
SPRING 2017 NORTHWESTERN UNIVERSITY REBEKAH STATHAKIS

Course Description 
The objective of this course is for students to understand and explore the dynamic 
environment of middle school and to consider the impact of middle school principles, 
structures, and practices on learning and instruction.  Students will examine the unique 
characteristics of middle school learners and their 
educational needs, and they will compare and contrast 
a variety of middle school models, including policy 
statements, visions, and reform proposals.  Students 
will share and consider their personal experiences as 
they investigate the many and varied issues that impact 
any middle school and its community. 
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Key Course 
Details 

MSED 428       
TEACHED 328 

ANNENBERG 345 
MONDAYS  
6 TO 9 P.M. 

CANVAS 
WE WILL REGULARLY 

USE CANVAS TO 
SHARE INFORMATION

“Good teachers do more than help 
their students learn academic content; 

they build their students’ self concepts, 
inspire their students to persevere, and 

help their students to imagine bright 
futures.  In short, they transform lives.”  

- David Virtue

THE DYNAMICS OF 
MIDDLE SCHOOL

REBEKAH STATHAKIS     
RSTATHAKIS@NORTHWESTERN.EDU 

OFFICE HOURS BY 
APPOINTMENT
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Major topics include public policy issues, adolescent 
development, standards and curriculum, measures of 
intelligence, learning differences, school structure and 
culture, instructional relationships and strategies, literacy 
and reading in the content areas, the development of critical 
thinking skills, culturally responsive and equitable practices, 
interdisciplinary instruction, assessment methods, and 
technology.  Given the important transitions and cognitive 
milestones that occur during the middle school years, we will 
consider efforts to strike a balance between rigorous 
curriculum standards and developmentally appropriate 
modes of learning.  We will consider the views and proposals 
of many of the parties with an interest in middle grades 
reform, and students will be given an opportunity to 
research and share their knowledge of particular subjects.  

Collaboratively-Planned Curriculum 
An important question that will guide our discussions of 
middle school education is, “How can we co-plan curriculum 
with students to incorporate their questions and interests?” 
As we consider how middle school teachers can engage in 
this co-planning, our learning community will also co-plan 
our curriculum based on the questions and interests we 
bring to the course.  We will share our questions and revise 
the syllabus so that it represents the questions and interests 
of our unique group.   

“We ostensibly live in a democratic society, and there are no 
reasonable grounds that suggest why the democratic way of life 
should not be extended to early adolescents or into their schools. The 
democracy I mean, though, is not simply a matter of individuals 
selecting alternatives from a menu of limited choices nor the pseudo-
democratic ‘engineering of consent’ around predetermined 
possibilities. In short, it is not simply whatever someone wants to do 
or whatever someone can get them to do. Rather, I mean that the 
curriculum ought to be democratically conceived through 
collaborative planning with involvement of early 
adolescents.”           (J. Beane, 1993, 19) 
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Key Outcomes

1. Students will be able to 
describe their emerging 
philosophy of middle school 
education.  As part of this 
philosophy, students will 
examine several components 
of learning, development, 
and instruction, including 
inquiry, metacognition, 
assessment, standards, 
equity, and service learning.

2. Students will be able to 
articulate a systemic 
understanding of 
instructional and curriculum 
practices in middle school 
education.  Students will 
examine learner-teacher 
relationships, culture/
community contexts, and the 
unique developmental needs 
of middle grades students 
and consider how this 
knowledge should inform 
practice and policies.

3. Students will develop the 
habits of reflection, 
questioning, and inquiry.
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Active Participation in our Learning Community 
During our class sessions, we will engage in discussions, debates, simulations, and other activities.  
The richness and depth of our discussions is contingent upon the contributions of each member of our 
learning community.  When a member of our learning community misses class or is unprepared, the 
entire learning community suffers.  Therefore, everyone is expected to come fully prepared (having 
completed all assignments/readings) and is expected to actively participate in our class.  Please 
contact the instructor in advance if there are any reasons to miss class or come unprepared.  Some of 
our discussions and activities will occur asynchronously via Canvas; your full participation is also 
expected on Canvas. 

Academic Integrity Statement (SESP) 
Students in this course are required to comply with the policies found in the booklet, "Academic 
Integrity at Northwestern University: A Basic Guide".  Your written work may be tested for 
plagiarized content. For details regarding academic integrity at Northwestern or to download the 
guide, visit: http://www.northwestern.edu/provost/policies/academic-integrity/index.html.

Accommodations & Differentiation 
I am committed to ensuring that this class is fully accessible to every member of our learning 
community.  If anything is impeding your success in this class, please see me so that we can work 
together to find solutions.  I believe in differentiation and want to work with you to tailor this course 
to best meet your needs, readiness, and interests.  

In compliance with Section 504 of the 1973 Rehabilitation Act and the Americans with Disabilities 
Act, Northwestern University is committed to providing equal access to all programming.  Students 
with disabilities seeking accommodations are encouraged to contact AccessibleNU at 467-5530 or 
accessiblenu@northwestern.edu.  AccessibleNU is located in Suite 130 of 2122 Sheridan (formerly 
known as Seabury).  AccessibleNU also has an excellent web site, which is viewable at: http://
www.northwestern.edu/accessiblenu/.  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Required Texts 
Many of the texts are available at public libraries and the University library.  Some texts can be checked 
out online.  If finding or purchasing texts poses a challenge for you for any reason, please see me so we 
can work together to find a solution.   

AMLE (2012). This We Believe in 
Action: Implementing Successful 
Middle Level Schools., Westerville, 
OH: Association of Middle Level 
Schools.

978-1-56090-244-7                $34.99

Wild, M.D, Mayeaux, A.S., and 
Edmonds, K.P. (2008). TeamWork: 
Setting the Standard for 
Collaborative Teaching, Grades 5-9. 
Portland, Maine: Stenhouse.

978-157110-711-4                 $19.00

You will be responsible for 
selecting two or three additional 
texts that you will read as part of 
this course.  Additional details 
will be provided in class and you 
can borrow materials from me. 

mailto:accessiblenu@northwestern.edu
http://w
http://w
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Conceptual Framework & Dispositions 
This course is strategically designed to address the Illinois Professional Teaching Standards, SESP’s 
Conceptual Framework, and the seven Dispositions.  More importantly, you will have the opportunity 
to reflect on your vision for effective teaching, how it aligns with these and other frameworks, and 
how you can put your vision into practice.  

SESP Conceptual Framework for Teacher Education 

Vision:The Teacher Education Program at Northwestern 
University is guided by a conceptual framework for teacher 
education, organized around a vision of learning, learners and 
teaching. The conceptual framework focuses on: 

A vision of learning that includes: 
1.1. how students come to understand and think about subject 
matter; 
1.2. an emphasis on inquiry and reflection; 
1.3. the importance of collaboration and social interaction; and 
1.4. experiential activities that are relevant and engaging. 
A vision of learners that includes: 
2.1 the belief that every person is capable of learning; 
2.2 that development is shaped by social contexts; and 
2.3 equitable experiences for all. 
A vision of teaching that includes: 
3.1 connecting theory and practice;  
3.2 inquiry, reflection, collaboration, and innovation; 
3.3 creating a climate of learning for all students; and 
3.4 acting professionally, responsibly, and ethically. 

The guiding principle of the School of Education and Social 
Policy lies in our vision of learning, learners, and teaching as 
interdependent and ever changing.  We understand that learning 
takes place in all stages of life and in many different settings, not 
only in schools.  We view increasing diversity in the world as a 
rich resource for authentic learning.  Ours is a vision firmly 
grounded in social practice, and we actively connect pedagogical 
theory to everyday experience in the classroom and beyond.  
Through research and reflection, we seek to understand the nature 
of learning communities and how innovations in pedagogy, 
technology, and social policy can improve our institutions and our 
lives. 
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Dispositions
1. Willingness to systematically 
reflect on one’s own practice. 
(NUCF 1.2, 3.1)
2. Commitment to understanding 
students’ thinking about the 
subject matter. (NUCF 1.1)
3. Belief in the value of seeing 
students as individuals. (NUCF 
2.2)
4. Enthusiasm for learning and 
teaching through collaboration. 
(NUCF 1.3)
5. Willingness to take the risks 
associated with engaging 
students’ interests through real 
world experiences.
(NUCF 1.4)
6. Energy for incorporating 
innovations in teaching, including 
the use of new technologies. 
(NUCF 1.5)
7. Commitment to conducting 
one’s self professionally and 
responsibly. (NUCF 3.2)
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Illinois Professional Teaching Standards 
Teaching Diverse Students (1) The competent teacher understands the diverse characteristics and 
abilities of each student and how individuals develop and learn within the context of their social, 
economic, cultural, linguistic, and academic experiences. The teacher uses these experiences to create 
instructional opportunities that maximize student learning.  

Content Area and Pedagogical Knowledge (2) The competent teacher has in-depth understanding of 
content area knowledge that includes central concepts, methods of inquiry, structures of the 
disciplines, and content-area literacy. The teacher creates meaningful learning experiences for each 
student based upon interactions among content area and pedagogical knowledge, and evidence-based 
practice.  

Planning for Differentiated Instruction (3) The competent teacher plans and designs instruction 
based on content area knowledge, diverse student characteristics, student performance data, 
curriculum goals, and the community context. The teacher plans for ongoing student growth and 
achievement.  

Learning Environment (4) The competent teacher structures a safe and healthy learning 
environment that facilitates cultural and linguistic responsiveness, emotional well-being, self-efficacy, 
positive social interaction, mutual respect, active engagement, academic risk-taking, self-motivation, 
and personal goal-setting.  

Instructional Delivery (5) The competent teacher differentiates instruction by using a variety of 
strategies that support critical and creative thinking, problem-solving, and continuous growth and 
learning. This teacher understands that the classroom is a dynamic environment requiring ongoing 
modification of instruction to enhance learning for each student.  

Reading, Writing, and Oral Communication (6) The competent teacher has foundational 
knowledge of reading, writing, and oral communication within the content area and recognizes and 
addresses student reading, writing, and oral communication needs to facilitate the acquisition of 
content knowledge. 

Assessment (7) The competent teacher understands and uses appropriate formative and summative 
assessments for determining student needs, monitoring student progress, measuring student growth, 
and evaluating student outcomes. The teacher makes decisions driven by data about curricular and 
instructional effectiveness and adjusts practices to meet the needs of each student.  

Collaborative Relationships (8) The competent teacher builds and maintains collaborative 
relationships to foster cognitive, linguistic, physical, and social and emotional development. This 
teacher works as a team member with professional colleagues, students, parents or guardians, and 
community members.  

Professionalism, Leadership, and Advocacy (9) The competent teacher is an ethical and reflective 
practitioner who exhibits professionalism; provides leadership in the learning community; and 
advocates for students, parents or guardians, and the profession.  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Tentative Calendar 
*Please note: Additional readings and resources will be provided in class.  Detailed 
information will be provided for all assignments.  

Questions:  Why middle school? What do we want to learn?  What questions 
do we have?  What should the key components of a middle school be? 

Activities/Topics: Introductions, expectations, desired outcomes, 
questions, democratically-developed curriculum, and middle school models 

ILPT Standards: 8A, 9D 
Homework (for next session): Select a focus school; Continue thinking 
about your questions; This: Intro, 1 & 6; TeamWork: Intro & 1; Book selection 

Questions:  What is a middle school (continued)? Who are we teaching?  
What is life like for our students outside of the classroom? 

Activities/Topics: Qualities of middle school, students’ identity, self-
esteem, characteristics of learners, and begin design of learning spaces.  
ILPT Standards: 1A, 1C, 1F 
Homework (for next session): TeamWork: 2-4; Life outside of school 
assignment; Personal-choice texts,  

  

Questions: What is life like for our students outside of the classroom?  

Activities/Topics:  Media, social media, technology, culture, homework, 
family dynamics,  linguistic backgrounds, and extra-curricular activities 

ILPT Standards: 1A, 1C, 1E 
Homework (for next session): Bring content-area standards and a 
curriculum map/scope and sequence from a middle school; This: 3; 
TeamWork 5  

Questions:  What should we teach? How should we teach?  

Activities/Topics:  Curriculum (both written and hidden or received 
curriculum, content-area standards) and  begin discussing pedagogy /
methods.  
ILPT Standards: 2B, 2D, 3A 

Homework (for next session): This: 2, 4, & 5; TeamWork 6 & 7; Strategy 
Share  
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Week 1


April 3

Week 2


April 9

Week 3


April 16

Week 4


April 23
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Questions: How should we teach? How should we assess learning? How can 
we assess our own progress?    

Activities/Topics:  Best practices, inquiry learning, reflection, project-based 
learning, technology, differentiation, management, assessments 
(standardized, authentic, high-stakes, and other forms) 

ILPT Standards: 2B, 2G, 3A, 4A 
Homework (for next session): This: 10; TeamWork 8-10; First menu 
item due, Middle School Observation 

Questions: How can we collaborate? How might collaboration improve 
teaching and learning?  

Activities/Topics:  Assessment (continued), Teaming, interdisciplinary 
units,  and team meeting 
ILPT Standards: 8B, 8D, 8F, 8G 

Homework (for next session): This: 11 -16; Investigate a school program 

Questions: How can we foster a positive school environment? How can we 
involve parents and the community? How can we focus on whole children? 

Activities/Topics:  Guidance, health & wellness, bullying, family 
involvement, community involvement, school culture, and mission statements 

ILPT Standards: 8B, 8D, 8F, 8G  
Homework (for next session): Additional reading and research topic of 
interest (details will be shared through Canvas)  

Questions: How can we enrich the curriculum in and outside of the 
classroom? 

Activities/Topics: Service learning, project-based learning, Maker spaces, 
individualized learning, field trips, co-curricular activities, and extra-
curricular activities  
ILPT Standards: 2D, 5D 

Homework (for next session): This: 7, 8, 17 

Questions:  What should a middle school look like?  

Activities/Topics:  Discussion of the ideal middle school learning 
environment and how to realistically implement changes; self-evaluation, 
course evaluation and return to original questions 

ILPT Standards: 9A, 9D, 9F 

Homework: Complete your portfolio!  
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Week 5


April 30

Week 6


May 7

Week 7


May 14

Week 8


May 21

Week 9


June 4
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Grading 
As we will discuss in this course, assessment and evaluation are complex.  Many of the texts we will 
examine make a case for actively engaging students in all steps of evaluation. Therefore, students will 
be actively engaged in the evaluation and assessment of their own learning in this course.  Students 
will select appropriate assignments based on their own key questions and interests, compile their 
materials in a portfolio, engage in self-reflection/analysis, and consider logical next steps.  As a 
learning community, we will also work together to define our expectations and create articulate clear 
evaluation criteria. Grades will be based on weekly preparation and participation (25 points) and your 
final portfolio (75 points). 

Portfolio Assignment Menu:  
The purpose of these assignments is to provide us with a chance to think critically about important 
questions and how these questions and our answers impact our professional practice.  You need to 
select five assignments (each from a different category).  The selected assignments should be of 
interest to you and should include tasks you feel will assist you as a middle school teacher. Be 
prepared to share at least one assignment in class. By the end of the quarter, compile the five selected 
assignments in a portfolio.  You will need to complete a brief reflective paper to accompany your 
portfolio OR schedule a 10-minute conference to go over your portfolio. We will also have an 
optional portfolio sharing celebration (date and time to be decided by class).

The suggestions below are designed to spark your own thinking.  You should tailor these suggestions 
and then meet with me to discuss your final plans. If you have questions or need assistance selecting 
assignments that fit with your needs and interests, please see me!

Why middle school? What should the key components of a middle school be? 
☐ Write a letter recommending the establishment of a new middle school (possibly a 

charter) and describe the key characteristics of the school.
☐ Complete an analysis of how a specific piece of legislation impacts middle school 

students (positively/negatively and why).
☐ Write a letter to an elected official regarding how to improve public education (must 

specifically reference legislation and educational research).
☐ Write a letter to the school improvement team at a middle school suggesting an 

improvement.
Who are we teaching? What is life like for our students outside of the classroom? 

☐ Interview a middle school student, parent of a middle school child, or middle school 
teacher. Write a report summarizing the interview. 

☐ Read books or magazines targeted to middle school students or watch media produced 
for middle school students.  Analyze that experience.

☐ Shadow a middle school student after the end of  the school day.  
☐ Visit, learn about, or read about middle school students in alternative school settings.

What should we teach? How should we teach?
☐ Read a book or multiple articles about best practices (can be about a specific technique 

or topic).  Provide a summary (list of suggested materials available). 
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☐ Design a professional development session about a specific technique or set of 
techniques that are effective in middle school. 

☐ Investigate personalized learning programs and consider how you could integrate 
personalized learning in your classroom. 

☐ Read and analyze state or national standards or a curriculum map for a local school 
(preferably for your content area).  Provide your response to what is and is not taught.

☐ Classroom design project.  Additional details and resources will be shared in class. 
How can collaboration improve learning?

☐ Create an interdisciplinary unit (can be completed with a small group).
☐ Interview a teaching team. Write up a summary of your interview. 
☐ Visit a middle school and observe a team meeting. 

How can we enrich the curriculum and provide students with meaningful experiences?
☐ Interview a coach or extra-curricular adviser.
☐ Develop your own coaching or advising plan for a sport or club.
☐ Plan a field trip or special in-school activity (guest speaker, school program, etc.). 
☐ Design a service learning project.
☐ Investigate Makerspaces.  Develop a plan for a Makerspace in your classroom. 

How can we cultivate a positive school environment? How can we involve parents and 
community members? How can we meet students’ varied needs?

☐ Develop a plan for how to encourage parents to participate in the school (could be a 
specific event, program, or other approach).

☐ Investigate a behavior or character education program. Describe the program and your 
impressions of the program based on the research you have read.

☐ Interview a middle school educator (or two!) and learn how the school cultivates a 
positive school environment.

☐ Meet, shadow, and/or interview a school board member or PTA/PTO president. 
☐ Create a program that is designed to cultivate a positive school environment.  This is a 

broad topic; select a focus such as addressing a specific problem (such as bullying, 
childhood hunger, or sleep deprivation), increasing student morale, or developing 
healthy habits.  

How should we assess learning? How can we assess our progress? 
☐ Analyze a standardized test that is used in middle school.  What does it assess? What is 

it not able to assess? How should scores from this test be used?  
☐ Interview students/teachers and inquire about testing.  How do they feel about in-class 

assessments, standardized assessments, and performance-based assessment? How 
much time is dedicated to assessment? Provide your analysis.

☐ Investigate student-led conferences.  Create a plan for using student-led conferences.
☐ Read articles, chapters, or a text on assessment strategies.  Select one to share in a 

mini-professional development session. 
Student Questions

☐ Investigate one of the questions that you wrote at the beginning of the year.  Share your 
findings through a reflective essay, video, presentation, or other format. 
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