as from the experi-
ences of participants in the Walloon
Institute and the Illinois Writing
Project, which the two authors di-
rect.

To borrow this important text from
MSIM, call the office at (989) 774-
7678 and ask to check out resource
number CAL-5.

Subjects Matter

Every Teacher's Guide to
Content-Area Reading

Volume 9, Number 9
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Contact us:

Phone: 989-774-7678
Fax: 989-774-7684
Web: www.schoolsinthemiddle.cmich.edu

Malil: CMU, 678 Ronan Hall,
Mt. Pleasant, M1 48859
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Powerful Quote

“Keep your face to the sunshine and you can-
not see the shadows.”

—Helen Keller




The Middle School Concept:
Keeping it Alive in Tough Times.

Educators in Michigan are acutely aware of the impact the economy has had in our mid-
dle schools. Most middle grades schools are frantically trying to salvage the middle school
concept in the face of continuing rounds of budget cuts. Teachers and administrators are well
aware of the benefits to their young adolescent students and want to maintain teaming, adult
advocacy programs, and a rich repertoire of electives.

Middle-school teachers know firsthand the benefits of teaming: increased achievement
for students, increased parent/family engagement, fewer student behavioral problems, in-
creased self-esteem in students, and greater teacher satisfaction. These are strong, re-
search-based reasons to maintain teaming in the middle grades. When two to five teachers
share a common group of students, with a common planning time, great things happen for both
teachers and kids. Michigan's economy sometimes has forced school districts to move away
from teaming. This, however, has not been the case in all schools---some have successfully
found ways to save teaming in the middle grades.

The National Middle School Association in its foundational document, "This We Believe"
states that every middle school student deserves to have at least one adult in the school that
knows him or her well. Someone who knows what is going on in the young adolescent'’s life...at
home, socially, emotionally, and intellectually. When young adolescents are cared for they
don't "slip through the cracks.” In order to make sure all students form healthy relationships
with one another and with their teachers, many schools have an advisory program designed to
help students build community. The emphasis on standards-based reform and NCLB has often
resulted in advisories being used as additional time for basics...language arts and math. It is
the age-old polarity of managing a balance between high academic achievement and creating a
nurturing, caring environment.

The third aspect of the middle school concept impacted by budget cuts is the electives
offered to students. The entire curriculum in the middle grades should allow students oppor-
tunities to explore. Middle grades are not the time to create masters---it is the time for stu-
dents to discover unique interests, skills, and talents. When budget cuts or a "return to ba-
sics” force schools to eliminate many or most exploratory classes, students suffer. Students
should not be forced to choose between participating in band or giving up the chance to try a
foreign language, technology, life skills, or art.

The following gives details about the upcoming April 18 workshop that addresses
these issues.



Registration Form

Name:

School:

Address:

Phone:

Email:

All contact will be made via email...please provide a valid email address

Cost is $60.00 per person, or $250.00 for a team of 5. Lunch will be provided.
Send check with registration form to:
Michigan Schools in the Middle
CMU
Ronan 678
Mt. Pleasant, Ml 48859

Registration deadline is April 13, 2007.

Kellogg Center
Michigan State University
55 South Harrison Rd, East Lansing
Wednesday April 18, 2007 10am to 3pm
For more information contact:
Pattie DuVall, 989-774-1198 or duvallp@cmich.edu
Or go to our website

www.schoolsinthemiddle.cmich.edu



