
Middle Schools Are for Me
Balancing theory, administration, and practice, 
Newport News Public Schools achieved a smooth 
transition to middle school organization.

JULIA THOMASON AND BILLY WILLIAMS

f~t 'o change schools significantly re- 
I quires a committed administra- 

tion and faculty, and to help them 
feel committed requires a comprehen 
sive, long-range staff development and 
implementation plan. Middle school re 
organizations across the country have 
been unsuccessful because they've ig 
nored these requirements.

Reorganizing grade structure is inade 
quate. Informing only central office staff 
is inappropriate. Including only admin 
istrators is incomplete. Rushing a partial 
plan is inefficient. And failure to fully 
involve teachers is ludicrous. Only a 
comprehensive plan that balances the 
ory, administration, and practice guar 
antees sustained success. This article is 
about just such a plan.

Background
In June 1976, the Newport News, Vir 
ginia, Public Schools Planning Council 
authorized a middle school task force of 
administrators, teachers, parents, and 
students to study the division's grade 
level structure and recommend an orga 
nization that would best serve students' 
needs: intellectual, social, physical, and 
emotional.

In its July 1977 interim feasibility 
study, the task force recommended a 
grade level structure of K-5, 6-8, and 
9-12. Their recommendation main 
tained the intent of a 1971 U.S. District 
Court decision on desegregation, al 
lowed for more efficient use of buildings
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in anticipation of declining enrollment, 
improved the opportunity for neighbor 
hood stahilit> bv maintaining schools in 
all areas of the city, and also eliminated 
one school change for all pupils so that 
for seven years classmates and friends 
staved together Most important, their 
organization plan recognized the 
unique intellectual ability, social matu- 
ritv. and physical growth of early adoles 
cents and provided for a smooth transi 
tion from elementary to sccondan 
school

The task force then set up committees 
to studv curriculum, personnel/staffing, 
and pupil assignment/building utilisa 
tion. In December 19~"9 the) presented 
their final reorganization proposals to 
the school lx>ard. who conducted fol 
low-up sessions and community hear 
ings throughout the winter and in 1'cb- 
ruary I 1)"') officially adopted the 
reorganization plan strongly endorsing 
the middle school concept.

The endorsement's program goals in 
cluded: tli mastery of basic skills; (2l 
application of academic concepts and 
knowledge: I }) development of dccision- 
making and problem-solving skills; i4l 
exploration of aesthetic, leisure, career, 
and athletic interests, and (>) provision 
for extensive guidance and counseling.

After the lx>ard s endorsement and 
the setting of a time line for opening 
middle schools in September 19SO. 
there remained the planning of staff 
development to help administrators and 
teachers move from a traditional inter 
mediate orientation to a more child- 
centered middle school

Staff Development: Philosophy and 
Program Goals
The Instructional Services IX-partmcnt. 
with sufficient lead time to work with 
administrators, teachers, and support 
personnel involved in reorganization, 
designated a middle school coordinator.
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selected in 19~b. to direct inscrvicc 
activities and to be accountable for their 
effectiveness.

The coordinator and the staff identi 
fied six essential middle school compo 
nents to be included in all inscrvicc to 
ensure consistency and avoid gaps and 
duplications. These six areas included: 
(1) middle school philosophy and stu 
dent characteristics. (2) interdisciplinary 
teaming. (3) flexible scheduling and 
grouping. (4l curriculum. (S) advisory 
programs, and (6) public relations.

To curb rumors normally associated 
with a system change, the first staff 
development effort was to provide spe 
cific, accurate information to princi 
pals, teachers, students, and communi 
ty. The public relations coordinator 
designed a newspaper and television 
campaign A middle school hotline was 
publicized, with calls answered by 
members of the reorganization commit 
tee.

The next step was to identify all 
personnel affected b\ the change.

Staff Development: Principals
So that principals would have opportu 
nities to gain knowledge, assimilate 
changes, and suggest modifications dur 
ing the planning phase, principals were 
selected one full year prior to opening 
schools To broaden their vicwponts. 
however, principals were not assigned 
specific schools during this phase. By 
not being bound to specific building 
plans, staffs, or preconceptions, princi 
pals were less likely to reject the reorga 
nization as impractical or unworkable.

Their inscrvicc program consisted of 
six sessions corresponding to those com 
ponents endorsed by instructional sen- 
ices. The sessions began in October 
19~9 and concluded in January 1980. 
Hie middle sch<x>l coordinators office 
conducted each eight-hour session to 
ensure consistency. Nine principals and
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two associate principals, along with the 
superintendent of schools, the adminis 
trative assistant, the assistant superinten 
dent, the director of instructional serv 
ices, and the public information 
coordinator attended. Their participa 
tion emphasized central office commit 
ment.

University consultants, external pub 
lic school practitioners, and local school 
division representatives conducted the 
sessions. The presenters knew in ad 
vance their specific responsibilities in 
the information process, and their pre 
sentations were monitored with consid 
erable attention paid to whether they 
covered topics thoroughly and avoided 
duplication.

Overview: Session one introduced 
middle school philosophy and discussed 
general needs of middle grades learners. 
Presenters explained priorities for setting 
up a program, responsibilities of admin 
istrators, and expectations for faculty. 
They also discussed basic characteristics 
of a home-based guidance program, in 
terdisciplinary teaming, a balanced cur 
riculum, and co-curricular exploration. 
Information was provided at the com 
prehension, application, and synthesis 
levels to accommodate readiness differ 
ences in attending principals. j

Teaming: Session two concentrated 
on translating theory into practice about 
interdisciplinary teaming and teaching. 
The consultants, two middle school 
principals, discussed organizational pat 
terns including two-, three-, and four- 
teacher teams. They discussed advan 
tages of teaming for students and 
teachers, stressed the need for planning 
time within the school day, and empha 
sized the necessity for principals to be 
instructional leaders.

Scheduling: Session three examined 
flexible scheduling and grouping. A 
middle school principal, using thcorcti-
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cal and practical illustrations, explained 
block, rotational, and modular sched 
ules. Inservice principals examined sev 
eral sample schedules and then devel 
oped a potential master schedule most 
appropriate to specific buildings and 
needs. Several schedules begun in this 
session were actually implemented 
when schools opened.

Curriculum: Session four was about 
curriculum with local instructional su 
pervisors as consultants. They represent 
ed both the core curriculum and related 
arts. Discussion of a middle school cur 
riculum development model and review 
of core curriculum underscored the di 
vision's belief in principals as instruc 
tional leaders. The supervisors present 
ed interdisciplinary theme units, 
discussed cooperative team planning, 
and examined related arts curricula 
based on student exploration.

Advisory Program: Session five looked 
at teacher-based guidance. Again, the 
consultant was a middle school admin 
istrator who emphasized the principal's 
role in establishing school climate, the 
necessity for humanistic teachers, the 
counselor's role in a teacher-based guid 
ance program, and characteristics of a 
comprehensive counseling program.

Finale: Session six provided closure. 
The consultant, a principal who had 
just opened a middle school, reviewed 
the previous sessions and suggested a 
plan for an orderly, positive beginning, 
with emphasis on preparation, involve 
ment, communication, and coordina 
tion. The principal covered implica 
tions of personnel and finance, the 
necessity for an advisory board, and a 
communication model for working with 
all those affected by the change.

From these sessions, principals devel 
oped expertise and assumed leadership 
roles as consultants. Only then were 
principals assigned specific schools, all 
of which were relocations, '['he ratio 
nale was that principals were more likely 
to broaden their perceptions and expec 
tations if they were in a new setting with 
new staff.

At this time, assistant principals were 
named but would not be assigned to a 
specific school until they had completed 
the required inservice—for the same 
reasoning as with principals.

Staff Development: Assistant 
Principals
Principals divided into three teams and, 
modeling the team teaching concept, 
prepared four inservice sessions. These
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sessions totaled 20 hours and included 
the same six components detailed by the 
middle school coordinator In planning 
and conducting these .sessions, princi 
pals experienced many of the potential 
difficulties of team teaching—dominant 
personalities, inability to reach consen 
sus, multiple opinions on time and 
content, and incomplete tasks. By Feb 
ruary 1980, principals and assistant 
principals for each middle school were 
selected, received staff development 
training, and began program planning 
based on specific clientele and commu 
nity.

Staff Development: Teachers
After assistant principals joined the ad 
ministrative consultant teams, they be 
gan to work with teachers. The teams 
conducted faculty meetings throughout 
the year to inform prospective middle 
school teachers of the reorganization's 
progress. When sufficient plans were in 
place, they asked teachers to identify 
their preferred grade level placements. 
Although specific building assignments 
were not made, teachers were given this 
opportunity to make a choice and thus 
were positive about the change.

Responses to a survey sent to all 
teachers in grades 6—9 and to support 
services personnel indicated those inter 
ested in attending middle school inscr- 
vicc programs. One hundred eighteen 
people responded. 1 hey were divided 
into four inscrvicc groups that met for 
two hours per week for 18 weeks during 
the winter and spring of 1980. Complet 
ing this inscrvice resulted in one non- 
college credit toward certificate renewal. 
Concurrently there was a college credit 
course on middle school philosophy 
offered through a local university.

Starting dates for inscrvicc groups 
were staggered to allow administrative 
consultant teams to meet with each 
group. Again they used the six-cornpo-
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nent format with information appropri 
ately modified. For example, consul 
tants explained a typical middle school 
schedule to teachers, and the teachers 
participated in devising student sched 
ules within teaching teams rather than 
in developing a master schedule. In the- 
advisory program for students, the pro 
gram overview focused on teachers' 
roles, and instructional supervisors pre 
sented the core and related arts curricu 
la.

Along with the college course and 
inscrvicc programs, a locally produced 
slide tape presentation. M iddle Schools 
Are For \ te. w as shown at all intermedi 
ate and grade six and seven schools. The 
title of this program became the public 
relations slogan for promoting middle 
schools.

Teachers and the community learned 
about the reorganization through addi 
tional efforts within the school division. 
Inside Lines, the official school system 
newsletter, issued middle school up 
dates throughout the vcar 1979-80. The 
winter edition of the division's commu 
nity newsletter. I nterviews, a lso ex 
plained the middle school plan.

Teams composed of a principal, cen 
tral office administrators, and a school 
board member showed M iddle Schools 
Are For Me and answered questions at 
PTA and civic and church group meet 
ings Three videotapes, including 
ASCD's Profile of a Middle School, were 
shown in each sixth and seventh grade 
and all intermediate schools.

All middle school principals attended 
the National Middle School Association 
Conference and other state and regional 
meetings. Workshops, faculty meetings, 
and committee assignments informed 
and prepared the entire system to imple 
ment the middle school concept.

These staff development efforts pro 
moted a sound knowledge base and a 
sense that those involved were being

kept up-to-date on reorganization. 
Commitment to the positive nature of 
the middle school plan reached 
groundswcll proportion as teachers be 
came unified and enthusiastic about the 
new opportunities available.

Between 1976 and early 1980 the 
study was completed: the plan designed; 
board approval and support obtained; 
and administrators, teachers, and sup 
port staff received inserv ice in six essen 
tial components of middle school edu 
cation. Buildings were renovated and 
refurnished and staff assignments were 
made. By June 1980, equipment and 
furniture were moved, and administra 
tive teams finalized plans to open the 
first middle schools in Newport News.

Bombshell
After a hectic summer of final prepara 
tion, the bombshell dropped. Although 
the middle school plan maintained the 
intent of a 1971 U.S. District Court 
decision on desegregation, the Newport 
News Public School System was again 
taken to court. On July 23, 1980, an 
order was issued that the middle school 
plan not be instituted in September 
pending further hearings. Five years of 
planning and staff development were 
put on hold.

Pending that decision, materials, 
equipment, and personnel were re 
turned to their prior assignments. For at 
least one year, the school system had to 
maintain enthusiasm and commitment 
for middle schools. For at least one 
year, teachers returned to a grade level 
and program organization that had been 
deemed inappropriate and somewhat 
obsolete—and they had to do it with 
conviction and effectiveness.

School staffs rallied to the occasion 
and spent the first semester of 1980 
rcfocusing on the old grade level struc 
ture with new awareness of the special 
needs of an early adolescent. Although
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some staff and community members 
were skeptical of a favorable court deci 
sion, staff development efforts were re 
initiated. A college credit course and the 
noncredit inservice were again offered. 
Principals and instructional services staff 
refocused on middle schools. Faculty 
meetings used middle school topics as 
main agenda items, and curriculum was 
further developed and refined

Then on November 30, 1080, the 4th 
Circuit Court of Appeals affirmed the 
original U.S. District Court's decision 
in favor of the reorganization plan. 
Middle schools could officially open in 
August 1981. A second time, teachers 
were requested to report for two days 
additional inservice at the close of 
school in June 1981. At that time they 
were rcinformed of specific building 
asssignments, given more detailed infor 
mation about the structure of the pro 
grams, and asked to return two days 
earlier than other teaching staffs in Au 
gust to receive more inservice.

Implementation
One major issue concerned instruction 
al services personnel. Although admin 
istrators and teachers were quite knowl 
edgeable about middle schools, 
translating theory into practice would be 
a complex matter. It was possible that 
middle school practitioners, faced with 
many adjustments and pressures, would 
resort to more entrenched programs and 
dilute the program s overall effect.

Those committed to the total pro 
gram wanted to ensure that essential 
characteristics of middle schools were 
not only implemented but sustained 
after the initial effort. This concern 
resulted in a specific implementation 
system that included a unique team of 
instructional specialists in addition to 
the regular central office personnel. 
These specialists were to work directly in 
the middle schools with administrators
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and teaching teams for the initial three 
years of reorganization.

Specifically they provide workshops, 
personalised inservice, and encourage 
ment to new middle school staff mem 
bers. They help coordinate and direct 
existing resources, provide direct serv 
ices, and secure requested assistance 
and materials. Their basic purpose is to 
promote the middle school program.

By working with individual teams 
during planning time and by visiting 
and observing in classrooms, the spe 
cialist team helps teachers become more 
proficient in sharing instructional objec 
tives :jnd techniques, producing inter 
disciplinary units, diversifying sched 
ules, and varying grouping plans for 
students. They also help teachers con 
duct productive team meetings, lead 
advisor/advisee'' sessions, discuss sensi 
tive affective material with students, 
handle routine discipline problems 
within the team, and confer with par 
ents more systematically and frequently.

Indicators of Success
At the end of the first year, the school 
system surveyed middle school teachers. 
Of the 152 teachers responding, only- 
three requested new assignments. Over 

whelmingly, teachers preferred the cur 
rent grade level and building assign 
ments for 1982-83 school year.

The survey also asked teachers to 
discuss the strengths of the middle 
school program. Their responses indi 
cate the degree of success of the reorga 
nization and implementation process.

A majority of the teachers referred to 
interdisciplinary teaming as the pro 
gram's greatest strength I hey thought 
team organization provided adequate 
team and personal planning thus en 
abling teachers to provide for individual 
student needs. Team"ig provided 
scheduling flexibility and allowed stu 
dents to work closer to their own rates. 
During planning time teachers com 
pared information on student discipline, 
apathy, and misbehavior and prepared 
interdisciplinary theme units.

the five-year staff development effort 
can be summed up in two statements 
appearing on a large number of survey 
sheets. The first speaks of teachers who 
are no longer teaching subjects to stu 
dents but are teaching students about 
subjects. The second credits the success 
of middle school reorganization to high 
ly qualified and well-prepared adminis 
trators working with teachers to make 
middle schools in Newport News a 
model program. El
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