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The Campaign for Middle School Success is a collaboration of dozens of people across the
Department of Education and New York City who passionately believe that our school leaders must



In 2003, New York City embarked on Children First, an ambitious program to reform its public schools. The
overarching goal of Children First is to develop, support, and sustain a system of great schools. To deliver
excellent and equitable educational services to approximately 1.1 million students in almost 1,500 schools, the
City is focusing on the only outcome that really matters: student success. Since Mayor Bloomberg and
Chancellor Klein launched Children First, more students are meeting and exceeding standards in math and
reading and the graduation rate is the highest it has been in decades. The City has received outside recognition
for this progress; in 2007, it won the Broad Prize for Urban Education. This $1 million annual award honors the
urban school district that has made the greatest progress in raising student achievement and reducing the
achievement gap.

New York City’s reforms are based on three core principles:
X Those closest to the students should get to make the key decisions about what will best help their students
succeed.
x  Empowered schools must be accountable for results.
X



Through the Campaign for Middle School Success, we plan to set high expectations for middle
schools and for our middle grade students’ performance. We also plan to achieve dramatic growth in
student achievement across our nearly 500 middle schools.

The development of the Campaign for Middle School Success was a highly collaborative effort
involving educational leaders from across the Department of Education’s central offices, as well as
principals, teachers, parents, students, and community partners. During the first phase of our work,
we conducted an extensive analysis to understand better the nature of the middle school challenge and
to discover what is working, from across the depa



relevant to their life experiences. We also must make sure that those who serve students are aware of
what students feel they need in order to be successful.

We have learned that there is no single “silver bullet” solution to our middle school challenge. The
path to success may differ for different schools. Therefore, each school should develop its own theory
of change based on a comprehensive and coherent approach that includes key elements of middle
school success. Those elements are: high expectations and rigorous opportunities for all students,
effective management of human capital, personalized student supports, integrated family and
community engagement, and strong school and organizational structures. We hope that schools will
contribute to these elements based on their own research.

While the challenges of school improvement are significant, we will work with our schools to
surmount them with the collective and aligned mobilization of our internal and external expertise,
resources and partners. Schools are increasingly equipped to determine how to improve their
students’ achievement. Principals have been given greater discretion over their resource allocation,
staff selection, and student programming. Student-level performance data are more readily available
than in the past. School Support Organizations (SSOs) give schools more support than ever before,
tailored to meet their students’ specific needs. School-based structures, such as inquiry teams, in
which professional learning communities use data to identify how best to change instructional
practices to accelerate student learning, are well-suited to inform this theory of change and support its
implementation.

We therefore have adopted the following goals for our middle schools:
x Improve overall student achievement levels in all New York City middle schools;
x Close the achievement gap among Black and Hispanic and White and Asian students;
x Improve student engagement and socio-emotional development for all students; and

x Decrease the dropout rate and raise the graduation rate.

Academic Performance and Student Engagement. The nature of the middle school challenge in
New York City is widespread. Nearly 45% of our middle schools are helping fewer than a quarter of
their eighth graders reach proficiency in both English and Math.> The data point to significant
performance declines between the fourth grade and the eighth grade. This problem is pervasive not
only in the City, but also across the State, as shown by the graphic below.



Graph 1. City and State Comparison of ELA and Math Performance

Students who enter middle school at or below low Level 2 have a very low probability of becoming
proficient by the eighth grade. Even students who enter middle school at Level 3 have just over a
50% chance of being proficient in eighth grade ELA and just over a 60% chance of being proficient in
eighth grade Math.6






We conducted a rigorous examination of middle schools both in New York City and elsewhere. The



Graph 4. Indicators of Middle School Culture

NYCDOE Learning Environment Survey 2007.

x We Need a Comprehensive Approach. Each successful school had a comprehensive plan to drive
school improvement, which purposely encompassed each of the key elements. That is, these
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Described in detail below are examples of practices that successful middle schools and those that have
demonstrated significant progress have used to achieve each of the key elements. Our intention is to
provide principals and school leadership teams with examples of successful practices, not to prescribe
practices that will work in all schools or in all situations. School leadership teams are encouraged to
use this Blueprint document as part of their own research and action planning effort to determine what
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Key Element #1: High Expectations and Rigorous Opportunities for
All Students

Description: Successful middle schools develop a culture of student success and have an observable
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Pre-transition Outreach to Feeder Schools

X Obtain student data from feeder schools and
familiarize students and families with the new
school

x Establish and maintain relationships with feeder
school(s) (where applicable) and engage
students and families prior to the beginning of
the school year

x Utilize parent coordinator to facilitate pre-
transition outreach for families and students who
will be attending a non-neighborhood school

X
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The NYCDOE has a new eighth-grade promotion policy. The Eighth Grade Portfolio of Supports is
designed to accelerate the achievement of under-performing middle school students to ensure that they
succeed under the new eighth-grade promotion policy and are prepared to meet the increased academic
demands of high school. The Portfolio of Supports which schools can consider employing includes
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Professional Development Support for
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Description: Successful middle schools have a deep-rooted commitment to attracting, developing,
and retaining highly effective staff members who are aligned around a common vision to teach
adolescent learners and are eager to collaborate with one another. These schools have a culture of
excellence and are rigorous about both supporting their teachers and creating high expectations for
performance. They also effectively mobilize all the adults within a school, including teachers,
leaders, volunteers, parents, the parent coordinator, and community partners.

Rationale:
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and take seriously their responsibilities to evaluate the performance of both new and veteran staff.
Many schools find opportunities to affirm successful teacher practice.
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Lead Teachers

x Implement Lead Teacher programs which
enable (and reward) high-performing teachers
with demonstrated performance and
competencies to split their time between
teaching their own class and serving as coach to
develop less experienced teachers

Retention

x Ensure that high-performing school leaders
reach out to teachers (especially those high

x Would our school benefit from a lead teacher (or a
pair sharing of a classroom)?

x Would lead teacher positions be effective in
recruiting high-quality teachers with expertise for
which our school has a critical need, e.g., in math or
science?

X Would lead teacher positions allow us to retain our
best teachers, especially in shortage areas?

x How well does our lead teacher serve as an example
of the type of instructional leadership and
outstanding track record with student achievement
we seek?
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Description: Developing personalization in middle schools includes both individual student and
school-wide components that are informed by student needs, set high expectations for student success,
facilitate adolescent social and emotional health and development, promote student engagement, and
provide opportunities for students to grow both personally and academically.

Rationale: Adolescents need to feel a sense of belonging and connectedness through personal support
and adult relationships, as well as social and emotional support, including programs that teach how to
manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, foster positive relationships, and other critical social
skills.16
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Cross-Functional Team

A cross-functional team to support both school-
wide and individual student needs includes the
following design elements:

X Ensure that there is a structured design and a
defined set of members that also leverages
additional staff as appropriate. This team should
meet on a regular basis (weekly - monthly) to
assess emerging individual student and school-
wide needs and issues that occur throughout the
year

x Implement a codified process and goals. The
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High-Quality Pool of Mentors

x ldentify a high-quality pool of mentors that
leverages internal and/or external capacity. They
may be teachers at the school, but may also likely
be from an external, partner organization or other
community group

x Consider the goals of the program when
determining pool of mentors

X

X

X

Does our school staff have the capacity/skills to serve
as mentors? What additional support could we provide
in training mentors?

With which organizations do we have existing
relationships or could we build relationships to
provide mentors to our students (e.g., community-
based organizations, local businesses or universities)?
Which organizations are aligned with the needs of our
identified students?

What criteria will mentors need to meet the needs of
special student populations (e.g., bilingual mentors for
ELLs)?

Matching of Students and Mentors

x Administer a match carefully for every child and
support it with trained personnel (e.g., school lead,
external partner lead). Effective matches are safe,
well-suited to each student’s needs, harmonious
and sustainable

x Interview potential mentors in person and perform
a thorough background check

x Base matching on similar interests and
background, but it may vary depending on
program and goals

x What criteria are most important when matching

students and mentors (e.g., background, interest,
gender, need)?

x Who will be responsible for screening mentors?

X

How will students and mentors be matched? How can
students be involved in this process?

Sustainable Relationships
x Ensure that relationships are sustainable over time

X Provide mentors with guidelines for how
frequently they meet with their mentees -
standards and procedures help ensure meaningful,
high-impact relationships

x Ensure a minimum of four hours per week for
individual relationships. Weekly meetings for
groups is critical to help ensure a strong
relationship

x Provide mentors with on-going training and
guidance about their role as a mentor

x What activities or projects should be included in our

program (e.g., visits to cultural institutions, colleges)?
How will training/support be provided?

x How will we measure student impact/results?
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Staff and Capacity

x ldentify teachers or other school staff to be a part
of advisory program; all staff must have capacity
to be involved and receive ongoing appropriate
training to support adolescents

x What teachers and other school staff are committed to
and will be able to interact with adolescents on a
social and emotional level?

X What are the needs of our students and which staff
members can meet these needs? How will we address
the needs of our special student populations (e.g.,
ELLs and students with disabilities)?

Talent, Interest, Theme

x Center advisories around a theme, student talents
or interests, or specific focus that supports the
needs and/or talent development of the students

Scheduling

X Maintain a regular advisory schedule and ensure
that it fits the schedules of students, teachers and
other school staff. Advisories can take place in
homeroom or in other areas of the school

x How will we identify and categorize the needs and
interests of our students to determine the theme or
focus of the advisory?

x What model will best facilitate meaningful adult-
student relationships? Potential themes include
interest- or talent-centered, college awareness and
readiness, community service-based, school and
workplace study skills

x How often will advisories meet? Will all students in
school have advisory at same time (e.g., once or twice
per week, first class period of the day, by grade level
or across grade levels)?

x Where will advisory meet? What are the space
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Responsibility and Accountability

x Provide an accountable leader for the program, who
organizes the curriculum, provides advisor support,
and evaluates progress. Students can also be
involved in leadership roles in advisory

x Who will be responsible for overall advisory
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Key Element #4: Integrated Family and Community Engagement

Description: Successful middle schools effectively welcome and mobilize the unique strengths and
resources that families and community partners can bring schools, while ensuring that such efforts are
aligned with schools’ mission and messaging to students. New students and families are welcomed
broadly and the parent coordinator role is leveraged strategically to engage parents and provide them
with multiple opportunities to get involved. All school staff take ownership for communicating
effectively with parents and developing a sense of belonging. Many successful middle schools also
have benefited from partnerships with community-based organizations, which can provide distinctive
supplemental programs or opportunities for students and families.

Rationale: Parental involvement, in combination with teacher support and sense of belonging,
improves middle school student achievement; however, parental involvement declines significantly in
the middle grades.

x Nationally, in fourth grade, 89% of students are in schools where more than half of parents
participate in parent-student conferences, but this declines to 61% in eighth grade. Specific barriers
to parental involvement exist in New York City, including language differences, parents not feeling
welcome, lack of time and resources, and lack of child care.20

Graph 6. Parent Satisfaction Among 100 Lowest-Performing Middle Schools

Percent of Parents
Satisfied with Quality of
Child’s Education

79

Percent of Eighth Graders
Proficient in Math & ELA

11

Even in schools where few students are proficient, most parents are
satisfied with the quality of their child’s education.

Source: 2006-07 NYCDOE Learning Environment Survey

x Students at greatest risk for underachievement often grow up in families that did not experience
acculturation and upward mobility; parents have not had the experience they need to help their

20 Equcation Week, 2003, national survey; “Family involvement in middle and high school students’ education” ; Family
Involvement Makes a Difference: Evidence that Family Involvement Promotes School Success for Every Child of Every
Age, Harvard Family Research Project; Catsambis, S. (1998). Expanding Knowledge of Parental Involvement in
Secondary Education. Center for Research on the Education of Students Placed at Risk.
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children succeed. Schools must empower parents to embrace the success of their children so their
children have permission to surpass their parents’ accomplishments.?

x Middle schools with strong parental involvement have leaders who are committed to making
parents feel welcome. The parent coordinator is highly valued and used strategically to engage
parents and provide them with appropriate opportunities to get involved.

x A study of low-income African-American students showed that students had significantly higher
GPA s after one year of middle school when parents were involved in their work and they were
provided with other social supports.?

Promising Practices: Schools can promote an integrated approach to family and community
engagement by leveraging the following practices:

x Strategic use of middle school parent coordinators

x Strengthened family-school communication through multiple opportunities for involvement in
culturally affirming ways

x Facilitated family and community leadership

In successful middle schools, the middle school parent coordinator is highly valued and used
strategically to engage parents. Middle school parent coordinators are actively involved in the regular
events of the school and reach out to parents through multiple channels to keep them informed about
their children and their middle school experience. Middle school parent coordinators and school staff
also strategically build relationships with relevant community organizations to support students and
families and can serve as the liaison with parents and community-based agencies on issues relating to
adolescent development; middle school parents need support during this transition just as middle
school students do.

21 Comer, J. and Poussaint, A. (1992). Raising Black Children: Two Leading Psychiatrists Confront the Educational, Social
and Emotional Problems Facing Black Children. Plume: New York.
22 Gutman, L.M., and Midgley, C. (2000). “The Role of Protective Factors in Supporting the Academic Achievement of Poor African

American Students During the Middle School Transition.” Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 29(2), Plenum Publishing Corporation,
223-248.
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Participation in School-based Decision Making

x Ensure that the parent coordinator is well-trained
and aware of available resources to make
informed decisions

x Encourage parent coordinator to network with
other parent coordinators to be aware of best
practices and new approaches to family
engagement

x Encourage the parent coordinator to serve as
liaison with parent coordinators of feeder
schools to facilitate transition from elementary
to middle school and from middle to high school

X Guide parent coordinator in advocacy for the
needs of students in the achievement gap

x How can our parent coordinator be most
effective? What role can the parent coordinator
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Welcoming Environment for Parents

School ensures that the first impression when a
parent enters a middle school is positive and inviting
(e.g., interactions with safety agents, administration,
and main office staff; family rooms in the school
with resources for parents; teacher liaisons for
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Parent and Community Professional
Development Opportunities, Workshops and
Classes

Hold monthly events for parents. Potential topics
might include:

x What my middle schooler is learning this month
x Student work exhibitions and walk-throughs
X Supporting my child’s path to college

x What types of curriculum sharing workshops,
family math nights, or organizational skills
workshops are necessary?

x How can we facilitate mechanisms for parents to
learn how to support their child with his/her
homework and high school, college, and career
planning?

Additional Resources: For additional information and support in helping your school to integrate

family and community engagement, please see

http://www.nycboe.net/AdminOrg/Offices/TeachinglLearning/CMSS/Key Element4 Additional Resources.pdf
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Description: While they vary in size and grade configuration, successful middle schools have
adopted various internal structures to optimize teacher collaboration and ensure adult responsibility
for student relationships, which are particularly important in middle school when adolescents benefit
from increased adult guidance and support. The inquiry team process adopted across New York City
schools further leverages these structures to facilitate rigorous, data-driven teacher collaboration and
capacity-building to improve student outcomes.

Rationale: The way that middle schools organize themselves for success is critical to improving
student achievement. School structure and organization can facilitate personalization of the learning
environment and ongoing collaboration among both students and adults.

x Research suggests that effective Professional Learning Communities (PLCs), implemented with
fidelity, can lead to higher student achievement.?® Using student performance data regularly to
inform and differentiate instruction can have powerful results? and is at the core of successful
PLCs.

x Research shows that Small Learning Communities (S
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Small Learning Communities
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Dedicated Teaching, Learning, and Support

Teams

x Assign groups of 250 — 450 students per SLC, and
include ELLs and students with disabilities

x Encourage teachers to work collaboratively across
and within subject areas and SLCs, with a primary
focus on working with colleagues who share the
same students

x Encourage staff to participate in professional
development on effective use of common planning
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Rigorous Curriculum and Instruction for All
Students, Centered on a Unifying Focus

X
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A number of middle schools in New York City have been able to improve significantly their students’
achievement levels compared to other middle schools in the City that face similar challenges. In
sharing the practices of these successful schools, we hope that other schools can learn from the
success these schools achieved. We know there is no single formula or set of practices to ensure
school success; the practices at these schools vary widely, although they all adhere to a
comprehensive, integrated plan to improve the achievement in their school and focus relentlessly on
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0 Areas of need are connected across students and clinics are created to address these
needs. Mini-clinics are provided within the classroom so that multiple levels of need can
be accommodated within classrooms. Station rotation is practiced, in which students
cycle through various differentiation centers in the classroom, addressing specific
learning objectives.

0 The color-coded system is used to track student progress in an ongoing way. It alerts
staff to areas that require focus in differentiation of instruction. This system is also used
for flexible grouping and enables students to take ownership of their learning.

Data-driven instruction: Based on formative assessment results, the school conducts special
mathematics clinics every Wednesday that focus on highlighted needs areas, including language
practice (work with idioms and drawing inferences, etc.), with a focus on provision of mini-lesson
activities. Students are divided based upon need, including information from measures such as
the NYSESLAT. A similar structure is employed for science clinics as well; within the clinics, all
teachers teach the clinic subject (mathematics, science, and literacy). Teachers train each other in
the skills needed to conduct these clinics.

Integrated use of technology: Staff uses technology across the curriculum, including use of Smart
Boards, Airliners, Neos and laptop carts in every classroom, with an average of 6-9 computers in
each class. Each subject has an embedded technology component and interventions are heavily
technology based (including the use of Read 180, Focus on Fluency, Destination Math, etc.).

Emphasis on reading: There is a strong stress on the 25-book standard enhanced through the use
of Accelerated Reader in which some students reach the two-million words level.

Structured professional collaboration: Scheduling is structured so that all teachers teach 20
periods each week, as well as engage in one study group each week (in which they read research,
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learning basic concepts in this content area in the school year prior to typical
instruction of this subject. This serves both to develop skills and content for the
upcoming year and also to motivate students. It also meaningfully focuses the work
in the late spring months so that there is no ‘down time’ in the instructional cycle.

0 School has ARISTA Junior Honors society for seventh and eighth graders, with good
student participation of about 20 students. The school uses a 90% average as the
cutoff (which is more rigorous than ARISTA’s requested 85% average).

Extended Learning Time: To prepare students for the specialized high school program,
school targets the students from fifth grade going into sixth grade. These students receive
additional preparation and instruction both after school and during the summer. Some of this
preparation is provided by Kaplan services in the fall; the school then picks up this support
and provides it internally.

Teacher Recruitment:
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0 Open door policy for parents in which respectful relationships have developed.
Communication with parents is acknowledged and encouraged.
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0 Students wear school uniforms, must arrive to school on time and prepared, and are
expected to follow a strict, clear and consistent code of conduct.

Supporting student transitions: To assist students in making a successful transition to middle
school, incoming students are brought in a week prior to school opening to meet teachers and
learn about the academic and behavioral expectations of the school. The school uses a system of
preventive discipline that emphasizes “not what we do in reaction to mishehavior, but what we do
to train students to behave properly in the first place.” At the start of the school year, new students
are trained through an in-depth, week-long orientation that teaches them precisely what is
expected and provides opportunities to practice routines until they become habit.

Ongoing assessment of student needs: Frequent, diagnostic assessment of student progress is
employed and drives continual instructional improvement. Students in all grades are given
monthly assessments, which are analyzed by the teachers. Those students identified as needing
specialized assistance in a particular subject receive small group instruction; this ensures that no
student is falling behind.

Coherent curricular approach: A rich liberal arts curriculum is based on rigorous standards of
excellence. The school stresses a college-bound school culture; learning standards provide
everyone in the school community with a clear understanding of what students should know and
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teachers distribute ‘Leadership Bracelets’ and provide ‘shout outs’ to publicly acknowledge
student achievement and positive behaviors. Those students who have been recognized are
allowed to participate in special field trips, class competitions and college visits. School
leaders rely on this and all school gatherings to foster a positive and welcoming school
culture.

Making families feel welcome: The school hosts a series of family events, such as grade-level
potluck dinners, art or science fairs, and whole school picnics.

Frequent family-school communication: Advisors call home every month to report student
progress; teachers call parents to check-in frequently, soliciting feedback and addressing
questions and concerns.

Flexible scheduling: Small group instruction is embedded into each student’s schedule.
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Partners in the Development of the
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