
THE CRITICAL MIDDLE
September 22, 2009
Dear Parents of our Middle Level Learners; 
At the September 16th Open House; we shared our plans for restructuring the middle level model at the SJS.  The goal was to receive your input and feedback to our efforts.  Following is the outline of our presentation with your feedback and answers to your questions.  For those of you who were unable to attend, we hope this is informative and that you participate in our next meeting as we continue to implement the following goals!  We will have a follow up meeting in a couple of months! 
The Critical Middle: Open House Presentation (September 16, 2009) to Begin Dialogue for Middle Level Restructuring.    Why have we restructured the Middle Level Model? 
Draft Mission for SJS Middle Level Learners: The mission for the St. Johnsbury School’s middle level learners is to foster academic, social, and personal development.   We will accomplish this in a partnership with parents and the community in supporting our students in developing 21st Century skills necessary to become successful and responsible citizens.
Questions we will address:
· Why have multiage grouping? 
· What are interdisciplinary units? 
· What are the advantages of advisories?
· Who is on my child’s team?  
· Curriculum for science and social studies? 
· What are 21st Century Skills?  
· What is unique about adolescent learners? 
Learning Intentions for Tonight: 
Parents will learn:
· What we are doing well…
· What we plan to do…
· How we will know when we are successful.
The SJS staff will learn:
· Parents’ expectations…
· Parents’ perceptions of middle level learning… 
· Parents’ fears, challenges and celebrations. 
Goals to guide our work: 
· A Healthy Learning Environment
· Adult Advocacy
· Organizational Structures & School Culture of High   Expectations
· Differentiated, Engaging & Personalized Instruction
· Challenging, Real World Curriculum: 21st Century Skill Development 
Continual data - based decisions & ongoing family & community partnerships 
Goal # 1  A Healthy Learning Environment 
What we are doing well:
· Rules and rubrics in each classroom;
· Discussions with students around the concepts of respect, responsibility, trust and risk-taking;
· Updated and improved school policies around a healthy and safe school;
· Restorative Justice in-service;
· Professionals on staff geared toward student issues;
· Extra-curricular activities;
A Healthy Learning Environment… 
· Healthy snacks;
· Supervision in the school;
· School procedures for safety (fire drill, lockdown, etc.);
  What we plan to do:
· More professional development;
· Staff inclusion in decision making;
· Include student voice when possible;
· More student discussions around their responsibilities.
A Healthy Learning Environment… 
We will know we are successful when students:
· Want to be in school;
· Show they can help create a learning community;
· Help their peers create a healthy learning environment;
· Share positive experiences with their families at home.
Goal # 2 Adult Advocacy 
· Students are placed in an advisory with two adults who are advocates for that student; 
· Participation in morning advisory; 
· Builds a strong relationship between the student and two adults;
· Provides students with opportunities for leadership;
· Allows students to have positive interaction with peers;
· Gives students an opportunity to participate in community service; 
· Allows the advocate to monitor the academic and social development of the child;
· Is Fun!!
 Our goals are to:
· Become more consistent with the advisory structures throughout the school; 
· Find appropriate community service opportunities for middle school students and the time to complete them.
 Goal # 3  Organizational Structures & School Culture of High Expectations 
· Schedule 
· PE choice block 
· Band/Chorus 
· Professional Development for staff 
· ESTs and BIT 
Goal # 4  Differentiated, Engaging & Personalized Instruction 
· VT GE’s in all curricula drive teacher directed lessons;  
· All teaching staff is involved in formative assessment strategies so lessons can be driven by each student’s needs; 
· Cooperative planning throughout the staff creates traditional and interdisciplinary units that address Multiple Intelligences, interests and strengths of our student population;
· Students are given options for learning the information, making sense of ideas, and expressing what they have learned;
· Differentiated instruction addresses the needs of students at a variety of ability levels;
· New knowledge, media, technology, and skills build vertically upon past experience and encourage individual expression;
· personal growth.
Goal # 5 Challenging, Real World Curriculum: 21st Century Skill Development 
What  we are doing well:
Professional Development
· Embedded and once a week concentrating on 7/8 restructuring;
· Early Release dedicated to TLCs, which are small groups focusing on formative assessment strategies.
Team Teaching/Planning within content areas
Plan to Do
· Expand team teaching to include all disciplines and U-Arts (very important); 
·  Focused feedback-we provide specific feedback to students about their work so they may take responsibility for knowing strengths and weaknesses and moving learning forward;
· Peer/Self Assessment--gives students strategies for assessing and improving their
own work and  helps students familiarize themselves with the success criteria  (rubrics/checklists).
 Continual data - based decisions & ongoing family & community partnerships 
· Data collection for common assessments;
· Data collection for state assessments;
· Data collection for behavioral interventions;
· Ongoing, day to day formative assessments to drive instruction;
· Data about supplemental instruction and outcomes;
· School-wide data.
Feedback/Questions from Parents:
Responses from Exit Ticket ( 2 things you learned) 
· Everyone is working together; 
· Looks like you got it!;
· My child has 2 advisors that I can ask about issues, and he can go to them as well; 
· My child’s teachers will have a website that I can see homework assignments and see what the class is working on; 
· Unified Arts teaches are working with classroom teachers;
· Nurses are part of EST’s and BIT; 
· Restorative Justice;
· Formative Assessment; 
· This was a waste of our time, the bullying program is a joke, the letters informing us of teachers being improperly trained is irresponsible.

 (Response from MA) – I am sorry that the presentation was not useful to you. How can we do a better job next time?  The letter that I sent home is mandated by the Federal Law: No Child Left Behind (NCLB),  to inform parents about the Highly Qualified Status (HQ) of their children’s teachers. In middle school, whatever subjects a teacher teaches, she/he must have a separate endorsement for each content area.  The humanities teachers are fully licensed, endorsed to teach all language arts content, however some may lack only one course to become endorsed in social studies.  They are working toward that endorsement and are fully qualified to teach in Vermont. Failure to send this notice may/could disqualify us for Federal Funding. 
Questions - 
· Once again, math curriculum has changed and how is this not confusing for the students trying to learn one way? 

(Response from MA) The math curriculum has changed to more explicitly address the Vermont Standards, which include the Grade Level Expectations (GSs).  Even though the curriculum has changed, our pedagogy has not.  We continue to use the same strategies and formative assessment techniques, therefore, the students are continuing to use the same approach to learning. What has changed (and improved) are the units of studies, the explicit concepts learned and the assessments that are aligned to the new curriculum and the Vermont Standards.  We are creating units of study together as a middle level team that will include ‘standards of practice’ for instructional purposes. We hope to share our work with you as we progress in this area! 

· My child states that she is in a class with mostly 7th graders, “this must mean I am dumb”

(Response from MA) The classes are balanced in numbers with both 8th and 7th graders except for mathematics, which are single grades (which we are watching closely).  As described in goal # 4; Differentiated Instruction; all the students are learning at their individual level.  There is not a 7th grade level or an 8th grade level, specifically in the science and humanities classes. We are using the 8th grade content to drive these content areas this year; however, we design our instruction to each student’s individual needs at any given time. It is important for us to hear this feedback so that we can talk to kids about this perception and will be interested to know if these comments continue! 

· Why does my child have to forfeit lunch in order to get her band/chorus time in? 

(Response from MA) This was an eye opener for us! We were not aware of this until we got this feedback!  It is now resolved! Thanks! 

· Will parents have access to the instructor’s website, and how?
(Response from MA) Yes, you can access our website at www.stjsd.org and go onto the teachers’ links.  We will work with our technology gurus to help make this as seamless as possible for both parents and teachers.  Please let us know how we are doing with this! 

· How do I know what my child’s schedule is?
(Response from MA) The best is to ask your child! He/she will indicate that they have advisories every morning followed by a ‘word work’ block.  Then, the day is split into 3 academic blocks:    Block one -  9:55; Block two - 10:50;  and Block three- 12:45 (humanities, science and mathematics, not in that order).  Lunch is daily at noon. Unified Arts is at 10:00 and the extended learning (ELO) block is at 1:50.  

· Building trust and can parents refer to BIT? 
(Response from MA) Yes, If you have a behavioral concern, you can contact your child’s advisor and ask that he/she refer him/her to either a BIT or EST meeting. The Behavioral Intervention Team (BIT) will work on a plan to improve challenging behaviors whereas the Educational Support Team (EST) will discuss interventions or supports to help your child’s academic learning. 

· I am unsure why we are teaching students together (lower, middle and advanced); what are we preparing them for? The Academy doesn’t follow these guidelines. 
(Response from MA) This is a common question! Adolescent learners have very different needs than high school learners.  10 – 14 year olds face the most challenging time of their lives physically, emotionally, intellectually and socially.  So, middle level learners have distinct needs that must be met with practices that are developmentally appropriate. Given this, our goals are to work on three levels of improvement: curriculum, instruction and assessment; school organization and teacher education.  To improve middle level education, we must work in an integrated, coherent and comprehensive manner. So, we have identified the goals above to move our work forward!  Grouping students in ‘lower, middle, and advanced’ groups is inequitable and does not allow for diversity in the classrooms.  The work/concepts/skills that students are given are geared to their individual achievement level for any given specific concept at that time.  There may be students that excel in one area, and not in another. We use a variety of data to drive our instruction for each individual child. 

· How do 7th graders go about testing into 8th grade math? Students are saying classes are too full so they are not testing anymore.  
(Response from MA) Are you referring to 8th grade algebra? Unfortunately, the session this year is part of a research study and only 8th graders are allowed to participate.  If your child is in 7th grade mathematics and is showing evidence of 8th grade mathematics achievement, we will consider the 8th grade mathematics class. This would be on an individual basis.   There are no classes “too full”.  

Thank you!

Sincerely, 


Marion Anastasia, Principal 


Turning Points 2000: A Look at Adolescence  - Link: 

http://www.middleweb.com/MWLresources/turningpts.html 
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