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Abstract: This case study describes responsive approaches to middle grades education and teacher
education at Laboratory Middle School (LMS), a subunit of the college of education in a public
university in the southeastern USA. LMS was established with a mission to serve rural students
who had experienced struggles in the regular school system and to serve as a clinical site for the
preparation of middle grades teachers, counselors, and school nurses. Many students at LMS have
faced challenges due to physical or cognitive exceptionalities or because of traumatic experiences.
Thus, programs and practices in the school must respond to the developmental stage of the young
adolescents whom it serves, as well as the many varied individual needs of the learners. The
conceptual frame for the study is “responsiveness” as defined by seminal middle-level literature
(e.g., This We Believe), and the theoretical underpinnings are constructed from theories of stage–
environment fit and human ecology. The study employs a case study design and qualitative methods
of data collection and analysis. The case report describes the LMS context and details manifestations
of responsiveness at LMS organized in three categories: (a) culture and community; (b) curriculum,
instruction, and assessment; and (c) leadership and organization. The authors offer four sets of
implications for the design and delivery of responsive programming in middle-level schools: (a) a
holistic approach to young adolescent education; (b) commitment to continuous improvement;
(c) theoretical pragmatism in pedagogical practices, programs, and policies; and (d) engagement of
preservice teachers in immersive field experiences.
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1. Introduction

Successful middle-level schools respond to the nature and needs of young adolescent
learners [1]; yet, the ways in which different middle-level schools exhibit responsiveness
to learners can vary based on many factors. Demographics, culture, public policies, and
availability of resources are just several sets of factors that may influence the ways in which
a school enacts responsiveness. Moreover, individual teachers in the same middle-level
school may have varying expectations and understandings of responsiveness. Teachers
who complete a nationally recognized middle-level educator preparation program will have
a sound understanding of young adolescent development and classroom environments
that respond appropriately to their nature and needs [2]. However, many states do not
require specialized educator preparation for teachers of young adolescents, and even in
places with such requirements, teacher shortages have led to the proliferation of lateral
entry and alternative preparation programs that emphasize content area expertise and give
short shrift to young adolescent development [3]. Because responsiveness is both vital to
middle grades education and variable in its manifestations, researchers must look inside the
“black box” of schools and classrooms [4,5] to describe and document responsiveness in
diverse settings.

The present study paints a portrait of responsive middle level education in the context
of a rural laboratory middle school that serves as a learning environment for young
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adolescents in Grades 6–8 and as a clinical site for the preparation of middle grades teachers.
Laboratory Middle School (LMS, a pseudonym) was established in 2017 to fulfill a state
mandate that public universities establish laboratory schools. The state mandate requires
laboratory schools to operate as public schools of choice and charges them with improving
student performance and providing innovative training for teachers and principals to
successfully address challenges in high-needs areas. Currently, LMS is one of six laboratory
schools in the state, and the only middle school. The mission of LMS is to serve young
adolescents who are not successful in traditional middle-level school settings. Thus, the
student population includes a high percentage of students who have exceptionalities, have
experienced trauma, and have had adverse childhood experiences (ACEs). In addition to
serving as a clinical site for the middle grades education program, LMS hosts students,
interns, and faculty researchers in the health and physical education, counselor education,
and nursing programs.

1.1. Conceptualizing Responsiveness

The conceptual frame for the study is “responsiveness” as defined by seminal middle-
level literature (e.g., This We Believe [1]), and the theoretical underpinnings are constructed
from theories of human development (e.g., [6–8]) and stage–environment fit (e.g., [9]).
Responsiveness has long been a core concept in middle-level education. Interestingly,
William Alexander’s seminal 1963 address, “The Junior High School: A Changing View,”
did not use the phrase “developmentally responsive” [10]. A review of the foundational
literature in the field shows the concept of “developmental responsiveness” emerging later
in the 1960s and 1970s as the field of developmental psychology matured. Thus, the idea of
developmental responsiveness as a conceptual framework for middle-level programming
is underpinned by theories of developmental psychology [7], human ecology [11], and
social psychology [8].

The marriage of the middle school concept and developmental psychology crystallized
in the 1980s and 1990s with the publication of Turning Points [12] and the revisioning in
1995 of This We Believe [13], the official position statement of the National Middle School
Association (now the Association for Middle Level Education [AMLE]), which carried the
subtitle Developmentally Responsive Middle Level Schools. According to the 1995 document:

Middle level education is the segment of schooling that encompasses early ado-
lescence, the stage of life between the ages of 10 and 15. In order to be devel-
opmentally responsive, middle level schools must be grounded in the diverse
characteristics and needs of these young people. It is this concept that lies at the
heart of middle level education. (p. 5)

However, by the mid-1990s, middle-level scholars also came to recognize that being
responsive to the developmental nature and needs of young adolescents was not enough;
the concept of “responsiveness” would have to become more expansive. As Erb noted,
advances in knowledge about human diversity, cognition, and neuroscience would re-
quire “supplementing Piaget in defining pedagogical approaches for promoting intellectual
development among young adolescents” [14] (p. 2). Further, Lounsbury observed, “De-
velopmentally responsive middle schools must take into account all that is known about
young adolescents and the cultural context in which they live” [15] (p. 3, emphasis added).
Accordingly, the latest iteration of This We Believe reflects a shift away from developmental
responsiveness—that is, responsiveness primarily as responding to aspects of a young
adolescent’s maturation and development (e.g., psychosocial, cognitive, physical)—toward
a holistic understanding of responsiveness as responding to all facets of development as
well as to a student’s culture and identity [1].

According to Bishop and Harrison, responsiveness is an “essential attribute” of suc-
cessful middle-level schools characterized by the way a school uses “the distinctive nature
and identities of young adolescents as the foundation upon which all decisions about school
are made” [1] (p. 8). In such a school, everyone strives to make sure the school environment
aligns with the characteristics of the young adolescents it serves, which is what Eccles and



Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 549 3 of 14

colleagues called “stage-environment fit” [16,17]. To help middle grades educators fit their
school environments to the nature, needs, cultures, and identities of their students, Bishop
and Harrison provide a nonexhaustive list of 44 physical, cognitive, social–emotional,
and psychological characteristics of young adolescents and the associated implications
for educators [1]. In addition, AMLE has created resources to help schools implement the
tenets of This We Believe, including a book study, online courses, a self-assessment, and a
school recognition program [18].

1.2. Related Research

Here, we review literature related to our case study. We conducted online searches of
the ERIC database and relevant middle-level publications (e.g., Middle Grades Review) to
locate three types of studies: (a) case studies that used a middle-level school(s) as the “case”
or unit of analysis; (b) school-level case studies of “responsive” middle-level schools, using
constructs such as belonging and stage–environment fit as proxies for responsiveness; and
(c) studies situated in our focal school, LMS.

Case studies of middle level schools have been widely used to illustrate program
characteristics, document implementation of policies and innovative programs, and contex-
tualize processes and issues in middle grades education. For example, the middle-level
literature includes case studies describing how a school cultivates a sense of belonging
and an ethic of care [19,20]; the implementation of a restorative justice approach to school
discipline [21]; grassroots capacity-building efforts [22]; how a school offers “critically con-
scious, culturally responsive, social justice education” [23] (p. 2); and the development of
school–university partnerships [24–26]. In each of these examples, case study methodology
allows the researchers to holistically examine the phenomena under investigation and
clearly describe complex relationships and interactions.

The extant literature includes a few school-level case studies focused specifically on
the concept of responsiveness. Ellerbrock et al. conducted a year-long, multisite case
study to determine teacher practices that may support students’ basic and developmental
needs across the middle-to-high-school transition [27]. Through an analysis of extensive
qualitative data (e.g., individual and focus group interview transcripts, observation notes,
artifacts) from 23 participants, the authors identified a set of relational and academic
teacher practices that helped support students during transitions. While the specific
practices and the degree of responsiveness varied from site to site, the researchers found
a consistent pattern supporting the warm demanding teaching stance as a promising
approach. Ziomek-Daigle et al. used a middle school case study to illustrate how a
multitiered system of supports (MTSS) can be integrated with a comprehensive school
counseling program to create a responsive school environment [28]. In the focal school,
response to intervention (RTI) and positive behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS)
provided the framework to address the academic and behavioral needs of all young
adolescents. Similarly, Goodman-Scott et al. used a qualitative single-case study design
to provide a rich description of PBIS implementation in an urban middle school [29]. The
authors found that PBIS was associated with positive outcomes, which they attributed
to strong administrative leadership, consistent implementation, and a positive school
community in which school counselors were well integrated.

As a laboratory school associated with a public university, LMS has been the site of
several studies. Barron et al. investigated the use of coteaching at LMS with a focus on
the diverse perspectives of general education teachers, special education teachers, and
preservice teachers [30]. The researchers found that coteaching provided a nurturing
culture for young adolescent learners and a supportive environment for preservice teachers.
Some keys to successful implementation were a shared commitment to a child-centered
philosophy, strong administrative leadership, and flexibility on the part of faculty. Pinter
studied the use of a mediated field experience (MFE) for teacher candidates at LMS and
the adjustments made to function in an online environment during the pandemic [31].
During the MFE, teacher candidates completed a learning cycle focused on experiencing
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mathematics as a learner, planning for mathematics instruction, implementing mathematics
instruction, and analyzing teaching episodes alongside a mathematics teacher who is also
the mathematics teacher educator for a methods course. Teacher candidates reflected on
this experience positively, noting the benefits of learning how to teach effectively online in
a safe and supportive environment. Strahan and Poteat conducted action research at LMS
focused on the implementation of social–emotional learning (SEL) and its connection to
outcomes in English language arts for three focal students [32,33]. The students were able
to understand and apply concepts related to SEL and enhance their understanding of the
literature with guidance and support from the teacher. The research also underscored the
critical role of reflection in making these connections.

1.3. Purpose and Significance

While numerous case studies have opened up the “black box” of middle-level schools,
few have focused on laboratory school settings, and none have offered a systematic and
holistic treatment of responsiveness as conceptualized in the latest iteration of This We
Believe [1]. The purpose of our study was to provide a nuanced description of responsive
practices at LMS. The research question that guided our study was: How does LMS enact
responsiveness for young adolescents and middle grades teacher candidates? Our aims were (a) to
inspire responsive programming in middle grades schools by providing examples of the
possible; (b) instruct middle grades educators who plan to implement responsive practices
by highlighting successes and critically examining tensions, challenges, and contradictions;
and (c) inform the direction of middle-level research by raising questions for further inquiry.

2. Materials and Methods

To provide a detailed analysis and description of responsive practices at LMS, we
decided to employ a case study design [34] with qualitative methods of data collection and
analysis [35].

2.1. Research Design

Our research design was a single, instrumental case study [36] with a focus on one
concept—responsiveness—as enacted at LMS. By definition, a case study represents a
bounded system [34]. Our focal case, LMS, was bounded in several ways: spatially and
geographically, with our focus on a single, physical school site; temporally, with our
focus on the 2021–2022 and 2022–2023 school years; and conceptually, with our focus on
responsiveness as defined by Bishop and Harrison [1].

2.2. Site Selection and Positionality

We purposefully selected LMS as an “accessible case” of responsive middle grades
education [37] (p. 100). Both authors are tenured faculty in the middle grades education
program at the university associated with LMS and have ongoing research projects at the
school. The first author is a member of the LMS advisory board and supervises interns at
the school, while the second author is a member of the LMS advisory board, supervises
interns at LMS, serves as the liaison between the university and the lab school, and has an
appointment as the Math 1 course teacher at LMS. Thus, both researchers had access to
the site where they engaged in participant observation and were able to offer insights and
interpretations from both emic and etic perspectives [37] (p. 94).

2.3. Data Sources and Collection

To provide “an in-depth understanding,” case study researchers “collect and integrate
many forms of qualitative data” [37] (p. 98). Our data sources included formal and informal
observations at LMS, reflective notes and journal entries, secondary source material [30–33,
38], and 150 pages of documents, including advisory board meeting agendas and minutes,
official school communications (e.g., handbooks, websites), and school newsletters collected
during the 2021–2022 and 2022–2023 school years.
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2.4. Data Analysis

Our approach to data analysis followed the data analysis spiral described by Creswell
and Poth [37]. The iterative, nonlinear process begins with data collection and results in a
narrative account of the findings. The spiral includes the following elements:

• Managing and organizing the data.
• Reading and memoing emergent ideas.
• Describing and classifying codes into themes.
• Developing and assessing interpretations.
• Representing and visualizing the data.

Following Miles and Huberman [39], we reduced our data and performed initial
coding using an a priori set of three codes derived from This We Believe [1]: culture and
community (CAC); curriculum, instruction, and assessment (CIA); and leadership and
organization (LAS). Within these three categories, we aggregated relevant instances of
responsiveness and responsive practices [36] and then constructed narrative accounts of
our findings [37].

3. Case Study Results

In our case report, we first describe the LMS program and general context and then
discuss manifestations of responsiveness at LMS organized in three categories drawn from
The Successful Middle School: This We Believe: (a) culture and community; (b) curriculum,
instruction, and assessment; and (c) leadership and organization [1] (p. 9).

3.1. The LMS Context

LMS serves up to 75 students in Grades 6–8. The LMS model focuses on young
adolescents who have not exhibited success in a traditional school setting. To be admitted
to the school, a student must live within the county and either be from a low-performing
school as measured by state report cards or exhibit special needs related to academic, social–
emotional, or behavioral areas. The special needs are wide-ranging, including students
who met end-of-grade proficiency but earned poor grades; exhibited extreme behavioral
issues; demonstrated a lack of growth progress over time or did not meet growth targets;
or experienced social–emotional issues or contextual factors such as trauma or familial
issues. About three-fourths of LMS students were previously enrolled in nearby public
schools, and others were homeschooled or enrolled in private schools. The percentage of
students considered economically disadvantaged is approximately 60%, which is higher
than the percentage for the surrounding county. The special education population is
20–25% of total enrollment each year, far exceeding local (16%), state (12%), and national
(12%) averages. LMS has consistently enrolled a number of students considered twice
exceptional: having qualifying needs in special education as well as AIG (academically and
intellectually gifted).

The school is housed in a wing of the local high school approximately 3.5 miles from the
university campus, and the dean of the College of Education serves as the superintendent
of the school. LMS students are taught by experienced teachers who hold advanced degrees
in their content areas. The instructional and administrative staff includes:

• A principal;
• An administrative support specialist/data manager;
• An exceptional children (EC) teacher, who also serves as assistant principal;
• An exceptional children (EC) director, who is a tenured faculty member in the special

education program;
• A counselor;
• An enrichment coordinator;
• A university nursing instructor, who serves as the health services coordinator and

part-time nurse;
• A university physical education professor, who serves as the physical education teacher;
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• An English language arts teacher;
• A mathematics teacher;
• A social studies teacher;
• A science teacher; and
• A university liaison who also serves as a mathematics instructor and field supervisor.

In addition, the LMS model incorporates university faculty and preservice teacher
interns, as well as high school students and staff, as additional support for students.
LMS also has an advisory board, as mandated by statute, that includes the dean, the
superintendent of the local school district, a member of the university’s Board of Trustees,
two faculty from the educator preparation program, a community member, and up to four
other stakeholders.

A key feature of the LMS model is a three-level approach (L1, L2, L3) to teacher
preparation. L1 engagements begin in the sophomore year, when preservice teachers
all take a course related to culturally responsive teaching, in which they participate in
1–3 h of observation at the school and analyze their initial perceptions of teaching practices.
During L2 experiences, candidates engage in in-depth observations and begin planning and
implementing mini-lessons with small groups of students. L2 experiences are embedded
in three courses during the junior fall—foundations of the middle school curriculum, a
seminar connected to the foundations course, and a mathematics methods course—and
in methods coursework during the spring. LMS teachers serve as instructors for some of
these courses, which allows them to instruct candidates in the real-world context of an
actual middle school environment. L3 is the intern experience, which is divided into two
semesters during senior year, culminating with student teaching in the spring. LMS is one
of several schools where candidates are placed for L3 internships.

L3 interns at LMS are carefully selected by the faculty and have access to several key
supports and affordances. Because LMS only has one class at each grade level, interns gain
experience teaching the standard course of study in their teaching fields at three different
grade levels, 6–8. LMS interns participate in a wide range of meaningful professional
learning opportunities, including some optional professional development that occurs
before the start of the school year. Most importantly, LMS interns become part of a close-
knit community of educators that includes university faculty and staff, with whom they
have ongoing communication and connections.

The LMS model has many responsive structures, programs, and practices that serve
both young adolescent learners and middle grades preservice teacher-learners. We highlight
these features of LMS in the next three sections.

3.2. Culture and Community

Successful middle-level schools are characterized by safe, welcoming, inclusive envi-
ronments in which adults value, relate with, and advocate for young adolescent learners.
Such schools collaborate productively with caregivers and business and community mem-
bers who serve as valued partners in the school’s educational mission [1]. These cultural
and community characteristics are evident in the program at LMS in many ways: through
relationship building and social and emotional learning (SEL); through the data-driven
multitiered system of support (MTSS) that includes a positive behavior intervention and
support (PBIS) system; and through aspects of the physical and sonic environments.

The LMS commitment to relationships and SEL is evident in the school’s purpose
statement: “[LMS is a] learning community where all students are valued and care for
themselves and others. We promote health and wellness and a commitment to learning
through experience in a caring, collaborative, and socially just environment” (LMS Strategic
Plan). Adult members of the LMS community cultivate relationships grounded in trust and
mutual respect. LMS teachers described some of the ways intentionally model behaviors
associated with such relationships: they strive to consistently use positive, inclusive lan-
guage; yield to one another in conversations; offer help and assistance when needed; and
respect one another’s instructional time and space.
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Interns at LMS experience relationship building firsthand and witness its cultural,
social, and academic impacts. As an intern recently noted:

Relationally, the students have become very close with us [the interns]. LMS
really allows for the opportunities to create those conversations. It really makes
for a different teaching experience and being able to know their needs as I actively
plan a lesson.

One of the core educational values expressed in the LMH handbook is “an intentional
focus on social and emotional development.” SEL is embedded in daily life at LMS, and
students at LMS tend to experience SEL as an integrated construct—inextricably connected
to classroom instruction—rather than a “stand-alone” intervention, as recommended by
Main and O’Neil [40]. Strahan and Poteat described how SEL was emphasized in advisory
classes and reinforced across the curriculum at LMS at the time of their study:

Each day, students spent twenty minutes in grade- level advisory groups. A
primary focus of these sessions was guided exploration of social-emotional issues
. . . related to themes of self- awareness, relationships, responsibility, motivation,
talents and interests, organizational skills, diversity, community, and coping skills.
Teachers encouraged students to make connections among these issues and the
topics they are studying in their classes. [32] (p. 4)

Since Strahan and Poteat’s study, advisory at LMS has become a weekly stand-alone
class facilitated by the full-time counselor, with lessons tailored to the needs of the students
and a curriculum built alongside the Second Step program. In addition, students have a
daily homeroom time that is very focused on teachers checking with individual students
and modeling and supporting self-regulation skills, such as using to-do lists to update
their agenda books. Once per week, the entire school meets for a Village Homeroom, with
announcements from the principal, student and staff shoutouts, and an open floor for
students to ask questions or offer thanks to a peer or teacher. The SEL interventions at LMS
are associated with positive academic outcomes (see [32]).

The heart of the student-centered culture at LMS is the MTSS framework implemented
within a “Community of Care” approach. The primary academic focus of the three-tiered
system is student growth in core content areas, particularly literacy and mathematics, and
the social/emotional focus is on student resiliency.

In the MTSS model, academic and social/emotional skills are addressed in three tiers.
The first tier is the instruction of skills or strategies that apply to the whole population in
terms of supporting their academic and behavioral success. The second tier applies to those
who need slightly modified strategies to address their needs. Tier three applies to students
who are in the most severe need of individualized, heavily modified strategies for success.
Social and emotional factors also play a large part in students’ ability to access the content
of classroom instruction.

The behavior component of MTSS is based on a system of PBIS that includes a school-
wide behavior framework. Students are included in the development of classroom and
school-wide PBIS expectations through a democratic classroom approach and morning
grade-level meetings. Thus, the systems are directly linked to academic outcomes and
include student buy-in. After a review of the data, it became clear that the students needed
direct instruction on resiliency to promote positive behaviors and academic outcomes. A re-
siliency matrix was developed with daily lessons that are used by teachers during advisory
time to directly teach students these skills. The PBIS system includes behavior expectations,
rewards, and consequences that students and teachers develop collaboratively and review
throughout the year. When issues arise, students and teachers address the problem together
in daily morning meetings or in regularly scheduled whole school meetings. The aim is for
all members of the community to work together to define the issue and set daily goals to
improve the environment.

The physical and sonic environments at LMS have several attributes that contribute
to its responsive culture. Signs and posters celebrating diversity, equity, and inclusion
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(DEI) are prominently displayed throughout classrooms and common spaces in the school.
Signage also supports the SEL emphasis on resiliency, such as “FAIL = First Attempt in
Learning” and “Confusion is part of learning.” Throughout the day, the young adolescents
and adults in the school encounter these visual reminders of the values underpinning the
school and associated behavioral expectations. Faculty are very intentional about reminding
students that they are in a safe space where they will be valued and affirmed for who they
are. Flexible seating arrangements also support inclusivity by bringing students together
in ways that foster collaboration and sharing. The sounds in a school—what students hear
during the day—contribute to the school environment in subtle, but powerful, ways [41].
Faculty strive to use positive, affirming words when they interact with students. Faculty
also reinforce and model DEI by using inclusive, nongendered language. They refer to LMS
community members as “humans” or “learners” instead of addressing them with binary,
gendered labels such as “boys and girls.”

3.3. Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment

In successful middle-level schools, curriculum, instruction, and assessment are re-
sponsive to the needs of the young adolescents the school serves [1]. LMS exhibits respon-
siveness in this domain in several ways: through project-based curricula, differentiated
instruction, and standards-based assessment.

LMS implemented schoolwide PBL beginning in January 2023. The LMS teachers
explained some of the benefits of PBL in a letter they sent home to caregivers:

A project motivates students to gain knowledge, and they remember content
longer. Projects give students the chance to apply the skills they learn in school
to personally relevant and real-world situations. Your child also learns skills in
PBL such as how to think critically, solve problems, work in teams, and make
presentations. These skills will help students succeed in the future, both in school
and in today’s work world.

LMS adjusted the Friday schedule to provide an extended class time to focus on PBL.
The overarching PBL question was: “How can [LMS] support student health and wellness”?
Students worked together in mixed-grade-level groups based on their interest in the topic.
The project was interdisciplinary, and LMS teachers guided student learning through the
lenses of their content areas—including the arts. Students worked with community mentors
and presented their products to an authentic audience at the end of the 12-week project.

Responsive, differentiated instruction is a hallmark of the academic program at LMS.
Teachers use feedback from informal and formative assessments and from the MTSS system
to make data-based instructional decisions, and these data coupled with deep knowledge of
individual students help teachers differentiate for varied levels of readiness, wide-ranging
interests, and diverse learning profiles [42]. Classrooms at LMS are inclusive settings, and
coteaching has been used with some success as a way to differentiate for learners across
the spectrum of readiness (see also [30]). In cotaught classrooms, preservice interns at
LMS learn in real time how to appropriately tier and adjust instruction from different
perspectives. As one intern observed of her coteaching experience:

While I learn a lot about my content area from working with my [clinical edu-
cator], co-teaching with the [special education] teacher provided me with the
opportunity to learn much more about differentiation than I would have other-
wise. Her expertise is based on differentiating for students with an extremely
wide range of strengths and needs, and [at LMS] . . . all of these students were
put together in one classroom. Planning with a co-teacher who works outside of
your own content area allows you to see things from their perspectives. [38] (p. 5)

LMS uses a schoolwide system of standards-based assessment, which is widely re-
garded as a responsive approach to assessment in the middle grades [1,43]. Standards-based
assessment focuses on mastery of content and provides opportunities for students to contin-
uously improve based on feedback. Teachers assign scores for graded work on a four-point
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scale: Exceeds Standards (4), Meets Standards (3), Progressing (2), Emerging (1), or No
Evidence (0). The grading policy is described in more detail in the next section. The
standards addressed in a given quarter are listed on report cards and progress reports, with
student progress aligned directly to the standards.

3.4. Leadership and Organization

LMS exhibits responsive leadership practices and organizational structures that are
characteristics of successful middle-level schools. These practices and structures include
flexible scheduling, professional learning communities (PLCs), and student-centered poli-
cies and programming.

LMS utilizes flexible scheduling as a tool to be responsive to students. In addition
to core instruction every day, during blocks of time in the afternoon, students alternate
between enrichment classes, an intervention class called CAT time, and core academic
courses. The core instruction time is adjusted flexibly, as needed, to better serve student
and teacher needs. For example, if one class tends to show lower focus during the last
block, the school might shift the blocks of instruction so that a different content area is being
taught at that time for a quarter or semester. This allows teachers and students to engage
with each other at alternative times of the day that might be more productive for students.
Additionally, a large block of time is reserved on Friday for PBL, electives, and clubs.

At LMS, job-embedded professional development occurs in professional learning
communities (PLCs). According to Bishop and Harrison, teachers in successful middle
level schools “establish [PLCs] to discuss shared readings, student data and work, and
instructional and assessment strategies” [1] (p. 50). The PLCs at LMS function in this way,
and they also include preservice interns who learn and work alongside veteran teachers in
the school.

In successful middle-level schools, “policies and practices are student-centered, un-
biased, and fairly implemented” [1] (p. 46). The LMS grading policy is an example of
a student-centered policy. The four-point scale allows teachers to communicate actional
feedback to a student about mastery of content. The levels on the scale are described in the
LMS student handbook:

• Exceeds Standards (4): Student possesses a deep understanding of a standard and is
able to demonstrate this by completing advanced applications of materials using a
variety of formats, such as—but not limited to—oral presentations, projects, rubrics,
standardized assessments, and teacher-made assessments. Exceeding the standard
does not mean the student is finished working with the standard, as activities and
units may tie back into this standard.

• Meets Standards (3): Student has shown an increasing knowledge of the standard and
is able to show mastery of the complex, targeted knowledge and skills for the class in
one or two formats, such as—but not limited to—oral presentations, projects, rubrics,
standardized assessments, and teacher-made assessments.

• Progressing (2): Student understands the foundational materials that support the
targeted learning, but is still working to master the complex materials of the class.

• Emerging (1): The student is able to demonstrate an understanding of the founda-
tional materials for the class with help from the teacher, but still struggles when
working independently.

A zero (0) indicates “No Evidence.” According to the handbook, “The student has not
demonstrated any understanding of the foundational materials for the class. This may be
the result of non-participation in class or not attempting assignments/assessments that
would otherwise be evidence of their understanding of the course standards.” Addition-
ally, students may receive feedback for noncore instruction and behavior in the form of
Satisfactory (S) or Unsatisfactory (U). A recent preservice intern reflected on the impact of
standards-based grading on her personal philosophy of assessment:

I will ensure that my grades reflect the communication of student progress in my
classroom. . . . As an intern at [LMS] and incorporating standards-based grading,
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I have seen first-hand how grading and communication go hand in hand. Are we
effectively showing students understanding of content if we are giving zeros for
missing work or deducting point for not putting their names on assignments.

4. Discussion and Implications

In this section, we highlight four areas that have implications for the design and
delivery of responsive programming in middle-level schools: (a) LMS takes a holistic ap-
proach to young adolescent education; (b) the faculty and staff are committed to continuous
improvement; (c) educators exhibit theoretical pragmatism in their pedagogical practices,
programs, and policies; and (d) preservice teachers engage in immersive field experiences.

4.1. Holistic Approach

LMS enacts a holistic approach to responsive middle-level education. The school
embraces the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) Healthy Schools initiative
and its Whole School Whole Community Whole Child (WSCC) model [44]. The model
includes 10 components that work in concert to promote the wellbeing of students and all
members of the school community: (a) physical education and physical activity; (b) nu-
trition environment and services; (c) health education; (d) social and emotional climate;
(e) physical environment; (f) health services; (g) counseling, psychological, and social
services; (h) employee wellness; (i) community involvement; and (j) family engagement.

The holistic approach at LMS reflects the idea expressed in The Successful Middle School:
This We Believe that each element of responsive programming “is part of a larger whole” [1]
(p. 6). Each part of the WSCC model helps promote wellbeing and supports the overall
academic program. LMS created the mission statement of the school based on the WSCC
model, with particular attention to the social and emotional climate as the starting point
for all the other components. Acknowledging that each of these ten components are not
mutually exclusive, LMS faculty know that impacting one of them will likely have a trickle
effect to others and that it is this interdependence among the components that makes a
fully functional whole. Teachers also recognize that some of these components may be
more important to a particular student on a particular day, and they utilize times such as
homeroom to perform check-ins with students to assess what those ever-changing needs
might be on a daily basis. The small size of LMS—with one class per grade level—also
allows the teacher team to communicate the individualized needs of students throughout
the day to ensure everyone is positioning students for success each day.

4.2. Continuous Improvement

A commitment to continuous improvement is a key aspect of responsiveness. The fac-
ulty and staff at LMS demonstrate a school-wide commitment to continuous improvement
in various ways. Regular weekly PLC meetings provide opportunities for ongoing learning
and planning, and formal professional development is scheduled before the school year
and after the school year as well as throughout the year. The topics for professional devel-
opment reflect the LMS commitment to responsiveness; recent topics include resiliency,
executive functioning, general EC services, and the Welcoming Schools antibias training
offered by the Human Rights Campaign. Future topics include restorative justice and
coteaching. These professional learning opportunities are offered to both LMS teachers and
preservice teacher candidates.

LMS faculty, university faculty, and preservice teachers often attend and present at
conferences together, and these experiences sometimes provide a catalyst for further growth.
For example, a team from LMS attended the AMLE Institute for Middle Level Leadership in
2022, and that experience led to a faculty book study of The Successful Middle School: This We
Believe [1]. LMS teachers used guiding questions provided by AMLE to collectively reflect
on strengths and areas of potential growth for the school. First, the teachers rated from
most to least the extent to which they believe the school program exemplifies the essential
attributes of responsive, challenging, empowering, equitable, engaging. The teachers
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tended to rate responsiveness as the greatest strength of the school, followed closely by
empowering and engaging. The area in which teachers felt the school had room for growth
was offering a curriculum that is challenging and equitable. From this conversation, the
teachers set goals in these areas to highlight throughout the book study.

Focusing on aspects of the curriculum, specifically, the teachers overwhelmingly men-
tioned the use of school-wide PBL as a mechanism for providing a challenging, integrative,
and exploratory curriculum. One teacher mentioned several attributes of the school that she
thought reflected a challenging curriculum, including classroom inclusivity, after-school tu-
toring, study hall with one-on-one support, CAT time intervention (a targeted intervention
block), a flexible curriculum, and modality to deliver instruction to students. Other teachers
focused on strengths in an exploratory curriculum, noting the use of field trips, mentorship,
community involvement, advisory, electives, and clubs. Many of these components also
include student voice and choice. Other teachers cited some areas of need in thinking
about a challenging and diverse curriculum—perhaps a need to rethink some grading
practices. While the school uses standards-based grading, some teachers think that it may
be worth looking into competency-based grading and the use of contracts with students to
bolster challenge. Several of the teachers highlighted a diverse curriculum as an area for
growth—specifically finding opportunities to discover, reflect on, and question their own
cultural and social identities. Overall, the Successful Middle School book study has been a
powerful, productive inspiration for continuous improvement.

4.3. Theoretical Pragmatism

Educators at LMS use whatever theoretical tools necessary to teach the whole child.
Observations of classroom instruction and interpersonal interactions between and among
adults and young adolescents at LMS suggest deep commitments to constructivist and
humanistic approaches to learning. Students engage in active, social learning during class,
and school policies tend to prioritize students’ individuality and creativity. In contrast,
the PBIS program, which is an important component of the SEL program, is grounded in
behaviorism with its system of rewards and incentives. In addition, the “Minor Discipline
Policy” unveiled in January 2023 takes a punitive rather than restorative approach to
behavior management, which exists in tension with the humanistic and constructivist
theories of learning that underpin much of the academic program. Teachers, staff, and
administrators at LMS work through these and other theoretical and philosophical tensions
and contradictions to continuously adapt the school program in ways that best meet the
needs of the students. Teachers continue to mention restorative justice practices as an area
of interest and need that the entire team of teachers, counselors, nurses, and administrators
needs to buy into for the model to be successful.

4.4. Immersive Preservice Experiences

As we described in Section 3.1, middle grades majors have a scaffolded progression
of experiences with LMS teachers and students across their sophomore, junior, and senior
years. These experiences give preservice candidates an immersion into the life of the school,
especially during L3 internships. Candidates at LMS work very closely with their assigned
clinical educators, but they also participate as members of the instructional team, which
includes all core and exploratory teachers, administrators, and staff. They engage in weekly
PLCs, caregiver conferences, field trips, and community events, as well as professional
development, and the preservice candidates often make substantive contributions in these
areas. Where most preservice candidates begin their yearlong internships at the start of
the university calendar, candidates at LMS are invited into the professional fold before
the school year even begins, with invitations to participate in all schoolwide professional
development and community engagement activities, such as the school’s opening picnic,
where LMS staff initially meet and engage with families. Furthermore, it is not uncommon
for middle grades preservice candidates to team-teach with one another or to collaborate
with interns from counselor education or inclusive education. Interns at LMS are provided
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a seat at the decision-making table from day one. They are encouraged to share their ideas
and actively participate as if they were already teachers, all while being supported and
guided by their clinical educators at every step. The LMS case illustrates the value of
immersive field experiences in which preservice candidates engage in all aspects of the
work of the school; by the time they finish their internships at LMS, candidates are very well
prepared to assume the role of a licensed middle grades teacher. The fact that preservice
teachers also engage across all three grade levels provides them a unique experience with
a vertical alignment of standards and the curriculum that is uncommon in internship
experiences, which by and large are dedicated to a single grade level and content area.

5. Conclusions

Responsive middle-level education aims to orient a school’s policies, programs, and
practices toward the unique needs, identities, and cultures of the young adolescent learners
it serves. Responsiveness takes many forms depending on the school context, the beliefs
and dispositions of the faculty and staff, expectations of the community, and a host of other
factors. Here, we described responsive practices at LMS, a university laboratory school
committed to the education of both young adolescents and the future educators who wish
to learn to work with them. The example of LMS highlights several key features of middle-
level school structures that allows for truly responsive education. At this school, we see
master-level teachers who are trusted by their administrators to make sound instructional
choices to support middle-level students (and teacher candidates). This is accomplished
through flexibility, autonomy, and creativity in how instructional practices are implemented.
Responsive middle-level education depends on a commitment to lifelong learning and
acknowledging the ever-changing landscape of education. To stay current, teachers and
administrators must continue to be reflective of practices and procedures to continually
improve upon existing models to best serve our student population.
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