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Does it provide a direction toward the middle school concept? Does it express 
what you believe your school should be? The ISC should consider these questions 
and decide how best to review, revise and prepare a new mission statement that 
involves all appropriate stakeholders in its development. The section, ‘A shared 
vision that guides decisions,’ on pages 11–12 in This We Believe will be useful for 
this task.

Task 4: Deciding where to start

 You can’t do everything at once – as much as you would like to. Decide on several 
steps that will allow the faculty to make progress in important areas. We suggest 
that you begin in four areas: (1) revitalise teaming in your school, consider smaller 
teams carefully, and make sure that all teams, including encore or exploratory 
teams, have adequate common planning time and use it effectively to improve 
instruction; (2) begin to create a spirit of total school advocacy in which every 
adult pays attention to students, and plan ways to strengthen student-teacher 
relationships; (3) commit the school to developing curriculum that is challenging, 
relevant, exploratory and integrative; and (4) begin an in-house program of 
professional development that will support improvements in the above three areas.

Task 5: Involving others

 Plan ways to involve the other key groups in the planning of your new middle 
school program. Students, parents, community members, school council, office 
staff and teachers in primary and secondary schools must have a part in this 
process. Follow up the presentation made to these groups to make it evident that 
each group has a part to play and will be involved in subsequent activities.

Task 6: Using resources

 At some point it may be advisable to bring in an outside consultant – a university 
middle years person or a principal or teacher from a highly successful middle 
school. Have this person critique your work to date, provide suggestions for next 
steps and serve as an impartial sounding board as the work progresses. Develop a 
professional library using the list in the section that follows. Charge a group with 
assessing the school’s current holdings, order needed additions and develop ways 
to put these resources in the hands of teachers and parents. Access the resources of 
National Middle School Association. 

And remember what Will Rogers said: 
 ‘Even if you are on the right track, you'll get run over if you just sit there.’
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MODULE V
Putting it all together and moving ahead

You and your colleagues started this professional development kit several weeks or even months 
ago. After much reading, study, discussion, debate and perhaps even a few arguments, you are 
ready to take further steps to implement the middle school concept in your school. But first, 

let’s review what you’ve done thus far.
You began by reflecting on the matter of change, because the changes that you will be making 

in your school are not procedural ‘move-the-chairs-around’ or ‘shuffle-the-schedule’ type changes, 
but rather involve fundamental changes in everything you do – teachers’ and students’ roles, school 
organisation, curriculum and teaching and much more. Implementing the middle school concept 
means changing the culture of your school by changing what adults and even students believe.

Next you looked at the heart of middle years education, the nature and needs of young 
adolescents. Learning about the unique characteristics of this 10-to-15 age group – physical, intellectual, 
moral, psychological and social-emotional – provided the foundation for understanding the middle 
school concept in the next module. Those tasks encouraged you to reflect on the philosophical 
position of middle years education by studying several essential middle years documents. By the 
end of Module III, you should have gained an understanding of what the middle school concept 
is and what it is not. The final section opened up a discussion on curriculum and instruction and 
encouraged questions about different ways to organise the curriculum, the changing roles of students 
and teachers and the necessity for students to have more integrated learning experiences.

As the next steps toward implementing the middle school concept in your school are taken, 
there are several principles to keep in mind:

 •  The middle school concept is idea-driven, not a check list of characteristics. One of 
the major lessons learned about implementing the middle school concept is that the 14 
characteristics in This We Believe are parts of a larger system. Simply choosing to implement one 
or two characteristics that are better known or more comfortable will not work.

 •  Use time, don’t let it use you. Since there is never enough time to do what you want, make 
time for those things that are important. If you want to implement a comprehensive middle 
school you must find time to plan, work, assess and revamp as results dictate. Professional 
development must be every day, not just five days scattered throughout the year. Teams should 
have common planning time at least three or four days each week, and they must be expected 
to include professional development activities in their planning. The principal must ensure that 
teachers are protected from activities and tasks that consume their time but do not contribute 
to the forward direction of the school. Finally, schools must be creative in ‘rescuing’ time to do 
the important things that need to be done and encourage ongoing, professional conversations.

 •  Firm up your values, vision and goals. How will you reach your destination without a 
roadmap? Before you decide what you want to change about your school, you must agree on 
what you believe in and be able to articulate your vision. Your personal philosophy will lead 
to a larger vision of what you want your school to be, and that will in turn dictate what goals 
will drive your day-to-day actions. Curriculum, instruction and assessment come first, then 
organisation. Decide on what is important about learning, then decide what schedule will 
support those concepts.
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Understanding and Implementing This We Believe – First Steps

Getting started

Understanding fully the middle school concept as set forth in This We Believe requires a 
degree of readiness, considerable reflection and professional development. Only initially 
and partially is establishing a middle school an organisational operation. Experience has 

made evident the reality that changing the name and the year level doesn’t result in a true middle 
school. To put into practice the essential programmatic conditions of the concept involves changes 
in the school’s culture, the individual and collective philosophies of the faculty and a new level of 
understanding and support from parents and the community. It is a journey that simply can’t be 
completed quickly, but one that has to be taken step by step and must involve considerable reflection, 
discussion, experimentation and serious professional conversations all along the way. This kit is 
designed to assist a school in taking the essential first steps.

While middle schools began almost 100 years ago in the United States, the concept is relatively 
new in Australia, with very few schools organised in this way. While there are many middle schools 
and programs in the U.S. that have selected certain elements of the middle school concept, not many 
have as yet implemented programs that are fully consistent with the middle school concept. Today’s 
middle schools are ‘works in progress’.

This professional development kit contains materials and activities that will assist educators in 
their efforts to understand fully the middle school concept, particularly as they begin to incorporate 
its tenets in a school and its programs. The tasks in this professional development kit are appropriate 
for any school where young adolescents, 10- to 15-year-olds, are enrolled regardless of the year level 
configuration. It is also useful for pre-service teachers and experienced educators not now a part of 
a middle school faculty.

In trying to determine if this kit would be useful in your school, consider these questions. If 
you answer no to any of them, your school would be a good candidate to use this resource.
• Do all students learn at high levels and demonstrate their learning in multiple contexts?
• Does your school meet the developmental needs of its students intellectually, socially, emotionally, 

physically and psychologically?
•  Is the climate of your school positive, productive and energising for students, faculty and staff?
• Are parents satisfied with the education their youngsters receive?
• Do all students achieve their potential?

Using this kit 
While there may be several ways to use this kit in a school, we strongly recommend that it be used 
by an entire staff. This will build a common understanding about the middle school concept and 
will provide the necessary foundation for making the programmatic changes that will inevitably be 
needed. The staff should be organised in small study groups to carry out most of the tasks presented 
with a facilitator identified for each team or group. Existing interdisciplinary teams may be such 
groups, but exploratory teachers and all certified personnel should be part of some team or study 
group. To oversee and direct the entire study, a small committee that includes an administrator should 
be established. This committee will need to review the entire contents of the kit. The status and needs 
of those in each school should determine the best use of these materials. For some faculties all of the 
tasks may not be needed, or some tasks may only be appropriate for faculty new to the middle school. 
While some sections or activities will need longer periods of time to complete – perhaps scheduled 

National Middle School Association seeks to conceptualise and promote 
successful middle level schools that enhance the healthy growth of young adolescents 
as lifelong learners, ethical and democratic citizens, and increasingly competent, 
self-sufficient young people who are optimistic about the future. 

 – from This We Believe: Successful Schools for Young Adolescents
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Curriculum organisation patterns

Separate subject curriculum 
The separate subject curriculum is based on the concept of knowledge organised by ‘disciplines’ 
or scholarly fields of specialised inquiry. Within this approach students are expected to encounter 
and master selected content from various disciplines through school subjects that are intended to 
represent them. While proponents of the separate subject approach may agree on its use as a way of 
organising the curriculum, there are continuing debates over what content from particular disciplines 
should be included in the school curriculum and how subjects ought to be ‘learned’. The separate 
subject curriculum is often referred to as the ‘traditional’ or ‘departmentalised’ curriculum. 

Multi-disciplinary or multi-subject curriculum 
The multidisciplinary or multisubject curriculum is intended to correlate two or more subjects in 
relation to some organising theme, concept, topic or issue. Planning for such a curriculum usually 
begins with identification of a topic or theme, followed by the question, ‘what can various subject 
areas contribute to the study of the theme?’ In this way two concerns are addressed. First, as subjects 
are connected in the context of the theme or topic, they may seem less fragmented to students. 
Second, by opening a topic to consideration through the lenses of two or more subject areas, it may 
be better and more completely understood. Like the separate subject approach, the multidisciplinary 
or multisubject approach continues the purpose of encountering and mastering content from 
various subjects. Moreover, though a central theme or topic is used to correlate them, the separate 
subjects retain their identity and, typically, their separate time slots in the school schedule. The 
multidisciplinary or multisubject approach has roots in the correlated curriculum advocated by the 
Herbartians in the late 19th century and has also been referred to as ‘curriculum correlation’ and 
‘parallel disciplines’. 

Interdisciplinary curriculum 
‘Interdisciplinary’ is a broad term used to refer to both curriculum designs and projects that seek 
to combine two or more disciplines of knowledge. Interdisciplinary curriculum design begins 
with particular disciplines and uses them to create new fields of inquiry, such as art history or 
environmental studies, in which the individual disciplines are necessary – but not alone sufficient 
– for work within the new field of inquiry. In a sense, as the two examples suggest, these new fields 
are often close to what might be thought of as new disciplines. Interdisciplinary projects use various 
disciplines in combination to solve problems or consider issues that cannot be adequately addressed 
by any one of the disciplines alone. Interdisciplinary curriculum designs have also been referred to 
as ‘fused’ or ‘cross-curricular’. 

Curriculum integration 
Curriculum integration is a curriculum design that promotes personal and social integration through 
the organisation of curriculum around significant problems and issues, collaboratively identified by 
educators and young people, without regard for subject area lines. Planning for curriculum integration 
begins with an organising theme followed by the question, ‘What significant activities might be done 
to address the theme?’. Projects and other activities involve ‘integration’ and application of knowledge 
in the context of a theme. Content and skill are taught, learned and applied as they are needed to 
work on particular themes. While knowledge is drawn from the traditional disciplines (among other 
sources) students move from activity to activity, or project to project, rather than from subject to 
subject during the school day (as in the multidisciplinary approach). With its emphasis on real-life 
themes, contextual application of knowledge, and constructivist learning, the curriculum integration 
approach is particularly well suited to helping students integrate learning experiences into their 
developing schemes of meaning. For this reason, the term ‘integrative’ is often used to describe this 
approach. In one variation of curriculum integration, teachers and students plan together to create 
a thematic curriculum based upon questions and concerns students have about themselves and their 
world. 

© 2005 Hawker Brownlow Education HB4042 7

Understanding and Implementing This We Believe – First Steps

Module I
Facing the reality of change

The human resistance to change has often been illustrated by the quip, ‘only a wet baby likes 
change’. We all prefer the familiar and resist changes in our routines. In light of this reality, 
efforts need to be made to pave the way for the reforms that will occur as the middle school 

concept is implemented. The several tasks below will focus all concerned on the reality that change 
presents.

Task 1: Read and reflect

 Read and reflect on the quotes on p. 8 and any others that members of your group may 
contribute. Arrangements should be made for one quote to be included regularly in 
the daily bulletin. A few others can be made into posters to hang in the staffroom. In 
whatever way possible, make change a topic of conversation among the faculty.

Task 2: Spread the word

 Select one of the more pithy quotes (p. 8) such as Thoreau’s, and prepare a paragraph 
of elaboration and expansion with implications. Distribute to faculty at an appropriate 
time, or have it included in the school's newsletter.

Task 3: Why people resist change

 Use the handout of ‘People resist change in educational practices when …’ (p. 9) as the 
basis for discussion about the points made, and then complete the column provided for 
ways each condition cited can be countered. Each small group’s completed list will then 
be turned over to a committee to compile a summary statement that will guide plans.

Task 4: The depth of change

 Change, if it is to last, has to become a part of the school’s culture – and this does not 
occur overnight or by an administrative decision. In groups, consider the six quotes on 
p. 10. Each group should prepare two or three statements growing out of the quotes to 
share with the faculty.

 ✓ Are they valid? 

 ✓ Do we see ourselves as a learning community? 

 ✓ What evidence supports this? 

 ✓ What specific steps can be taken to help make our school a ‘learning 
school’? 

 ✓ What are the implications of the last two quotes, and how can their 
points be incorporated in our plans? 

Task 5: Understanding middle years lingo

 To communicate effectively, a commonly understood vocabulary is necessary – and the 
middle school does have its lingo. Make copies of the glossary (pp. 11–12) for everyone 
to consult in completing this task, and retain for continuing reference.

  First, before reading the definitions individually, place a mark beside those 
terms you understand and can successfully explain in your own words. Then read the 
glossary’s definition of the terms marked to see if they match your understanding. Where 
differences occur, and for those items not checked, discuss those items with a colleague 
until you both feel comfortable with the meaning of all the terms. 


