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Pr esident 's Message
Jay Clark  

OMLA President  

Principal,  Van Buren Middle School 

For the f irst  publicat ion of the new school year,  i t?s only natural that  
our f irst  issue of In the Middle focus on relat ionships. Many of the 
art icles on the pages focus on the relat ionships teachers build with 
students,  which is essent ial as Rita Pierson reminds us that  ?kids 
don?t  learn from people they don?t  like!? Addit ionally,  I urge you to 
consider building relat ionships with your colleagues. 

Rick Wormeli has been a favorite presenter at  OMLA conferences. 
Much of what  Rick shares in both his presentat ions and writ ing 
resonates with me. At  our 2016 annual state conference in 
Cincinnat i,  Rick f in ished a keynote acknowledging that  the real 
learning wasn?t  going to happen in the ballrooms, meet ing rooms, 
or hallways of that  conference center. The real learning happens 
when we return to our schools and begin discussing ideas with our 
colleagues. Great  teachers know that  our students gain a deeper 
understanding when they discuss content  - making personal 
connect ions with the ideas and hearing others? perspect ives.   

You have an amazing opportunity to put  this to the test  November 2 
and 3 for Ohio Middle Level Associat ion?s state professional 
conference. #OMLA2017 will certainly put  your ?gears in mot ion? 
with amazing keynotes Eric Sheninger and Manny Scot t . When you 
couple those two amazing speakers with featured presenter Jack 
Berckemeyer and nearly 90 sessions led by Ohio educators,  we 
guarantee you will leave with ideas to discuss with your colleagues. 

Bet ter yet ,  bring a team so that  you can start  sharing ideas at  the 
conference!   For every four paid regist rat ions from your dist rict  or 
college/ university,  the f i f th is free!     

In addit ion to the learning at  #OMLA2017, we will also recognize 
amazing educators,  students,  and parents. Networking and 
socializing will cap off  your experience all at  the Columbus Hilton - 
Easton. Regist rat ion details are available at  www.ohiomla.org.   

Finally,  please take a moment to f i ll the bucket  of a colleague (and 
students,  too). Thanking a co-teacher for her perspect ives, 
encouraging a f irst -year teacher,  or acknowledging a student?s 
perseverance often means much more than we imagine.  

Wishes for an amazing school year and thank you for your 
commitment  to Ohio?s young adolescent  learners!  

M I DDLEIN THE
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In the Middle is the off icial newslet ter 
of the Ohio Middle Level Associat ion  
and is published three t imes per year.  

Submissions on topics relevant  to 
m iddle level educat ion are 

encouraged and should be submit ted 
to newslet ter co-editor 

kristen.lavric@gmail.com.

Than k  you t o our  
Busin ess Par t n ers f or  

t hei r  suppor t  of  m iddle 
l evel  educat ion !

http://www.ohiomla.org
http://www.ohiomla.org
https://www.tourwithdiscovery.com/
http://www.adamlulow.com/
https://www.legendgroup.com/
http://www.nowaktours.com/
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by Melissa Stanton
Northwest  Region

Often t imes the beginning of 6th grade 
signals the t ime to move buildings, have 
lockers,  change classes and leaving the 
comfortable set t ing of elementary school. 
Students without  special needs are faced with 
these fears,  add to it  anxiety of new rout ines, 
st ress of addit ional homework, st ress of not  
knowing if  they will have support  in their 
classes and you have the recipe for disaster.  

I love the start  of  the school year. New 
clothes, new beginnings and new students. I 
have a unique schedule,  I loop with my 
students with special needs, we just  add in 
new 6th grade students to the m ix. As a 
dist rict  we start  school and then are off  for 
fair break after only being in school about  10 
days. This t ime gives me an amazing 
opportunity to get  to know my students on a 
more personal level. This year I t r ied 
something new. There was no syllabus to go 
over,  no seat ing chart ,  no academics to test  
on. I focused solely on team building and 
relat ionships. I can already see this paying 
off .  

It  was scary to walk into my f irst  class with 
the 6th graders,  after all there were 32 of 
them and only one of me (more than half  the 
class is on an IEP or 504). I can see the nerves 
on their faces. After all they have awoken 
from their sleepiness and were now in 2nd 
period of the day thinking ?How did I get  
here??  I greeted them at  the door,  when 
they entered the room on my board was a 

note to sit  where they were most  
comfortable. PANIC sets in. Once all 32 were 
in the room I started. ?Congratulat ions, you 
have found your 2nd period class!? We talked 
about  the important  things? ?Do you know 
where the bathroom is?... If  you are buying 
lunch this is what  the meal is? .sit  anywhere 
you want ,  but  please don?t  bounce on the 
yoga balls.? As I went  through this,  worry 
started to leave their faces.  

We jumped right  into the f irst  project . Teams 
of 3 BUILD THE LARGEST FREE STANDING 
SPAGHETTI STRUCTURE with only the 
materials you have in front  of you. Leaders 
emerged, plans were drawn with dry erase 
markers on the table,  and the building 
started. After we measured, groups changed 
and discussions on what  worked and what  
didn?t  allow them to work through the 
process of both success and fai lure. As a 
teacher,  I am able to see st rengths, 
weaknesses, how they handle themselves in 
situat ions with peers and overall who will be 
the leaders in the classroom. 

T it le?

STRESS...ANXIETY...NERVOUS...EXCITED...SCARED...W i l l  I  f i t  i n ? Who can  I  si t  
w i t h  at  l un ch? Where are m y classes? Where i s t he bat h room ? How  m uch  
hom ew ork  w i l l  I  have? Wi l l  m y t eachers be n i ce? Wi l l  t here be hom ew ork  over  
t he w eek en d? How  does lun ch  w ork ? OM G I  have classes w i t h  h im /her !  
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Relat ionships Fir st
by Lisa Ontrop, Guidance Counselor
Parkway Middle School
West  Region

Analyze test  scores, prepare academic and behavior intervent ions, at tend meet ings, create 
lesson plans ? ? ? there is a lot  to do at  the start  of  the school year. Unfortunately,  all of  the 
beginning of year chores often take precedent  over what  I consider the most  important  
indicator of a successful classroom -- establishing relat ionships.  Through my many years as a 
m iddle school counselor,  I have found that  the most  successful intervent ions are with those 
students with whom I have established a solid relat ionship.  

Establishing relat ionships with my students doesn?t  mean I just  play games with them or that  
we have pizza together (although that  can be a part  of  i t ,  i f  you choose). I am talking about  
get t ing to know my students and st riving to meet  their needs so that  they can be successful 
both in the classroom and out . When a student  knows that  his/ her teacher is aware of and 
cares about  meet ing his/ her needs, the student  is more likely to f ind success in your 
classroom. But  how do we do this? Where do we begin?  For me, this is basic. I go all the way 
back to my undergrad ? . way back? .to Mr. Abraham Maslow and his Hierarchy of Needs.  

Establishing a relat ionship with your students 
is going to begin with meet ing them where 
their needs are.  Some of your students will be 
at  the bot tom of the pyramid, Need #1: 
Physiological Needs. You will need to make 
sure they go to the cafeteria for breakfast  
every day or make sure they have a hat  and 
gloves in the winter. Take a walk through the 
cafeteria to see if  your students are eat ing 
lunch. When a student  knows you care about  
his physiological needs, you are form ing a 
relat ionship with that  student .  Other students will be at  Need #2: Safety Needs. Set t ing up 
clear rules, rout ines, and expectat ions will help your students feel safe in your classroom.  
Allowing the student  to see the school nurse or counselor when needed will also help to meet  
Safety Needs. Once students who are at  the bot tom half  of  the hierarchy see that  you care 
about  their basic physiological and safety needs, a t rust  w ill begin to form. Now that  your 
students? basic needs are being met,  and they know that  you care about  them and that  they 
can t rust  you, you can begin working on the Need #3: Belonging. 

This stage in the hierarchy is where relat ionships happen. When your students are at  this 
stage, they can make friendships, work with others,  and see you as an adult  role model. At  
this level,  you will be able to talk to them about  their school accomplishments and goals. You 
may choose to give your class or group a nick name, like ?Room 7 Super Stars?, as a means of 
creat ing a group for the students to ident ify themselves with. You may choose to pick a 
charity or service project  to work on together as a team. You may decide to create a buddy 
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system for students to help each other meet  goals. And, most  important ly,  you will want  to 
celebrate accomplishments. 

Celebrat ion is one of the most  important  aspects of feeling that  you belong to a group.  Think 
about  it? . you feel a sense of belonging to a group, whether it  is a family group, friend group, 
neighborhood group? . any group. What do you do when something good happens? You 
celebrate!   You celebrate weddings, christenings, graduat ions, birthdays, summer, holidays, 
etc.  This needs to happen in your classroom group, too. The celebrat ion doesn?t  need to be a 
party with hats,  music,  and food. It  could be a quick classroom cheer,  or a two-minute dance, 
or f ive extra m inutes at  recess, or early lunch dism issal,  or no homework!  Celebrat ions are 
important .  They bring the group together for a common good and st rengthen the bonds of 
the relat ionship. 

So, as we start  another school year,  take some t ime to think about  how you are going to 
st rengthen the relat ionships you have with your students. Put  a plan into place for making 
sure their physiological and safety needs are being met.  Then consider how you are going to 
work on the need for belonging. This will take a few minutes out  of your busy day, but  once a 
posit ive relat ionship has been established between the teacher and his/ her students,  the 
amount  of t ime spent  on behavior issues will decrease and academic achievement will 
increase. It  is t ime well spent . Guaranteed. 
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Br idges
by Crystal Ezzo, Teacher 
North Royalton Middle School 
Northeast  Region

North Royalton Middle School prides itself  on inspiring and empowering learners. A key to 
inspiring and empowering any learner is building a posit ive relat ionship with him or her. The 
m iddle level educators of North Royalton know that  there are many challenges and obstacles 
that  face the emerging adolescent  while at  school,  in the community,  and even at  home. The 
challenges that  make the school day t rying are dif ferent  for each student ,  which is why it  is 
important  that  m iddle level schools create st ructures that  allow for all students to be in their 
least  restrict ive environment and exemplify This We Believe.  

NRMS serves close to 1,300 students in grades f ive through eight  with varying needs and 
abili t ies. Consequent ly,  three dif ferent  resource classrooms have been created to best  meet  
the needs of all students. An instruct ional,  support ive model was developed to meet  the social 
and emot ional needs of certain students while also teaching them appropriate behaviors. This 
classroom is called Bridges.                        

It  is our belief  that  all students can learn and be taught  appropriate behavior. Some students 
can learn behavior faster than others,  and some might  need more help. Many factors can 
impact  a student?s emot ional well-being as well as displaying appropriate behavior. In order for 
students to be successful in their academic li fe,  they need to have a healthy mental and 
emot ional state of m ind. Bridges is able to provide that  to students with f irst  hand 
experiences. Our room is the safe place for students to display their emot ions in raw form 
without  feeling int im idated by others. We are one team, and we work together to make sure 
our students are on the right  path to be successful once they step out  of our classroom door[ 1] . 

Bridges provides specially designed instruct ion 
that  consistent ly supports the emot ional and 
mental health and social learning needs of 
students. It  supports the skills of 
self-awareness, self-management,  social ski lls,  
responsible decision making, self-regulat ion, 
and more. Appropriate behaviors,  st rategies, 
and skills are taught  in the classroom 
environment by ut i lizing the Zones of 
Regulat ion curriculum for character educat ion 
class as well as using authent ic and real li fe 
opportunit ies and/ or examples as they occur. If  
students are st ruggling with behavioral or emot ional issues, academics become paused unt i l 
the student  is at  the appropriate level to learn. The Zones of Regulat ion curriculum helps our 
students ident ify what  [ emot ional]  color they are in ( red, yellow, green, or blue) and verbalize 
to us what  emot ion they are feeling in the m idst  of their problem. With that  informat ion, we 
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are able to assist  them in choosing appropriate coping st rategies so that  they are able to return 
back to their normal school day as soon as possible. 

Our goal for our students is to maintain and be successful in their school li fe as well as their 
everyday li fe. One of the most  effect ive things that  take place in our room is the 
communicat ion piece that  happens after an emot ional or behavioral episode. Within these 
conversat ions, we can dig deep and f igure out  what  the real problem is that  lies within that  
student . 

Being in the general educat ion set t ing with students who are in Bridges looks a li t t le dif ferent  
than what  it  would look like in the Bridges room alone. These students are t rying to maintain 
their emot ions and keep their behaviors in check all while t rying to learn and focus on the 
inst ruct ion as well as not  having at tent ion drawn to them. The students want  to do anything 
they can to f i t  in and be like everyone else. Since I know these students at  a deeper level,  I can 
tell when their emot ions start  get t ing overwhelm ing for them. If  I can, I get  down at  their level 
and we work through coping st rategies within that  room. If  needed, I pull the students in the 
hall so we can go through Zones and ident ify what  is going on in their m inds at  that  moment 
and what  we can do to get  back to that  green level. Let t ing the students know that  they have 
support  in all school environments,  and not  just  in the Bridges room, is huge for them. It  
allows them to feel that  i f  they start  to fall someone will always be there to catch them. 

Bridges provides lessons that  the students can take with them for the rest  of their lives. I can 
test ify from f irst -hand experience how benef icial the Bridges classroom is to the students I 
serve. My classroom is their rock, their safe place that  they know they will always feel 
welcomed and accepted no matter what  is taking place in their lives, past  or present . The 
students in Bridges can conquer a school day because of the emot ional support  they receive in 
the Bridges classroom.[ 2]  They no longer feel alone, but  instead accepted for who they t ruly 
are: students in m iddle school making it  through everyday li fe as best  as they can. 

[ 1]  Please feel f ree to contact  Crystal Ezzo, intervent ion specialist  or David Guciardo, assistant  principal 
regarding the Bridges Classroom. 

[ 2]   It  is important  to note that  all ef forts are made for the students to receive their inst ruct ion in the 
general educat ion set t ing.  The Bridges classroom provides that  safe place for a student ,  and certainly is 
not  viewed as the primary locat ion of learning for the students focused on learning behavior. 

Crystal Ezzo has served both as the Bridges intervention specialist and as an 8th grade team 
intervention specialist.  It is important to note that regardless of role or title, her ability to build 
relationships with students is one of the many characteristics that have made her successful at NRMS. 

Jeffrey Cicerchi, Principal 



       In the Middle       8

by Amy Peck, Principal 
North Ridgeville Academic Center Middle School
North Central Region 

St ar t ing Of f  St rong

Whenever I am asked what  makes my school 
work,  I begin to rat t le off  endless evidence of 
relat ionships. From the beginning of the year 
team building with staff  and students,  to 
emot ional investments in our school family,  
relat ionships are always at  the forefront  of all 
decisions.   

Empowering relat ionships are only successful 
i f  they are embedded in your dist rict  culture. 
My administ rat ive team can f in ish each 
other?s thoughts and sentences; we 
ant icipate the needs of our dist rict ,  and we 
rely on our collect ive st rengths for the 
bet terment  of our school community.  

Applying that  same philosophy to our staff  
begins with team building each and every 
school year. From challenging ropes courses, 
to escape rooms and scavenger hunts,  we 
gain insight  into the m inds of our colleagues 
that  we would not  through business only 
meet ings. We laugh together,  cry together,  
and embrace each other as the family we 
often spend more t ime with than those that  
live in our homes.   

Once the sense of team is established among 
adults,  i t  quickly f i lters down to our students. 

As teachers work t irelessly to plan 
curriculum, they are also dedicated to 
building a family within their teams of 
students.  Rout ines and procedures are 
discussed alongside the expectat ions of 
posit ive relat ionships.  

This year,  we have t ied all of  those 
expectat ions into our dist rict  w ide PBIS 
program.  Started as a small vision, Ranger 
STRONG has grown to lead all that  we do. 
STRONG is a powerful acronym meaning 
Service, Teamwork, Respect ,  Ownership,  
Necessity and Goals.   In order to make all of  
those components work,  relat ionships must  
be a top priority.  

Each component  is embedded in everything 
we do. As situat ions arise, whether academic, 
personal or professional,  STRONG can be 
applied to provide resolut ion and growth. 
While we empower our youth with the 
academic skills they need to be successful,  
we realize that  all of  the book sense in the 
world will not  lead to success without  the 
abili ty to have posit ive relat ionships.  As 
Franklin D. Roosevelt  once said,  ?If  
civi lizat ion is to survive, we must  cult ivate 
the science of human relat ionship.? 
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Mor e T ha n J ust  S t ud ent s
by Kathleen Cunningham, Teacher
New Lexington Middle School 
Southeast  Region

As educators,  i t  is easy to view our students as just  that ,  only 
students. We see them at  school,  assign them homework, give 
them notes, and grade their tests. However,  the foundat ion of t rue 
learning and engagement in the classroom lies in relat ionships. In 
order to establish posit ive and st rong relat ionships with our 
students,  we must  see them as more. 

For me, teaching was a calling. I of ten wonder how dif ferent  my li fe 
would be now if  I?d had a teacher with whom I?d connected. I don?t  
just  mean a teacher who praised my math abili t ies or my French 
conversat ional skills;  I had plenty of those. I mean a teacher to 
whom I could conf ide my personal fears and st ruggles. Someone 
who could object ively help me navigate my m iddle school years. My 
aim as a teacher is to be that  person to my students. If  I can connect  on any level,  i f  they know 
they can come to me with their tears,  and if  they share with me their heartbreak, then I know 
that  I?ve achieved my goals. I can?t  reach every student ,  but  I work to reach all that  I can. 

A few years ago, I started a f irst -day-of-school t radit ion that  reminds students that  they are 
young people with dreams, goals,  and a whole future ahead of them. They start  by writ ing all 
the bad from the past  year: all the negat ive that  pulled them down, the fai lure,  the conf lict  
they had with friends or teachers,  and the problems they st ruggled to overcome. Once they?ve 
been able to put  those thoughts on paper,  I inst ruct  them to destroy it . They smash it ,  r ip it ,  
punch it ,  stomp it?  whatever they need to do in order to see the year as a clean slate. Then, 
they create bucket  lists. They pick a colored bucket  and write three goals for the year and two 
goals for their li fet ime. I use this act ivity to remind them that  they are students for seven 
hours a day, but  they play so many other roles, too. They?re musicians, readers,  art ists,  

athletes, siblings, and t ravelers. I show them my bucket  f irst  so they 
can get  ideas and also get  to know me as more than a teacher. Then, 
they work on theirs. To learn what  all they want  to accomplish in the 
coming year and in li fe gives me insight  that  I m ight  not  otherwise 
gain. It  also brings to light  the fact  that  school can help them learn the 
skills that  they need to realize their dreams. 

One of my favorite projects is one that  I?ve been doing for nine years 
and I call i t  an ?Autobiographical Moment?. The students choose an 
object  that  is important  and precious to them and write about  it . They 
describe it  in great  detail,  tell the story of how they got  i t ,  and explain 
all the moments that  have made that  object  so special. To start  the 
unit ,  I share my personal Autobiographical Moment about  an old,  

special stuffed animal of m ine. It  sparks conversat ion where I can open up and help the 
students feel that  they can open up, too. Many students choose something that  a relat ive or 
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close friend gave them before passing away. Some of them bring blankets that  they wrap 
around themselves while they write. Some bring a stuffed animal that  they hold or a necklace 
that  they wear. I?ve seen everything from war medals to 100-year old jewelry to a horse saddle. 
When the students complete their writ ing, we have a couple days 
set  aside for presentat ions. The lights turn off ,  a black curtain is 
put  behind the students,  and they present  using a stool and the 
light  f rom a lamp. They hold their objects,  stars in the spot light ,  
and share their moments with the class. It  is a special way for 
students to express just  how unique they are and what  is precious 
to them. 

The most  vital component  of building relat ionship with students,  
in my opinion, requires us as teachers to be vulnerable. Many of 
our students face horrors at  home and in their past  that  make them 
feel ut terly alone, and knowing they are not  alone can somet imes 
make all the dif ference in the world. Three years ago, I had a set  of 
tw ins with an except ionally heartbreaking past . They were writ ing 
their Autobiographical Moment essays about  bracelets that  had 
been given to them by a nurse. When they explained the story,  i t  came out  that  the nurse 
worked in the hospital where their mom passed away from a very sudden medical condit ion. 
As they were telling me, my heart  nearly stopped. Just  a few months prior,  I had lost  my mom 
in a quick and t ragic accident . I originally had no intent ion of telling my students,  but  in that  
moment,  I made the decision to tell them that  I,  too, knew the pain of my losing my mom. 
That  vulnerable moment,  while brief  and spontaneous, created a bond that  has stayed in place 
to this day. They are very near and dear to my heart  and I communicate with the girl regularly,  
even though she is no longer in my building. 

Every year,  students leave our classrooms to move on to the next  phase in their lives. We hope 
that  they?ve learned to write a li t t le bet ter,  analyze an experiment  more thoroughly,  and 
calculate the stat ist ical probabili ty of an event . Above all,  however,  we should hope that  
they?ve connected to an adult  and teacher in a way that  has shown them they matter. For 
some students,  we are the only adults they have. They should leave us knowing that  they?re 
valuable,  cared for,  and will be remembered. Ult imately,  i f  we?ve accomplished that ,  we?ve 
done our jobs. 

Putting Your Gears in Motion
OMLA 2017 State Conference

Novem ber  2 & 3      The Colum bus H i l t on  at  East on
Regist rat i on  Form  & In f orm at ion  at :   w w w .oh iom la.org

http://www.ohiomla.org/annual-conference/2017-conference
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Give, Serve, Bui ld, Contribute
by Tif fany Shaw 
East  Region

Educat ing and preparing our young people 
for academic, athlet ic,  and f ine arts success is 
only PART of our work. Unless students 
possess the character t raits of kindness, 
respect ,  responsibili ty,  hard work, and 
posit ive at t i tude, nothing else matters much. 
Employers cont inually emphasize the 
importance of ?soft  ski lls? in the workplace. 
In most  cases, technical ski lls can be taught . 
At  a recent  educator in-service day, Mr. Mike 
Lauber of Tusco Display expressed three 
primary characterist ics of desired employees: 

1. Posit ive Producers- giving, 
contribut ing, adding value? not  just  
?What can I GET?? 

2. Resilient  Problem Solvers- willing to 
work hard, overcome obstacles, 
explore opt ions?  ?What can I DO?? 

3. Great  Teammates- posit ive at t i tude, 
cooperat ive spirit ,  abili ty to 
communicate?  ?How can I HELP?? 

At  Tusky Valley Local Schools,  students are 
expected to work hard, show kindness and 
respect ,  and demonstrate responsibili ty and 
dependabili ty. Even in an imperfect  
environment with imperfect  people,  school 
discipline, suspensions, and expulsions are 
down. Why? Expectat ions are clear,  
discipline is consistent ,  and standards are 
high.  Ask any Tusky Valley Intermediate 
Student ,  and they will be able to explain what  
it  means to: 1)  Be Safe, 2)  Be Respect ful,  and 
3) Be Responsible. Manners are st ressed at  all 

levels and in all environments. Students are 
expected to come to school ?ready to learn,? 
and always have the opportunity to become 
?role models? or show exemplary ?WOW? 
behavior. 

At  Tusky Valley Middle School,  students go 
through a 10-week ?Ant i-Virus? character 
development course provided through Global 
Priorit ies Solut ions, LLC. Ant i-Virus is 
designed to reinforce healthy living and 
decision-making for all students by teaching 
such character t raits as ambit ion, 
responsibili ty,  hard work, restraint ,  common 
sense, and generosity. School assemblies are 
scheduled to reinforce these concepts,  
including ant i-bullying, internet  and social 
media safety,  and living a drug-free li festyle. 

At  TVIS and TVMS, students are given ample 
opportunit ies to learn and grow in their 
leadership abili t ies. Students learn and 
understand how potent ial is developed by 
giving, serving, building relat ionships and 
contribut ing to our community.  
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Helping Students Self-Advocate
by Joyce Duchak and Allison Swanger
Teays Valley West  Middle School 
Central Region

An advocate is a person who empowers their students. Daily teachers are giving advice, being 
a listening ear,  of fering support ,  and giving encouragement. Middle school is a t ime in which 
we must  also be teaching students the skills of self-advocacy. Self  advocacy is a li felong skill 
that  supports success. It  is important  that  we teach students how to understand their needs 
and communicate those needs to others. 

It  is important  as adults that  we help guide m iddle school students to be self-advocates, 
meaning to recognize and address the needs specif ic to their own learning abili t ies. We must  
do this without  compromising their dignity or that  of others. It  is important  because others 
cannot  read their m inds nor without  such important  feedback, do teachers know what  would 
make a bet ter school environment or learning experience for each specif ic student .  It  is 
equally important  that  both educators and parents teach children how to effect ively 
communicate, negot iate,  or assert  their own interests,  desires, needs, and rights. 

As a m iddle level educator,  daily there are opportunit ies to coach our students toward 
self-advocacy. We must  help students ident ify his/ her needs and also what  help or support  w ill 
address those needs. Last ly,  we must  ensure we provide an environment and the coaching 
that  helps a student  feel comfortable communicat ing his/ her needs to teachers and others. 

Marcia Brown Rubinst ien?s art icle ?Strategies to Help Student  Acquire the Skills to 
Self-Advocate? ident if ies the following st rategies for int roducing self-advocacy to m iddle 
school students: 

- Start  early.  Remind students that  teachers like act ive learners. 
- Encourage self-awareness. Help students pract ice asking for help in a posit ive,  polite 

way. 
- Support  crit ical thinking.  Encourage students to begin to sort  out  st rengths and 

weaknesses. This helps to develop conf idence and awareness they need to speak for 
themselves. 

- Require involvement.  Ask for student  input  at  conferences and IEP meet ings. Make 
sure students are an act ive part icipant  in all aspects of their educat ion. 

- Reinforce students when they advocate for themselves.  Recognizing and 
acknowledging when students self  advocate is empowering and also builds self  esteem. 

As students t ransit ion to m iddle school,  their role as a student  is changing. With their 
increased independence comes more challenges. Self-advocacy helps students navigate these 
challenges in a posit ive and assert ive way. As we cont inue to support  students? self-advocacy 
we must  assure them that  we will cont inue to advocate for him/ her. 

References: 
Self-Advocacy: Strategies for All Ages. (n.d.) . Retrieved September 05, 2017, from ht tp:/ / www.smartkidswithld.    

org/ get t ing-help/ raising-independent-kids-2/ self-advocacy-st rategies-ages/  

Teaching Strategies to Build Self-Advocacy. (n.d.) . Retrieved September 05, 2017, from
       ht tp:/ / www.teachhub.com/ teaching-st rategies-build-self-advocacy 
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Cr eat ing a Cul tur e of  S uppor t  f or  T eacher  Leader s 
by Rosemary Gornik,  PhD
Kent State University 

Teacher Leadership is t rending nat ionally. The Council of  Chief State School Off icers (CCSSO) 
believes that  teachers and school leaders are key to implement ing needed changes in public 
educat ion if  students are to be engaged in learning at  high levels. At  long last ,  many across the 
U.S. are recognizing the need to support  dif ferent iated and shared roles of authority with what  
is arguably the largest  segment of human resource potent ial in any school dist rict :  i ts 
teachers. In the spring of 2015, CCSSO?s Nat ional and State Collaborat ion on Educator 
Effect iveness (NSCEE) Conference was held in At lanta,  GA.  The goal of this nat ional 
collaborat ive is to ?support  the dif ferent iated responsibili t ies and authority that  our educat ion 
leaders play in the 21st  century learning context  and to improve the system that  supports this 
new and collaborat ive type of work? (ht tp:/ / ccsso.org/ )  In doing so, CCSSO intends that  
states will have the needed assistance to create and implement aligned, coherent ,  and 
comprehensive systems of educator effect iveness that  are based on high standards of 
performance, accountable for results,  and support ,  develop and reward educators across the 
career cont inuum. The Nat ional Educat ion Associat ion has also launched a huge init iat ive to 
prepare the next  generat ion of teaching professional leaders.    They assert  that  teachers who 
serve in leadership roles may do so formally or informally,  rather than having posit ional 

http://ccsso.org/
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 authority: 

Teachers become leaders in their schools by being respected by their peers,  being 
cont inuous learners,  being approachable,  and using group skills and inf luence to improve 
the educat ional pract ice of their peers. They model effect ive pract ices, exercise their 
inf luence in formal and informal contexts,  and support  collaborat ive team structures within 
their schools.  www.nea.org  

Kent  State University (KSU) faculty accompanied the Ohio Team at  the 2015 conference, and a 
3-year,  KSU/ ODE partnership was forged to embrace educator effect iveness. Despite a 
sustained effort  to incent ivize teacher leadership,  the Ohio Department  of Educat ion (ODE) 
observed that  teacher leadership is not  expanding in schools. Of the 190,000 licensed teachers 
in Ohio?s public schools (ht tp:/ / educat ion.ohio.gov/  )   a very small percentage hold Ohio?s 
Lead License, a credent ial added to an educator?s teaching license, arguably the highest  level of  
teacher educator professionalism available. In the past  several years,  KSU has made a 
concerted effort  to increase the number of teachers earning the Lead License through the 
implementat ion of teacher leader cohorts offered off  site,  and within the local school dist rict .    
Between 2013 and 2016, interested teachers at tending recruitment  sessions at  local school 
dist ricts report  that  the primary reasons they do not  pursue courses to obtain Ohio?s highest  
teaching/ leading credent ial are two-fold: 1.)  ?This credent ial is not  recognized in my collect ive 
bargaining agreement,  and therefore no f inancial incent ive exists? 2.)  ?I would not  pursue an 
endorsement in teacher leadership because of a lack of administ rat ive support .? 

From a purely pragmat ic point  of view, The ODE seeks to more fully ut i lize the otherwise 
latent  leadership potent ial untapped in our teacher ranks. Addit ionally,  according to the state 
department ,  empirical and anecdotal evidence indicates teacher morale is at  an all-t ime low.  
Therefore, one important  component  of Ohio?s improvement efforts is to f ind effect ive ways 
to grow teacher leadership in Ohio schools,  and support  this change through a collaborat ive 
school and dist rict  culture among teachers and administ rators.  To that  end, the ODE is 
partnering with a team of researchers,  led by Rosemary Gornik and Wendy Samford at  KSU. 
Building upon the KSU, Teacher Leader Endorsement Program (TLEP), a four-course, graduate 
level sequence that  adds the Lead License to a teacher?s credent ials,  we seek to provide 
substant ial guidance to the dedicated administ rat ive and teacher leaders who are st riving to 
reach new levels of professional excellence in their daily pract ices.  The purpose of the 
KSU/ ODE/ TLEP research init iat ive is three-fold: 

- To build capacity for teacher leadership in two Ohio School Dist ricts,  Maple Heights City 
Schools and Aurora City Schools         

- To gain an understanding and provide a detailed descript ion of the process of cult ivat ing 
teacher leaders for democratic ways of living, and the culture needed to support  i t .         

- To partner with the Ohio Department  of Educat ion and other local and state-wide 
stakeholders on policy development and implementat ion that  brings this research to 
scale in dist ricts,  state-wide, growing this kind of teacher leadership in Ohio?s schools     
           

There are three very important  research concepts that  form the foundat ion of this work:  
Def ining leadership;  problem-solving orientat ion; and changing the culture.    The KSU 
def init ion of leadership is organized around the recursive inquiry logic of how to enact 
lead- learning for democratic education (Henderson, 2017, in press).   This lead- learning 

http://www.nea.org
http://education.ohio.gov/
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requires a part icular problem-solving orientat ion that  serves as an organizer for policy,  
curriculum, and leadership decision making; decision making that  is focused on the 
cult ivat ion of enduring values that  stand the test  of t ime (Henderson & Gornik,  2007).    
Finally,  research about  cultural-t ransform ing efforts that  pract ice democrat ic collegiali ty,  and 
the honoring of all stakeholder voices (Henderson, 2017, in press).  

Adding to this research is the assert ion by the NEA that  teacher leadership can enhance the 
capacity of the principal: 

Teachers in leadership roles work in collaborat ion with principals and other school 
administ rators by facili tat ing improvements in inst ruct ion and promot ing pract ices among 
their peers that  can lead to improved student  learning outcomes. By doing so, they support  
school leaders in encouraging innovat ion and creat ing cultures of success in school. 
Teacher leadership can neither be effect ive nor successful w ithout  principal support ,  but  
neither can the principal maxim ize his or her effect iveness without  harnessing the talents 
and expert ise of teachers in leadership roles www.nea.org  

Among educat ional leaders there are not  agreed upon conceptual and operat ional def init ions 
of teacher leadership.  The Kent  State University Teacher Leader Endorsement Program 
(TLEP) def ines teacher leaders as lead learners and professionals for democratic ways of living. 
(Henderson, et  al,  in press).  This def init ion represents an aspirat ional vision of professional 
excellence, rather than a predeterm ined set  of criteria of inst rumental competency.  
Conceptualized with some of the greatest  teachers in human history in m ind, this vision for 
professional excellence is not  a f ixed object ive sought  after much less at tained by all 
educators.  This def init ion of teacher leadership maps an ongoing process for dedicated, 
thinking professionals with a deep sense of vocat ional calling.  The conceptual map provides 
guidance for an ongoing and li fe-long journey of professional growth and learning. 

To that  end the Ohio Department  of Educat ion, in partnership with Kent  State University is 
studying teacher leadership.  Ambiguit ies regarding what  teacher leadership is and what  
teacher leaders do along with the pressures of high-stakes accountabili ty systems, frequent ly 
results in more technical forms of professional learning for teacher development that  narrow 
the view learning and leadership. This often results in short  term, fragmented changes in daily 
pract ice focused on student  success on standardized assessments alone, prohibit ing 
opportunit ies for classroom teachers to assume a leadership role as lead learners for democratic 
ways of living,  as a conceptual and operat ional def init ion of teacher leadership.  The KSU TLEP 
encourages teachers and administ rators to reframe their school improvement efforts as 
interdependent  parts of the same whole, a teaching-curriculum-leadership gestalt . 

https://twitter.com/Ohio_Middle
https://www.facebook.com/ohiomla/?ref=hl
http://www.ohiomla.org
https://www.instagram.com/ohio_middle_level/
http://www.nea.org

