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INTRODUCTION
Establishing the "Why?"

As the Johnson City Schools district
embarks on the feasibility of Indian Trail
and Liberty Bell becoming grades 6 - 8
middle schools, it is imperative to
consider the reasons for this initiative.
Student success is at the heart of this
endeavor, and two middle schools would
provide students with the unique support
and opportunities they need during this
important time of early adolescence. 
 
For example:
 
- With two middle schools the number of
district-developed school transitions for
students would be three: elementary (K-
5), middle (6-8), high (9-12) rather than
four.
 
- Student opportunities double in the
areas of academics, extra-curricular, and
athletics with two 6-8 middle schools
rather than one 5-6 intermediate school
and one 7-8 middle school.
 
- Middle grades education is unique with
regard to social and emotional
development of students ages 11 - 14.
Middle schools should not be categorized
as being "elementary" or "secondary" in
design.
 
- The middle school design helps balance
children's sense of independence with
their continued need for adult support.
 
In order for students to have a successful
middle school experience, teachers and
stakeholders need to consider the
procedural, social, and academic
changes that young adolescents face
when transitioning from elementary
school. A successful academic
experience during this unique period of
cognitive development is a critical
component of life-long learning.  
 
 

For this report, a successful middle
school is defined as one that has earned
the title of Blue Ribbon School, Reward
School, or SCORE prize winner between
2015 - 2018.
 
In choosing schools for this report, we
closely examined each winning school for
similar communities, grade level
configurations, and/or demographics.
The names and addresses of specific
schools can be located in the appendix at
the end of this report.
 
For each chosen school, we analyzed its
approaches to curriculum, programs and
services, differentiation, use of data, and
any other point of interest that may set it
apart from the average middle school.
This report contains a compilation which
represents "the best of the best" of these
award winning middle schools.
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Profile of a Middle School Student

Unique Age

According to the Association for Middle Level
Education (AMLE), middle grades learning for
students between the ages of 11 - 14 is quite
different from early childhood and mid to late
teens. Student behavior, readiness to learn,
and appropriate types of learning are all
unique to this age group. 
 
Even within the short span of ages 11 -  14,
students will change drastically as they grow
from childhood to adulthood. According to
research from the California Science Teachers
Association, other than the first three years of
life, middle grades are when children are most
transformed.

Middle School vs. Junior High

Middle school students typically range from
ages 11-14 and are considered to be in
grades sixth through eighth , with high school
beginning in the ninth grade as freshmen.
This differs from junior high, which typically
spans seventh through ninth grade with
students beginning high school in the tenth
grade as sophomores.
 
A traditional middle school begins in sixth
grade with the idea and goal that the
separation from elementary school will speed
up academic progress (Tucker, 2016).
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Effects of Puberty

Beyond the physical changes of puberty, an
increase in hormones may actually change the
academic experience for middle grades
students:
 

Emotional responses are heightened and
may fluctuate, making responses to adults
and peers more unpredictable.
Self-confidence decreases as self-
consciousness increases, making students
less likely to ask questions or admit they
need help.
Maturation can prompt adolescents to
reject or question adult authority.
Extrinsic rewards for academic
achievement become  less motivational.

 

"Popular culture has long portrayed middle school
as a time to dread, recover from, and forget as
soon as possible. Be proud of working with this

amazing young age group. Help others see
the possibility that far outweighs the challenges."

- Andrew Maxey



Important Note:  Early adolescence is a critical age for mathematics
development. At this age, students must gain a sense of confidence

in their mathematical abilities in order to grow successfully and
reach higher levels of math achievement. Students in this pivotal

age range must be placed in an environment that will help them feel
prepared. Without this sense of preparation and attainable success,

students are less likely to enroll in advanced math courses in the
future (Kearney, 2019).

How Middle School Students Learn

For middle school students, learning is deeply connected to the
experience. Students must be comfortable in the classroom setting

and feel safe with the teacher. Lessons at the middle school level
also should be presented in a way that has meaningful context so
students will be engaged and actively involved in their learning.

 
Whereas elementary students may eagerly respond to any unit

topic or teacher's enthusiasm, the middle school student will
question each topic for its relevance and purpose. If the middle

school student does not recognize the benefit of learning the
chosen topic, he or she will not completely engage with the lesson. 
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For the middle school
student, the opinions of
their peers take priority
over almost everything,

including  the opinions of
their teachers and

parents. 

Middle school students need
their experiences and

concerns, no matter how
hyperbolic, validated.

 
 

Middle school students
often shy away from public

praise. They may even
resent the praise and the
person praising them if it

causes unwanted
attention.

Lessons should be "hands-
on" often but not

always. Middle school
students need variety or

they may lose interest
quickly.

Middle School students
want to be independent

and in control of their
learning, but they prefer

adult guidance to full
responsibility. 

L e a r n i n g  S t r a t e g i e s1

R e w a r d s  &  M o t i v a t i o n2

S o c i a l  E x p e r i e n c e3

Things to Consider for Reaching
Middle School Learners

Middle school students
need active, purposeful

learning experiences. They
benefit from opportunities

to investigate, discover,
and research.

 

Middle school students
enjoy learning through

real life examples such as
case studies, vignettes,

anecdotes, and guest
speakers. 

As middle school students move
through Piaget's stages of cognitive

development, they become
less egocentric and more aware of

others.  Many middle school students
are motivated by the opportunity to

help others or to help correct a social
injustice.

 

Extrinsic rewards lose
some of their value when

students reach middle
school. Students at this age

benefit from learning to
set their own goals for

their own reasons.

Middle school students
perceive virtually all school

interactions as a social
experience. Group work, oral
presentations, or answering a
question out loud in class all

have the potential to affect the
student socially.   



BEST PRACTICES: DATA-DRIVEN  
CURRICULUM & DIFFERENTIATION

Math students are ability grouped to ensure they are
appropriately challenged. The levels are determined
by state tests and school-created placement tests.
Accelerated and Honors level courses are offered in
math and ELA. Math courses include pre-algebra,
algebra, and geometry. High school credit may be
earned in algebra and geometry.

For students performing above grade level, award
winning schools offer advanced classes. Students are
placed in advanced classes based on a three year
average of state assessment data. Placement in these
classes will change if a student's grade drops.

In most prize winning schools  studied, more than 80% of 8th grade students earn high
school credit by the end of 8th grade.

Some of the researched prize winning middle schools
scheduled students by content courses while others
scheduled students on teams. However, all information
available indicated that each student was
intentionally placed in classes based on his or her needs
as indicated by test data and teacher recommendation. 

1.

2.

World Languages/Foreign Languages are offered at the
middle school level in all award winning schools.  Languages
may include  Spanish, German, French, Latin, and/or
Mandarin. For 8th grade students performing above grade
level, there is opportunity to earn a high school foreign
language credit.

3.

Students who did not reach proficiency on state tests
are placed in an Academic Support related arts class to
address deficit skills and receive personalized
instruction. These "Boost" classes are an added
intervention above and beyond the state's RTI
requirement. Students may exit RTI, but based on a
teacher's analysis of common assessment data, may be
placed in a Boost class to prevent regression.

Brentwood Middle School  
2016 Blue Ribbon application

Community service and
student leadership are
popular trends among 

2018 Blue Ribbon Award
winning middle schools. 

Lessons are inquiry-based and require problem-
solving. All subjects include writing as part of the
curriculum.

Teachers and curriculum coaches work together to map
out units into a logical sequence. Collaboration is
frequent and intentionally planned.

4.

"Differentiated instruction
begins with scheduling."

DID YOU KNOW?
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BEST PRACTICES:  
CO-CURRICULAR &
EXTRACURRICULAR

This report provides an overview of best practices for extracurricular and related arts opportunities. 
 
An asterisk (*) indicates these opportunities are currently available at Indian Trail or Liberty Bell.

Key Opportunity for Students
8th grade students have the opportunity to earn high school credit for related arts courses
such as World Languages and keyboarding.

Extracurricular

STEM*
Robotics
Technical & Career
      (Photography)
Keyboarding*
Environmental Protection
PBL*

Creative Writing
Newspaper
Yearbook*

Public Speaking
Leadership
Geography
Psychology/Sociology
Anthropology
Political Science Economics
Forensics
World Languages*
Zero Bell (tutoring opportunities,
special enrichment opportunities)

Related Arts

Drama Club*
Acappella Groups
Jazz & Pep Bands

COLLABORATION
High school students visit the middle school once
a week for a class period to tutor middle school
students.

MOTIVATION

Some Related Arts classes such as Theater
include an option to expand to semester-long
courses for qualifying students.

PROJECT-BASED LEARNING
There is an increased popularity in PBL that
solves a problem for the school or community. 
For example, at one school, students were
challenged with the task to create a greenhouse
whose profits would be used to benefit local
charities.

SGA/Serivce Clubs*
Model United Nations
National Junior Honor Society
Youth Legislature School
Leadership Programs/BETA*

Athletics

Football*
Baseball*
Basketball*
Softball*
Soccer*
Volleyball*

Health*
Physical Education*
Social Skills

Band*
Orchestra*
Chorus*
Theater*

Golf*
LaCrosse
Tennis
Swimming*

Coding Club
Chess Club
Spanish Club
Literary Club
Art Club*
Robotics*
Science Olympiad/STEAM*
International Fair
Gardening

Cheerleading*
Dance*
Track*
Cross Country*
Wrestling*
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Proposed Enhanced Offerings for JCS
The   two   proposed   middle   schools   serving   grades   6 - 8   in   Johnson   City   will   offer   a   

unique opportunity   to   expand   and   enhance   the   academic   and   related   arts   
offerings   at   both   schools.      By housing   middle   grades,   the   schools   will   provide   staff   

the  flexibility   and  agility   to develop   age-appropriate   offerings   that   will   build   on   
the   well-rounded   foundation   provided   by our   eight   elementary   schools , readying  

our   students   for   the   college   and   career   preparatory education   provided   at   
Science   Hill   High   School.  

The   size   of   each   proposed  middle  school   will   ensure   equity   of   offerings   and   
services   across   the curricular   spectrum.

Further Considerations
All of the award winning middle schools
researched for this report have implemented a
set block of time each day devoted to meeting
individual student needs.
 
During this time, some students may be assigned
to enrichment such as an interdisciplinary STEM
project. Others may be assigned to intervention
and complete remedial lessons, assessments,
makeup work, or complete 1:1 tutoring.
 
This special period is intentionally scheduled for
each student based on his or her needs and is re-
scheduled as those needs evolve.
 
For students who do not need intervention,
enrichment and extension opportunities are
provided for all core content areas. 
 
When visiting Robertsville Middle School in 2017,
Principal Garfield Adams credited this school-
wide differentiation time as the key to success.



Math Course Progression
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Things to Consider: Capacity and Resources
Each middle school should offer comparable resources and materials to ensure equal

opportunities for students in both schools. While a more comprehensive needs
assessment will need to be conducted, this report serves as a springboard for things

to consider.

Devising advanced curriculum
courses at both schools

should be consistent as far as
student selection process,

materials, expectations, and
teacher planning time. Teacher

qualifications for advanced
classes such as Algebra may also

be a consideration.

Both schools will need
comparable classroom space and
instructional equipment. Schools
will also need specially designed

rooms for science labs or
Related Arts classes.

Both schools should offer similar
after school opportunities and

clubs such as Student
Government, Art Club, STEAM
Club, and more. Opportunities

for travel (People to People, Beta
Club D.C. trip) should be equal as

well.

Both schools should offer
comparable opportunities for

tutoring, intervention, and
enrichment, as well as any

special online programs used for
remediation or content practice.

Both schools will have
competitive athletic needs (gym,

locker room, facilities, fields,
equipment). Additional athletic

coaches will be needed.

Capacity of the cafeteria and
auditoriums should also be

considered. Additionally, event
parking is a current problem at

ITIS. Adding athletics and
additional grade levels could

increase this problem.

Bus routes, school start times,
and transportation availability

for field trips may be affected by
the 5th grade replacement and
configuration of two 6-8 middle

schools.

In addition to textbooks and
classroom resources, libraries
should be organized in a way
that levels materials for rigor
and age appropriate content.  

Each school should have
comparable support services

such as academic coaches,
school counselors, testing

coordinators, and assistants.
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EMPLOYEES

"We spend most of our time explaining the WHAT and HOW of our ideas,
while most ideas get spread because of the WHY." ~ Simon Sinek

Elementary concerns may include whether students in
like neighborhoods will be assigned to different middle
schools. Parents will also want to know the district's
policy on transferring schools and how tuition students
will be affected.

Athletics will be a big concern regarding whether or
not transfer and tuition students will choose schools
based on winning records. The school with the best
facilities and best coaches may also be more appealing
to some parents. A policy or protocol will be helpful in
maintaining consistency and equity.

"The new is threatening to those who have mastered the old."
~Simon Sinek

School employees want clear communication about the transition process,
beginning with why it is best for students. Based on the 2012 transition,
teachers will be concerned with the division of resources, changes to their
contents or grade levels, moving schools, and curriculum
consistency/support.

1.

School employees place significant importance on how changes affect the
master schedule and allotted time for planning. Communication about
honors classes, related arts, foreign language, physical activity time,
planning, and so forth will be key. The recent publication of the Johnson
City Schools Program of Study for Middle Grades will be extremely
helpful in communication for both teachers and parents. 

2.

A clear process for teachers who will be transferring schools will help with
the transition. Our current 5th-8th teachers have certificates ranging
from K-6, K-8, 7-12 content specific, and Middle Grades (two content
areas). A focus group of teachers or a group of teacher leaders may be
beneficial in guiding discussions about what teachers can expect during
the process.

3.

COMMUNITY

Conducting community focus groups to gain public
feedback and input will be helpful in identifying current
public opinion of both schools and key concerns about
the transition process.

Things to Consider: Personnel and Public Acceptance

The cost associated with the transition will be an
obvious concern to the community. Money for grade
appropriate educational resources, technology,
athletic equipment, coaches, etc. will be necessary for
a successful transition.  

 

Parents will be concerned with consistency among
schools in programming, student achievement, grading,
assessments, athletics, activities, awards ceremonies,
field trips, and so forth. Frequent collaboration between
two schools will be paramount.
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Demographics
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• Reward Schools Information on School Accountability 
https://www.tn.gov/education/article/2015-school-accountability 

 
• SCORE prize 

https://tnscore.org/scoreprize/
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Blue Ribbon Schools

SCORE Prize Schools Reward Schools

New Vision Academy
297 Plus Park Boulevard

Nashville, TN 37217
 

KIPP Academy (Middle)
123 Douglas Avenue
Nashville, TN 37207

 
KIPP Nashville College

Prep (Middle)
3410 Knight Drive

Nashville, TN 37207
 

Grassy Fork School
4120 Big Creek Road
Hartford, TN 37753

Brentwood Middle School 
5324 Murray Lane 

Brentwood, TN 37027 
 

Brecksview-Broadview Heights Middle
School

6376 Mill Road
Broadview Heights, OH 44147

 
Gayle Gray Middle School

10400 Hwy 42
Union, KY 41091

 
Great Neck Middle School
1848 N. Great Neck Road
Virginia Beach, VA 23454

 
Fallston Middle School
2303 Carrs Mill Road
Fallston, MD 21047

 

HY Livesay Middle School 
475 TN-63  

Cumberland Gap, TN 37724 
 

Northview Middle School 
820 Williams Street 
Newbern, TN 38059 

 
Carter Middle School 

204 N Carter School Road 
Strawberry Plains, TN 37871

Forestbrook Middle School
4430 Gator Lane

Myrtle Beach, SC 29588
 
 

Hanahan Middle School
5815 Murray Drive
Hanahan, SC 29410

 
 





"Excellence is never an
accident. It is always the
result of high intention,
sincere effort, and
intelligent execution; it
represents the wise
choice of many
alternatives." 
- Aristotle


