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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 
KristenMSmith223@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 !

Every summer the Ohio Middle Level Associat ion Execut ive Board spends 
three days in June at  Hocking Hills for a summer workshop. This is an 
opportunity for the board members represent ing the eight  regions across 
the state to come together to discuss our vision and plans for the year. 
Morning hikes, professional development,  commit tee meet ings, regional 
planning t ime, and conversat ions by the campfire f i lled our t ime this year. 
For one of the professional development act ivit ies,  the OMLA board 
revisited AMLE?s, This We Believe: Keys to Educating Young Adolescents. 
Board members joined one of three groups (Curriculum, Instruct ion, and 
Assessment;  Leadership and Organizat ion; Culture and Community)  
represent ing the 16 Characterist ics and shared ideas/ st rategies for how 
they support  the topic in their 
classroom/ school. The many ideas shared 
allowed for meaningful discussions and 
learning. As you read through the art icles in 
this issue of In  t he M iddle,  I hope the 
insights shared concerning Curriculum, 
Instruct ion, and Assessment provides you 
with new or refreshed learning!   
 

Be sure to mark OMLA?s Annual Conference 
on your calendar for November 7-8, 2019!  
Todd Whitaker,  Dave Burgess and Jack 
Berckemeyer are the keynote speakers for the 
two days. In addit ion to three nat ionally- 
recognized, dynamic speakers,  #OMLA2019 
will feature over 100 breakout  sessions 
presented by pract icing m iddle level educators covering a variety of topics 
from social-emot ional learning to technology. 
 

Members enjoy a discounted regist rat ion fee for our annual state 
conference. To encourage schools to send mult iple at tendees, the six th 
regist rat ion from a school or college/ university is free!  Be sure to register 
by October 4 to take advantage of the early regist rat ion discount . 
 

OMLA hosts a number of regional events across the state in addit ion to our 
annual state conference. These regional events include professional 
development,  networking, student  recognit ion and student  leadership 
opportunit ies,  all of  which are often provided to members at  no cost !  
Check our website or your inbox for the next  scheduled OMLA regional 
event  in your area.
 

I hope to see you in Columbus November 7-8!
United Fundraising

http://www.ohiomla.org
http://www.adamlulow.com/
https://www.legendgroup.com/
http://www.nowaktours.com/
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Why  J ust  Tea c h When You Ca n Ta ngo?
Carey G. Block  
Di rect or  of  Federal  Program s
Caldw el l  Exem pt ed Vi l l age Schools

It  is no secret  that  two heads are bet ter than one. 
So when it  comes to teaching, I couldn?t  imagine 
a scenario in which it  would not  be benef icial to 
have two sets of eyes, two sets of ears,  two great  
m inds, and two hearts swelling with compassion 
in a classroom full of  future Redskins.  With this 
in m ind, a plan was developed in the fall of  2018 
to make the dream of Co-Teaching a reality at  
Caldwell Exempted Village School Dist rict  
(CEVSD).   
 

As a staff ,  we wanted to 
take our t ime and ?do 
it  r ight?. In January,  
the administ rat ive staff  
at tended a Literacy 
Academy at  the 
Pritchard Laughlin 
Center in Cambridge. 
One of the presenters 
was a team of high 
school Co-Teachers 
from Warren High 
School.  These ladies 
were ?doing it  r ight?. 
They were making 
gains, teaching in 
tandem, and most  
important ly,  were 
learning from each other how to work as a team.  
When asked where they received their t raining, 
Warren?s very own Angie Erb-Gent i le and Terri 
Welsh, referred to the Bureau of Educat ional 
Research. Several years ago this team had 
at tended a BER training and gathered the tools 
they needed to get  started. I decided that  i f  BER 
could get  Warren started on this journey, i t  could 
certainly do the same for Caldwell;  so I found the 
next  available t raining and registered one very 
st rong and eager team.
 

Seven members of the Caldwell Exempted Village 
School Dist rict  Co-Teaching team traveled to 
West lake, Ohio in Apri l of  2019 to spend two days 
with Ms. Anne Benninghof,  BER t rainer. The 
team was comprised of the high school principal,  
two intervent ion specialists,  two general 

educat ion teachers,  one dist rict  administ rator,  
and a supervisor from the Ohio Valley Educat ional 
Service Center. During two days of intense 
instruct ion, the team gathered the tools needed 
to teach, plan, grade, discipline, and intervene as 
a TEAM.  Everyone lef t  West lake with the 
reassurance that  we were headed in the right  
direct ion for our students.
 

The stage was set  for a dist rict  t raining. Our 
West lake team of seven worked together 

throughout  the months 
of May and June to put  
together a customized 
t raining for our staff  
here at  CEVSD. We 
wanted to add our 
personal touch to the 
foundat ions of 
Co-Teaching we gleaned 
from Anne Benninghof. 
Our goal was to be 
engaging, inspiring, 
and purposeful. For two 
days in June, our class 
of future Co-Teachers 
came together to see 
what  all the hype was 
about . There was 

laughter,  collaborat ion, excitement ,  and most  
important ly - there was learning. Our 
intervent ion specialists learned that  they have a 
place in the general educat ion classroom, and our 
general educat ion teachers learned that  anyone 
can intervene with a student .

 

Fast  forward to September of 2019. A year later 
and our dream of Co-Teaching in Caldwell has 
become a reality. There are Co-Teacher teams at  
every grade level in grades 3-10. We have every 
expectat ion that  there will be hiccups and bumps 
in the road as we navigate this process. It  has 
even been said that  too many cooks in the 
kitchen will spoil the broth,  but  i t  takes TWO to 
tango and at  CEVSD we believe you should learn 
to dance.  
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For mat ive Assessment  is Mor e Than a Buzzwor d:

It  Wor ks!
Nick  Wysock i
6t h  grade scien ce t eacher
Nor t h  Royal t on  M iddle School

Sixth-grade North Royalton Middle School science teacher,  Nick Wysocki,  exemplif ies the idea of using 
student  data to inform instruct ion. Equally as important  are the relat ionships that  he establishes with 
his students. Nick works in small groups with students or conferences with individual students to 
provide feedback and build conf idence. In the following art icle,  Nick explains his approach to reaching 
the needs of all learners in his class with the help of technology and format ive assessment.

I believe it  is crit ical to understand where each student  is at  in relat ion to his or her own learning. 
Below you will f ind apps and tools that  have helped aid the learning process in my classroom. 

Pl i ck ers

Pl i ck ers lets you poll your class for free, w ithout  the need for student  devices. Just  give each student  a 
card (a "paper clicker") ,  and use your iPhone/ iPad/ Chromebook to scan them to do instant  
checks-for-understanding, ex it  t ickets,  and impromptu polls. Consequent ly,  I start  by using Plickers. I 
ut i lize this tool during the lesson warm-up or from an exit  t icket  from the previous day?s lesson. This 
data allows me to ident ify who I need to pull for re-teaching in either a small group or in a one-on-one 
set t ing.  Addit ionally,  I use the data to decide if  I need to completely re-teach a concept  to the class 
because the majority of the students got  a quest ion(s)  wrong. To ensure that  the students know how to 
use Plickers,  so it  is not  a barrier to learning, I start  the year with a simple quest ion such as, ?Who is 
your science teacher??  I also explain to the students early in the year that  they will show their learning 
through a digital port folio.  

Digi t al  Por t f ol i os

The port folios are used as a content  check-in to measure student  understanding of major concepts 
and/ or labs. The students also use the port folio as a way to review concepts before their end of year 
assessment.  I f requent ly meet  with students to monitor their progress on the port folios. It  is vital that  
I go step-by-step at  the beginning of the year to show students how to demonstrate their learning 
through the port folio process. To aide in this process, and to also know where each student  is at  in the 
learning process, I ut i lize Screencast ify.  

Screen cast i f y

Screencast ify is used for students to show me what  they learned during an act ivity or lab. It  is part  of  
the Student  Choice Board opt ions for students to record songs/ raps and/ or skits about  a topic. These 
videos allow the students to demonstrate their learning in a fun, engaging and dif ferent iated manner. I 
am also able to evaluate their progress and intervene immediately based on how well they are 
demonstrat ing their learning through the video or song. This tool is available in the Chrome web store 
and is something that  I allow the students to ut i lize early in the year to get  familiar w ith it .  

Choice Boards

Student  choice is something that  is valuable for students so that  they can show what  they know 
throughout  the year.  Dif ferent  choices allow my students to demonstrate their knowledge of the 
content  in meaningful and engaging ways.  Students love the fact  that  they get  to choose how they 
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represent  their learning and this also helps to decrease classroom management issues.  Choice Boards 
are an easy tool for dif ferent iat ing content .  As my students are working on their choice boards, i t  
allows t ime for me to check their understanding of a topic in a variety of one-on-one or small group 
set t ings.  It  also provides t ime for re-teaching or enrichment for those students that  need it . Finally,  
we all know that  reading and writ ing in the content  area is crit ical for young adolescents.  

Blogger

I ut i lize Blogger so my students can have a voice in their classroom. It  also allows them to comment on 
the work of their peers. I use Blogger on my choice Boards and as a warm-up or exit  slip. Specif ically,  
in my sixth-grade science classes during our cell unit ,  I use the book called Fuzzy Mud, which 
correlates direct ly to our unit . On Blogger,  I post  a sect ion each week where students can recap the 
book and/ or make predict ions about  what  will happen in the book. Please feel f ree to email Nick at  
nick.wysocki@northroyaltonsd.org or click here to view a Slide Presentat ion that  Nick presented at  
the 2018/ 2019 OMLA State Conference if  you have any quest ions or would like to discuss how he 
inspires and empowers his learners.

Appr eci ate, Advocate, Adv i se
Just in  Am es
M iddle Ch i ldhood Educat ion  M ajor
Wr igh t  St at e Un iversi t y 

Take a moment to just  breathe, relax . . .f ind your personal quiet  place. The magic place where you can 
let  the ?on-goings? of the world around disappear. While in this magic kingdom of solitude, take a 
moment to think back to your days in m iddle school and high school. Yes, that?s right ,  that  young pile 
of messy, awkward hair and bones was you. As educators we all need to take a moment to remember 
what  it  was like to walk in those shoes-- albeit  a bit  dif ferent  style of shoe from those we are teaching, 
though a valuable ref lect ion nonetheless.

 

While reminiscing, we would most  likely recall at  least  one adult  who ?had our back? and probably 
many more that  didn?t . Reliving those awkward days can help us to appreciate our students for who 
they are, who they will be and will also give us a greater appreciat ion of who we are ourselves. 
Unfortunately,  there are the few who may not  recall having a ?champion? to help them forge their way 
through the educat ion system and li fe itself . They may think of only a few people who ?helped ?em 
out? a couple t imes. As educators,  we need to look to ensure each student  has their ?champion?.

 

Today we know more about  m iddle level students than ever. We are re-evaluat ing processes, reviving 
solid past  concepts and reinvent ing ourselves to meet  the needs of our students today. If  we take so 
much t ime and effort  to make sure we are on top of our game, then we should take just  as much t ime, 
if  not  more, to be the stewards of tomorrow and be the voice for the needs of our students yesterday, 
today and unt i l the t ime the world decides robots would be bet ter educators ( let?s hope not) . Set t ing 
the tone and building relat ionships with our students is a great  f irst  step in being that  voice, the 
champion, for our students. Creat ing the environment where students know that  they have, for good, 
bad, or otherwise, the one adult  who t ruly cares and challenges them to be the best  they can be, inside 
and outside the classroom. It  seems more t imes than admit ted, people as a whole are hesitant  to raise 
their voices above the daily grumbles and speak for those who need to be heard. This is also t rue of 
educators. Whether it  is lack of experience or knowledge, the fear of reprisal or blind acceptance of the 
status quo, we must  f irst  know and appreciate who we are. 

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1Q64yCMd53hHwMWzbIv3xa3MaEF48V-1Qe8pyZciGm7w/edit#slide=id.p
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As educators,  we cannot  be afraid to challenge the status quo for the benef it  of  our students. To t ry to 
turn the system, or some small cog, to bet ter meet  the needs of our students. A great  way to ensure we 
have the whole student  picture is the use of teams and advisory programs to further foster the one on 
one relat ionships with our students. Yes, some advisors ?phone it  in?, and I would dare someone to 
prove me wrong when I say that  these people most  likely have not  invested the t ime to appreciate 
themselves, their advisee nor picked up the reigns to build the relat ionship necessary to be the 
champion the student  needs. 

 

In the end, anyone serving students or fulf i lling any posit ion of responsibili ty has an obligat ion to their 
success in li fe;  not  just  in school. 

 

I believe somet imes educators forget  the long-term effect  and power they have in the success of 
students? lives by shif t ing focus away from the student?s needs, and fai ling to appreciate their 
uniqueness. This momentary lapse in excellence may stem from an unspoken shif t  in dist rict ,  school 
or individual m ission to angle the spot light  from students? needs to test  driven, result  based policies 
and procedures. It  is w ithin these dark moments that  we need to take a moment to just  breathe, relax, 
f ind our quiet  place. The magic place where recharge our bat tery,  regain our appreciat ion, accept  the 
weight  of being the advocate and build the relat ionships to propel our students successfully out  into 
the world.  
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Posit ive  Re la t ionship s  Lea d  t o Higher  Lea r n ing

An drea Kaercher
Kin gs Jun ior  H igh  School
Sout hw est  Region

Every day we have the chance to impact  hundreds of young m inds, all of  whom are eager to learn our 
curriculum; or are they? As we stand outside our rooms greet ing students,  we are often quickly 
reminded that  m iddle school is a fragile t ime in many lives. Middle level students are working through 
a plethora of everyday tasks and challenges: navigat ing the unknown hallways, f i t t ing into peer 
groups, f inding a seat  at  lunch, cracking the combinat ion of their locker,  remembering all of  their 
homework and many more. In addit ion, many of our students are st ruggling with circumstances 
outside of their control: no breakfast ,  living with relat ives, no clean laundry,  taking care of siblings, 
and a mult i tude of other responsibili t ies. Middle school is a unique t ime f i lled with many opportunit ies 
for educators to impact  lives.

While curriculum is often a driving force in educat ion, curriculum cannot  effect ively be delivered 
without  f irst  building posit ive relat ionships. Relat ionships are the foundat ion upon which an opt imal 
learning environment is cult ivated. A student  who does not  feel comfortable will st ruggle to be open to 
learning. As teachers we must  st rive to get  to know each student  and form a connect ion that  enables 
every student  to know he or she is valued. Relat ionship can be built  through a variety of st rategies.

Although simple, greet ing students at  the door each bell is a wonderful way to form a welcoming 
environment. For many students,  a ?Hello? is an opportunity to break the ice. Another powerful tool is 
a student  survey. Allow students to answer a variety of quest ions through writ ing and i llust rat ions 
such as favorite candy, television show, book, hobbies, sports,  interests,  and more. Place the surveys 
in a binder and periodically review them to foster individual student  conversat ions based on something 
you noted from the survey.

Imagine intent ionally set t ing aside 5 m inutes every other day of the week to focus on relat ionships. 
One day you label each corner of your room: Agree, Strongly Agree, Disagree, Strongly Disagree. Then, 
spend the f irst  f ive m inutes reading simple statements such as, ?Chocolate is my favorite ice cream 
f lavor.? Students then walk to the corner that  best  represents their feelings for the statement. If  not  
the f irst  f ive,  perhaps the last  f ive m inutes of the bell. There are many short  act ivit ies available for 
get t ing to know your students (and for them to get  to know each other) . The t ime taken from 
curriculum will be well spent ,  and building relat ionships helps contribute to the development of the 
whole child. 

A dif ferent  approach to building relat ionships within curriculum is to plan short ,  warm-up act ivit ies 
that  engage students,  but  in a less formal,  more excit ing way.  What  if  when your students walked 
through the door,  you encouraged them to hurry in and be seated in front  of the random microwave 
you brought  in to school for the day? As they all sit  staring at  you with wonder,  giggling with 
uncertainty,  you place a bar of Ivory soap in the m icrowave and turn the m icrowave on. Excitement 
and bewilderment  build as the Ivory soap expands, f i lling your m icrowave. You quickly stop the 
m icrowave and throw open the door to the ?oohs? and ?ahs.? In just  three short  m inutes you have 
captured your audience for the day, created conversat ion between peers,  and guaranteed the likelihood 
they will engage with you by asking quest ions.  

In just  5 m inutes, you can learn amazing informat ion about  your students which will help you foster an 
understanding of your students as individuals,  and help build relat ionships, both peer to peer and 
student  to teacher. While teaching the curriculum with f idelity is of high importance, i t  is also 
important  to reach the social-emot ional part  of  your students and connect  with them as fellow human 
beings as well as their teacher. The posit ive relat ionships you build with your students can only 
enhance your abili ty to teach them to the best  of their individual academic abili t ies. 
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Ki ds Li ke t o Move I t ,  Move I t !
By An drew  Gibson
Pr in cipal , Am herst  Jun ior  H igh  School
Nor t h  Cen t ral  Region

As a parent ,  I feel like there are more t imes than 
I?d like to admit  that  I catch myself  watching a 
cartoon movie that  my children enjoy even if  
they are not  in the room. This happened recent ly 
with one of my favorite children's movies, 
Madagascar. My favorite scene was on: where the 
lemurs are dancing and singing ?I like to move 
it? and I admit ,  I 
watched the ent ire thing, 
sans children. It  also 
seemed like perfect  
t im ing as we were 
preparing to start  school 
and movement has 
become a hot  topic in 
educat ion. 
 

Science is cont inuing to 
advance, and we?re 
learning more and more 
about  the acquisit ion of 
knowledge. One of the 
educat ional focuses over 
the past  few years pertaining to inst ruct ion is the 
benef its of movement on the brain. Eric 
Sheninger cited in his blog A Principal?s Reflection 
on September 23, 2018 Elisabeth Trambley?s 
(2017) work on the impacts of movement in the 
classroom in relat ion to student  discipline 
incidents. Trambley found as stated by Sheninger 
that  ?once the breaks were implemented the 
inappropriate behavior dim inished, establishing a 
funct ional relat ionship between breaks and 
classroom behavior? (Sheninger,  2018). This 
correlat ion alone should encourage us to consider 
adding breaks to our inst ruct ion, but  for many 
teachers this is st i ll dif f icult  to do. 
 

We feel anxiety about  adding breaks to an already 
busy curriculum that  most  of us st ruggle to cover 
over the course of the year. ?You want  us to add 
5-8 m inutes of breaks when I already don?t  have 
enough t ime to cover my current  curriculum?? I 
do!  It  doesn?t  have to be just  breaks though. 

Incorporat ing movement into learning can also 
posit ively impact  inst ruct ion and retent ion for 
students. Eric Jensen, in his book Teaching with 
the Brain in Mind,  reminds us that  ?We know 
exercise fuels the brain with oxygen, but  i t  also 
feeds it  neurotrophins (high-nutrient  chemical 
?packages?) to increase the number of 

connect ions between 
neurons. Most  
astonishingly,  exercise is 
known to increase the 
baseline of new neuron 
growth? (Jensen, 2005). If  
we know this,  why don?t  
we priorit ize movement 
more in the classroom?  
 

Once we commit  to 
incorporat ing movement 
into our classrooms, how 
and when do we do it? 
Paula Kluth of 
www.paulakluth.com and 

www.dif ferent iat iondaily.com suggests it  can 
happen at  anyt ime, but  also gives some t ips. 
They include:

- Before a challenging lesson or after 
int roducing complex materials.

- After any long period of direct  inst ruct ion 
or whole class act ivity. 

- When you observe rest less, f idgety or 
uncomfortable students. 

- As a sponge act ivity when you have 2-3 
m inutes remaining in the period. 

While these are not  the only t imes, these are 
some suggest ions to help get  you started. For 
more ideas, you can visit  
ht tps:/ / brainbreaks.blogspot .com/  Have a great  
school year and thank you for all that  you do for 
m iddle level learners. 

https://digitalcommons.csumb.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1133&context=caps_thes_all
https://digitalcommons.csumb.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1133&context=caps_thes_all
http://www.paulakluth.com
http://www.differentiationdaily.com
https://brainbreaks.blogspot.com/
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Our  Standards-Based Learn ing Journey
Jay Clark

Pr in cipal , Van  Buren  M iddle School

Nor t hw est  Region

?It?s not  about  the thing you?re headed toward. It?s about  the work you do along the way?. This 
statement was shared at  the 2017 ISTE conference by presenter Jad Abumrad and embodies what  Van 
Buren Middle School has experienced as we set  a course toward standards-based grading. While we?re 
reaching our dest inat ion, I am conf ident  every staff  member would share that  they?ve learned more 
about  inst ruct ion, assessment,  and their content . The most  impact ful part  of  our journey is that  we?ve 
reshaped our school?s philosophy.
 

Start ing in 2014, our school began crit ically examining our grading pract ices. Prior to this point ,  we 
were the ?wild,  w ild west? of grading. Teachers graded anything and likely everything and t rivial 
points were given for boxes of t issues, canned goods, and I once heard about  a teacher who would give 
bonus points to students who would f i ll her water bot t le between classes. It  was apparent  that  our 
grading pract ices completely lacked integrity. 
 

We began with small,  st ructured staff  discussions with big picture quest ions centering on this point  of 
inquiry:  ?What does a grade mean?? We embraced Rick Wormeli?s words of caut ion during this leg of 
the journey: 90% of our energy should be focused on the beliefs while 10% is focused on 
implementat ion. We also intent ionally moved slowly to allow us to cont inually ref lect  and change 
course to ensure our ent ire staff  understood why we were making changes.
 

Many of our discussions referenced Rick Wormeli?s work. Many of us had heard Rick speak and he 
right fully made us quest ion many of our long-held pract ices.  he f irst  was changing the metaphor of a 
grade from compensat ion to communicat ion. As a young principal,  I would herald the end of the 
quarter by announcing to students that  their report  cards were their ?paychecks?. Yes, even 
administ rators had to change.
 

Grading guru Tom Schimmer also played a role in our journey. Tom promoted the idea that  i t?s not  
necessary to jump direct ly into standards-based grading. If  we picture a cont inuum of grading 
pract ices, why not  create f idelity f irst ,  then layer-on the standards-based components? This made the 
shif t  accessible for all staff  - even those more hesitant  to make changes. Thus, we focused on broad 
ideas related to grading in some way: At tendance, student  behavior,  extra credit ,  cheat ing, homework, 
group projects,  grading scale,  and reassessment.  With the except ion of homework, grading scale,  and 
reassessment,  our staff  was able to agree upon common beliefs as a full group.

 

A professional learning community representat ive of the ent ire staff  was tasked to formulate our 
building-wide beliefs and pract ices with homework, the grading scale,  and reassessment.  The PLC 
researched and then made recommendat ions to the full staff .  We implemented what  we referred to as 
?Evidence-Based Grading? the following school year.  Students? content  grades were based only on 
summat ive assessments,  which could be at tempted more than once.  We also added a ?work habits? 
grade that  each team maintained based on student  behaviors.  Work habits was init iated by the opinion 
of our parents who st i ll wanted to be informed of their students? abili ty to be responsible.
 

On the administ rat ive side, we made many changes to school policy: Academic dishonesty became a 
discipline issue, not  a grading matter. When a student  cheated, he is expected to redo the work for full 
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credit  because it?s all about  measuring student  achievement. In the past ,  a student  with an unexcused 
absence received zero credit  for anything done in classes. That  shif ted completely. And, we no longer 
award any extra credit  - and we st i ll have kids bring in extra boxes of t issues and contribute to the 
canned food drive.
 

One of the toughest  changes, especially for our math teachers,  was no longer including homework in a 
grade. As expected, there was concern that  students would stop doing homework if  i t  wasn?t  graded. 
However,  our homework complet ion rate is the same today as it  was ten years ago. And, we had to 
accept  the fact  that  educators created the myth ?if  i t?s not  graded, students won?t  do it?. That  fueled 
the next  leg of our journey:  Focusing on learning, not  collect ing points.
 

In order to ?connect  the dots? for students,  we had to be t ransparent  in what  and how we were 
teaching and assessing. We began pilot ing dif ferent  methods of students t racking their own progress 
on learning targets. Teachers began aligning assessments to learning targets,  which elim inated some of 
the unnecessary t rivia of the content . We started to experiment  with how we represented our grades in 
the online gradebook. As a staff ,  we were taking risks, learning, researching, ref lect ing, and 
networking.  Looking back, this represented some of the best  professional learning I?ve seen in my 20 
year career.  It  barely cost  the dist rict  anything and promoted collaborat ion. Collegial respect  improved 
great ly and educators were seeking each-other out  to learn more about  the pract ices they had 
implemented.
 

We cont inue learning and have a team with the goal to determ ine ways to improve our work habits 
report ing this year. By the end of the 2019-2020 school year,  all educators will have learning targets in 
place, students t racking their progress, and represent  those learning targets in our grade books. We 
st i ll average student  grades and assign let ter grades. Those were changes that  our community wasn?t  
quite ready for-- and, our elementary and high school are st i ll ut i lizing most ly t radit ional grading. 
Making that  change for three years wouldn?t  contribute to our overall K-12 experience.
 

The changes to our grading is a byproduct  of the change of philosophy and m indset  throughout  our 
ent ire school as a result  of  this work. We are able to act  upon the idea of a growth m indset  because we 
allow reassessment and we work to improve and grow. A student?s f irst  at tempt is not  their only 
at tempt. This also facili tates quality feedback and looking at  our students as individuals. There?s 
nothing bet ter than looking at  our t radit ional factory model of school in the rearview mirror.
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M eeting K ids Where They A re
By St ephan ie Paul - Tiber io
Assist an t  Pr in cipal , St .  M at t hew  t he Apost le Cat hol i c School
Cen t ral  Region

Intervent ion/ Enrichment Period, Flex Time, Growth-Mindset  Time, Insert -Gitchy-Mascot-Name-and 
Act ion-Verb Here . . . you know it  well,  the period for meet ing kids where they are-- call i t  what  you 
may. Whatever you name it ,  the posit ive is that  m iddle level grades are using t iered instruct ional 
st rategies and giving credence to the importance of i t  through t ime set-aside in the master schedule. 
However,  weaving this t ime into an exist ing or new schedule purposefully can be a change for some 
schools;  and, change can be hard, especially in the early months of the school year when t ime is of the 
essence to: establish rout ines, implement curriculum, and begin gathering data. Not  to ment ion, 
learning new personalit ies and leaders? expectat ions.
 

For some, even the ment ion of these purposeful periods? names for meet ing kids where they are, can 
spurt  grumbles and or comments raising concern from teachers,  ?I don?t  have t ime for another prep.? 
I challenge that  thinking by saying that  in preparing for this t ime, you are saving t ime; you are meet ing 
students where they are, and you are ( likely)  support ing contexts for interdisciplinary study and 
explorat ion. Moreover,  when this t ime is reduced to a study-hall,  the t ime and energy that  could have 
been spent  planning for purposeful t iered act ivit ies t ied to learning is exerted/ wasted on managing 
behaviors from students whose behavior is really a cry for help,  academically.
 

As instruct ional leaders or teacher-leaders in our 
buildings, we have to use this t ime, not  to offer 
feedback in response to students,  but  to be advocates 
for our young adolescents,  empowering them to take 
ownership;  then we use the data to  ?feed-forward.? 
Furthermore, we have to be purposeful in support ing 
our colleagues who are new or have not  been 
supported in the past  in planning for 
intervent ion/ enrichment periods and as a result  have 
got ten into some bad habits or habits that  are mere 
survival. 
 

This is where inst ruct ional leadership comes in;  just  as students need to know the ?rules of the game? 
to be successful,  so too do our faculty members and our role as leaders is then to support ,  support ,  and 
support . One way to do this is to frame it  is in the context  of our inst ruct ional pract ice and curricular 
choice?s effect iveness by having set  t ime with teachers,  leaders,  and specialists to develop and ref ine 
these periods.. When we examine data (qualitat ive and quant itat ive)  and talk about  students,  the 
accountabili ty piece naturally increases buy-in from the faculty members who may at  f irst  be skept ical,  
even resistant  but  w ith support  see the value in t iering inst ruct ion during set  periods of the day that  
are not  for teaching new content  but  rather for meet ing all learners where they are. The key here I 
would argue is that  we never reduce students to numbers on a spreadsheet ,  and we empower teachers 
in light  of the data to creat ively tai lor these periods as a team or individually to meet  learners where are 
right  now, today. If  students are to be empowered, teachers must  be too. 
 

One idea being implemented this year in my building are set  t imes when teachers and specialists can 
sit  to discuss students: classroom teachers alongside specialists,  buildings aids/ tutors,  and teachers of 
specials who support  these periods as members of the team; one dif ference is having an instruct ional 
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leader at  the helm to facili tate the discussion, establish expectat ions, ensure all voices are heard, and 
from t ime to t ime make the tough calls. When new init iat ives are implemented, the inst ruct ional 
leader needs to be in the room with teachers,  support ing. 
 

The ?rules-of-the-game? matter,  and all must  play by them. I?ve included a sample of an Expectat ions, 
Tips, and Tricks page meant  to serve as a catalyst  for teachers who throughout  the year will be 
supported in reviewing and examining their intervent ion/ enrichment periods as they f irst  develop 
then evolve, change, and grow through f ine-tuning this year. When implement ing a new concept ,  
leaders must  remember: i t  is a marathon, not  a sprint !
 

Expect at i on s
 

Who:  All Children, of diverse abili ty-levels and the facili tators of learning: Teachers,  Tutors,  and 
Intervent ion Specialists
 

What :  Intervent ion/ Enrichment Time

Purposeful t ime for dif ferent iat ion/ t iered instruct ion, intervening to meet  each child where he or she is 
through ref inement and/ or extension of skills. You are facili tat ing learning and meet ing students 
where they are during this set  t ime. For students of high abili ty level on a given standard or important  
developmental piece this may  be inquiry/ exploratory based.
 

What  i t  i s Not :     It  is not  a t ime for int roducing brand new content  because students who need more 
intensive t ime/ small group work or tutoring outside of the room will m iss important  new content . 

When :  Daily in our school-- in the class?s set time 

communicated to all who serve the children providing support  they need: students with an IEP, 
students on a support  plan, talented & gif ted students,  and general educat ion students.

Opt ion al  Read i f  you Li k e on  Tiered In st ruct i on  i n  l i gh t  of  RTI :    

r t i n et w ork .org/essen t ial / t i eredin st ruct i on / t i ered- in st ruct i on - an d- in t erven t ion - r t i - m odel

Tips & Tr i ck s f or  Con siderat i on

- The Name:

Rename it  i f  you like. It  is nice to give it  a name so that  students associate it  w ith a dif ferent  feel 
f rom the rest  of the day: whether the student  goes to a reading Specialist ,  works with a tutor,  or 
stays and works in a group or independent ly.  In some schools,  the name coincides with a 
mascot  or mot to,  is a creat ive name determ ined by students rooted in a value or ideal,  or the 
name is a clever piece of a concept  t ied to Growth Mindset .
 

- Consider Variety:

Some teachers use choice menus, online work assigned based upon areas of need for each 
unique child,  a f i le system with re-dos, anchors and extension packets assigned to a student?s 
given folder,  a small group model,  conferencing and student  monitoring of goals,  or altar the 
available opt ions on dif ferent  days of the week, establishing a system. Keep in m ind that  for 
many students you serve, this t ime becomes extended t ime for an assessment or t ime to work 
on their individualized educat ion plan goals. For others who remain in your room, work with 
the ? hidden curriculum,? developmentally sound pract ice and/ or growth m indset  in tandem 

http://www.rtinetwork.org/essential/tieredinstruction/tiered-instruction-and-intervention-rti-model
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with content  may work well in this t ime.  Variety is key so that  you can meet  students? needs 
week to week/ unit  to unit . 

- Establish Expectat ions:

This t ime of the day will likely look and feel to the children dif ferent  from other t imes. They 
may be used to more formal set t ings where the teacher is modeling to a whole group or may be 
used to  direct ,  whole-group instruct ion; students need to know the ?rules of the game? for 
moving around the room, t ransit ioning between choices, working in or leaving a small group 
you, a tutor,  or an aid runs, t ransit ioning to work with a tutor on a given day,  etc. Also, be 
m indful of  providing variety and teaching rout ines within that .

 

- View it  as an Opportunity:

When small groups are created, they should be f luid based upon students? mastery levels (or 
work toward at taining it ) . Be empowered to use this t ime to work in groups with students: 
re-teach, ref ine, challenge, and extend/ enrich the students who crave more and are mastering 
informat ion (provide opportunit ies to go deeper into already taught  concepts) . Ask, how does 
this extend the work we are doing as a team?  This is an opportunity to meet  all learners where 
they are in a smaller set t ing as students with IEPs and Tutors are met where they are too. 
 

- Track Growth:

This is an opportunity to support  students in developing metacognit ion: thinking about  their 
thinking/ learning. We can gather rich data through this set  t ime allowing us to drive future 
inst ruct ion during other t imes of the day/ content  areas; as well,  this t ime can be fruit ful for 
gathering data/ collaborat ing to gather data to support  a child who is brought  to the RTI team. 
For your students as a whole, though I wonder... Could a graph or conferences showing the 
student / prompt ing the student  (depending on age) to ref lect  on improvement in a targeted area 
be effect ive? Could this be an opportunity for work with Growth Mindset  that  could be 
collaborat ively woven into the work for all learners done during this set  t ime? How do we send 
the message that  we are all in dif ferent  places but  all grow during this t ime?

E mbr a c ing  Assessment
Kr i st en  Sm i t h
Sout heast  Region

I remember several years ago a high percentage of parents at  my school refused to allow their students 
to take the state assessments. Their refusal was in response to a seemingly excessive amount  of 
test ing. While I certainly see their perspect ive, i t  is a shame that  assessment has become such a 
negat ive term in educat ion. The reality is that  assessment is a part  of  teaching and learning. We cannot  
adequately inst ruct  our students if  we never assess them. So, what  can we do to change the tone, 
specif ically w ith mandates out  of our control? We can decide how to int roduce and discuss assessments 
so that  students and parents see their value. Throughout  my career,  I?ve had the opportunity to 
observe several ways of doing so in a posit ive,  uplif t ing manner.
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Stay connected to OM LA !

I recent ly heard a teacher set  the stage for a benchmark test  by saying ?today, you have the chance to 
show how big your brains are?. Now, in full disclosure, this comment was made in an elementary 
classroom. However,  I absolutely believe it  has value for young adolescents. The heart  of  the statement 
is about  students showing what  they know. Indeed, assessments are supposed to inform us about  
student  abili t ies,  so let?s focus on those!  Instead of viewing assessments as punit ive, let?s encourage 
our students to show all the amazing things they do know. 
 

Another teacher recent ly told her students,  ?before you begin,  take a deep breath. Clear your m ind. 
Then press start  when you are ready.? We all know students who can?t  sit  st i ll. What  about  the ent ire 
class right  after lunch? Although it  may feel like they need 20 m inutes to set t le down, we usually don?t  
have the luxury of allowing for that  on ?test  days?. I like the idea, then, of encouraging students to 
take a brief  moment to set t le themselves. It  can help calm them down and it  allows them to take 
ownership of their m indset . It  puts the power back in their hands, where it  of ten belongs!
 

Finally,  I?ve met a number of teachers who encourage students to retake assessments as needed. In an 
era where mastery of learning is the focus, i t  makes sense that  students would have mult iple 
opportunit ies to demonstrate their understanding. Knowing that  a retake is available can take the edge 
off  any singular assessment. A retake can go a long way to release pressure and calm anxiety. Plus, 
retakes get  back to the ult imate goal: mastery. Unfortunately,  very few of mandated tests allow for 
retakes. To address this,  I suggest  reminding students that  no one test  w ill decide everything. Ensure 
that  they know mult iple opportunit ies to show their knowledge will be readily available,  and make sure 
that  as a teacher you look at  the whole picture when making decisions about  student  learning, 
understanding, and growth.
 

The bot tom line is that  assessments are not  going anywhere. While teachers often have li t t le control 
over mandated standardized assessments,  we do have control on how we discuss them with students. 
We have many opportunit ies to shape the conversat ion. Let?s take advantage of those moments to 
make the best  of i t . Let?s embrace assessment and all that  i t  of fers us.

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