





guitar or the classroom or as people.” Witnessing the extremely enthusiastic student
response to the club, the school formed a new guitar class as a student elective choice. The
principal told this story to demonstrate,

The ways that teachers are actively trying to adapt the work they do to really seduce

kids into doing their very best and being engaged. . . . We ran the class for the first

time this year, and had 35 kids . . . who took it every other day for the year. . . . |
mean; it was amazing. . . . Absolutely exciting! So doing those kinds of things really
serves our collective vision as a middle school— trying to make this a great place for
kids.

Throughout any change, the central focus was always kept on students.

In another story the principal described how the “Hands Up” CPT meetings came into
being at the middle school. The idea was first suggested by a teacher who had attended a
workshop a few years prior. Mr. Dooley remembered,

She came back and said ‘Oh, I just learned about this thing and we really need to look

at it and let’s try it.” She had kind of a general understanding of the concept, so we

drove up to the school that put this thing together, and spent a day with them. We
then came back, introduced it to teachers, and | mean— it just went from there. There
was zero resistance to introducing this protocol.

This anecdote showed not only the administration’s willingness to honor the staff’s
risk-taking attitude, but the willingness of the other teachers and teams to also extend support
as well. Everyone in the middle school community was willing to take risks, to dedicate time
and resources to work on a new idea because, as the principal noted, “You know, the theme

is the kids.” Their child-centered vision did not waver.
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Theme Summary. The three attitudes most prominently shown by the teachers and
teams were flexibility, supportiveness, and risk-taking. As stories were told and examples
given by all data sources, these attitudes were repeatedly displayed as the participants dealt
with the challenges of their jobs. A flexible attitude took many forms. It influenced the
pacing of curriculum, the schedule itself, what work was accomplished during CPT and who
took on those tasks. A flexible attitude among the teachers and teams influenced reactions to
the changes, interruptions, and unanticipated events that occurred so frequently in middle
school.

The supportive attitude described by the participants also took many forms. It eased
the transition of new team members, welcomed the diverse talents of various team members,
provided a sounding board to a struggling teacher, and created a climate of trust where team
members could be honest with one another. These supportive attitudes influenced
instruction; teammates sacrificed class time to further jointly held instructional goals, worked
together to master new technologies, or simply assisted with routine tasks.

Both the supportive and flexible attitudes served to inform the last major team
attitude, risk-taking. Because these teachers were confident in the support of their team,
fellow teachers gained not only physical and material assistance with implementation of new
ideas, but were secure in the knowledge that any lack of success would not result in blame or
shame. These teachers clearly displayed risk-taking attitudes that influenced the ways in
which they openly embraced changes pertaining to scheduling, delivery of services, behavior
modification plans, choice of curriculum, use of technology, instructional methods, clubs,

and classes.
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On all three teams, attitudes of flexibility, supportiveness, and risk-taking influenced
every aspect of these teachers’ work. These attitudes overlapped in theory and execution; it
was often difficult to separate one from another as the data were analyzed. Interestingly,
they seemed to inspire growth and sustain one another. The teachers and teams continually
expressed an enjoyment of the expression and exercise of these attitudes. The execution of
work and tasks influenced by these three attitudes provided energy to propel their daily work.
Beliefs Pertaining to Adolescence

Individual Teachers. Responses to interview and extended response questions were
completed with a resounding awareness of the developmental aspects unique to adolescence.
Whether the teacher discussed intellectual, social, physiological, or emotional concerns,
students were always viewed through a perspective highly cognizant of the special needs
specific to this age group. When participants discussed how they planned curriculum, chose
instructional methods, or assessed student work, this developmental perspective influenced
all aspects of their planning and teaching.

Adolescence Needs Influence Instruction. One teacher discussed this adolescent
framework in terms of class work. She felt it would be futile to simply lecture, knowing well
that these students preferred to be active in ways such as participating in discussions and
having opportunities to share views with peers. As Katy reflected, “I do a lot of positive
group partnerships to take into account the social needs of the kids and their need to want to
connect with each other.” She saw group work as a natural way to capitalize on the social
orientation of adolescents, a means of encouraging them to engage more deeply with the

concepts being taught.
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Many respondents advocated a variety of instructional and grouping methods in order
to best address the diverse needs of middle school learners. This concept is clear in
Michelle’s remark, “Middle schoolers need a variety of styles and techniques— visual,
auditory, tactile, kinesthetic, large group, small group, individual.” Supporting this view, and
the importance of a well-trained professional to orchestrate it all, Bob recommended,
“Hands-on, inquiry learning. Middle school students need to move, interact with each other,
make connections for themselves— all with the proper facilitation of a focused teacher.”

Other teachers were also influenced by the adolescent perspective, taking the idea
even further. Many of the participants discussed the importance of helping students become
aware of the world beyond the classroom. Teachers talked about helping to prepare their
students for challenges they would face in college and the workplace, using their curriculum
as a vehicle. Frank reflected on this,

| also try to do a lot of group work. I think that’s really, really important for the kids;

not only to just to be able to understand concepts and the curriculum and hone their

skills. I think that [working with others] is a skill in itself. I think the more they can
do that, the better they’re going to be later on in life. I think life’s about working in
groups and working in pairs and working with other people.

When discussing similar ideas, Kevin noted that such activities, while welcome to
students, were also challenging. It was difficult for some students to get along with other
group members while working on a common task. He observed,

We all know working in groups is not the easiest task, but it is a skill set that we all

obviously know is going to be important and valuable to the kids later in their lives;
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so we kind of ‘break them in’ here. . .. That’s a whole other education about the

world and the way the world works.

Kevin viewed his classroom as a safe environment that he could control, a means of
providing students with opportunities to learn and experiment with valuable skills such as
how to listen, how to collaborate, and how to lead.

Adolescents Are Dynamic. As they described the “typical” adolescent student, time
and time again the teachers laughed at the idea of such a finite concept. They all agreed:
there are no typical middle school students. Many words were used: impulsive, honest,
moody, emotional, unpredictable, and energetic. Bob sagely observed, “There is no typical
MS student. She or he is both mature and immature, academically proficient and very needy,
socially inept and wise-beyond-their-years all rolled into, sometimes, the same student.”

Other teachers supported this view with regard to the dynamism of the adolescent
population. As Frank said, “You never know what you’re going to get. They’re very
emotional. . . . They don’t hide much. What they demonstrate to you is exactly the way
they’re feeling.” Teachers dealt with such a wide range of needs by focusing on the whole
child. These teachers did not view their professional responsibilities in terms of content to be
relayed or facts to be tested. They viewed their job as much more holistic; they repeatedly
underscored the importance of addressing the social and emotional needs of students. Bob
viewed addressing the developmental challenges as an intrinsic part of the work when he
said, “There are teachers who think we’re just here to teach a subject or content area, and
then there are those who think we’re responsible for their overall well-being. I’m one of

those. I think we’re responsible for their overall well-being.”
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Other teachers confirmed these aspirations, and took them to even deeper levels.
Frank reflected,

It’s not just about teaching them reading, writing, math, social studies, and things like

that. I feel like you’re trying to make them better people in the end. | think that at the

end of the day, are they going to remember what they did on June 6 of seventh
grade? No. I think about at the end of the year, or at the end of even their whole
educational process: did you contribute to them becoming better people and better
students? And that’s not even just academically, but emotionally and socially— all
aspects of their life.

The Importance of Personal Relationships. An important aspect of this shared focus
on adolescent needs, what allowed teachers to deal effectively with the hyper-emotionalism
and high-energy exhibited by this age group, was the importance they placed on forming
authentic relationships with students. The teachers noted that when they knew a student
personally they were able to better understand and accept certain behaviors. For example,
the seventh grade participates in a 5-day sleep-away field trip. Traveling to a wilderness
facility, activities mostly occur outside, emphasizing science concepts and team-building
activities. Teachers and students spent time together for an entire week outside of the
traditional classroom. It is via team activities such as these that such relationships are
strengthened. When describing her teammates Kerry observed,

They really take the time to get to know all the kids . . . They ask, ‘What can we do?

What should we do? How can we make this different? How can we make this

better? How can we make it so that the kids don’t feel overwhelmed?’ They’re really

caring. I don’t know how else to put it basically. They just really want to make sure
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that everyone is doing well, and they’re giving each student everything that they need

to succeed.

Teachers discussed how these relationships were a pathway to better assisting
struggling students. Kevin reminisced about how such a connection helped a student succeed
beyond either of their expectations. This was a student who had been failing his class for the
year. The guidance counselor and the administrator had been involved, but it was not until
the student joined Kevin’s guitar club that he began to complete homework assignments and
focus more in class. Kevin told the story,

I’m always proudest of the students who resisted and finally found a way to come

through. So any time there’s a personal [student] success story, I’'m proudest of

those. We had one student who struggled mightily . . . all year. On the district
assessment in the spring he happened to be in my homeroom for writing. He sat there
for the first 15 minutes, just literally— panicked, [writing absolutely nothing]. So,

I’m not allowed to help them, but I did go over to him and encourage him. I just said

to him three different times in the course of five minutes, ‘Write about what you

know.’ In that voice, just, ‘Write about what you know.” The [writing prompt]
question was: make a recommendation to the principal about a food item that should
be added to the lunch menu. You know, it’s 8:30 in the morning, they’re barely
awake. So after | kept walking around, and . . . | waited and about three minutes later
| saw his pen, and he just started writing. . . . Now I don’t correct the [assessments],
they’re corrected by the department. He scored a perfect score. He wrote all about

Mexico— that is where he’s from, and the Mexican cuisine. It was amazing. So he
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had a break through moment because he understood what I said, ‘Write about what

you know.” So those are the kind of moments that I’'m most proud.

Through their stories teachers showed how more personalized interactions with
students gave the children confidence to admit when they were struggling, to take a risk
applying a newly learned skill, or simply to ask for more help. Adolescent students are afraid
of rejection, from adults as well as peers. Sara aptly noted, “You really just need to get to
know the kids, and really know their stories. . . . You’ve got to teach the individual student,
not the masses.”

Katy described how interacting with students outside of the regular class period gave
her better knowledge regarding academic struggles. She noted, “I do a lot during lunch, or
after school. . . . I find out which kids need help when I start talking to them.” It was through
such personal conversations, one-on-one, that students take a risk and reveal their
misconceptions. By using personal insight into students’ lives teachers were able to “see”
the individual within the larger group that daily filled their classrooms.

The typical teacher in this middle school building dealt with over 100 different
students every day, spread over five separate class periods. Forming personal relationships
was the best method of differentiating among them. It was often the best way to cope with
the range of intellectual, social, and emotional extremes these students presented. Sue
concluded,

We are involved in helping the child grow as an individual, so we care about the

whole child. Not just so much academic, but socially as well. 1 think that’s a big part

of it. I think making that connection with them not only as a teacher, but letting the

kids know that you care about them as a person. That’s an important piece.
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According to Michelle, these personal relationships were indispensible, “Middle schoolers
need to know that we understand them.”

Two of the teachers who were interviewed noted that they were eligible for
retirement, but both chose to continue working in the school because of the unique and
enjoyable characteristics of the adolescent age group. Bob and Michelle, teachers of social
studies and ELA, respectively, said that they enjoyed their work, the students, and the
challenge of providing relevant curriculum while focusing on the other unique needs
presented by the age level. These teachers enjoyed watching students grow and change as
they learned throughout the year. As Bob observed,

It’s a great age group. . . . There’s actually a metamorphosis going on. . . . The kids

go through a growth process of their own within a year that’s actually pretty amazing.

... Any aspect you want to talk about: emotional, physical, academic, ability,

maturity, whatever— they change! And the energy level: it will kill you, or make

you live forever. | love it! I love the energy level.

Teacher Teams. When participating in the focus groups, the teachers also expressed
a deep awareness and enjoyment of the unique developmental aspects of adolescence.
Echoing the individual teacher voices, the team members were equally articulate in their
descriptions of middle school students as chatty, effervescent, mercurial, mature, immature,
social, shy, honest, manipulative, sensitive, caring, cruel, insecure, and excitable.

Adolescents Are Dynamic. As a member of Team 7-1, Ed observed, “They really
wear their thoughts and their emotions on [the] outside, and I like that. It’s just a very
exciting age. They’re very passionate.” The focus group members expressed a variety of

student terms and traits, applying to an equally wide range of contexts, that mirrored those
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used by the individual teachers. A teacher from Team 8-2 summed up this perspective as the
need to “understand that these kids come with a unique set of issues” (Unknown Female 1).
These developmental aspects were always on the team members’ minds and influenced their
work with the children.

The Whole Child. The teachers also viewed students through a wider lens, not
simply an academic perspective. They felt a need to address the social and emotional needs
of these adolescents as well. The team members perceived that an expanded focus was key
to success inside and outside of the classroom. They felt that an exclusive focus on one goal
would come at the expense of others. Sara (Team 8-2) noted,

Where a lot of teachers fall down is that they think it’s all about their content; they’re

S0 passionate about their content that they forget about the child. At the middle

school level I think it’s mostly about the child . . . academics are important, but it’s

really more than about getting that child to understand the content, more than
delivering the content. . . . | think it’s more about the whole kid and less about— that
sounds awful— less about the academics and more about the children.

These views were not unique to any one grade level. Teachers at all three grade
levels placed a value on “teaching the kids holistically . . . everybody sees that. It’s about
what does the kid need in the end, and we’ll do it.” (Team 7-2, Frank) This focus on the
whole child and the multitude of developmental needs of each student was viewed as an
integral philosophy that influenced the work of the teams. Group comments reflected a
common perspective regarding the importance of keeping the student as the central focus, not
the academic content. For example, as part of the eighth grade Capstone Project final

assessment, students were required to complete an individual reflection on their work. This
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portion of the project was worth 20 points, the same value given to the research paper itself,
and to the oral presentation. These teachers valued students’ ability to reflect on their own
work, assess personal strengths and weaknesses, and set future goals as highly as they did
students’ ability to master specific content and skills. Through such work, the team members
demonstrated to students the importance of larger ideas and transferable skills, concepts that
transcended their individual subject areas.

This vision allowed team members to more easily make adjustments to curriculum or
schedules based on the needs of the students and the team. When the primary objective was
the success of the whole child, not simply mastering a specific content area, teachers were
more flexible and open-minded. As Karen (Team 7-2) noted, “Whatever makes sense for
students as a whole, we’ll all give and take and make changes so that whatever needs to
happen for our kids— we make sure that that does happen.”

The Importance of Personal Relationships. The teams prided themselves on their
relationships with students and their abilities to meet a wide range of needs. Similar to the
views expressed by individual teachers during the interviews, the teams also valued personal
relationships with the children as a means of facilitating student success in and out of the
classroom. Teams emphasized the important fact that “the kKids have to know that you care
about them” (Team 7-2, Kerry). Students needed to know that teachers were personally
invested in their success. If that was present, “I think students can just tell— I think they
know” (Team 7-2, Karen). These teams members believed that if students perceived a
teacher cared about them personally, students would be more inspired to work harder.

Many teachers described the extreme emotional neediness of the age level, the

continual need for approval adolescents sought from peers and adults. The team members
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thought this presented a unique opportunity to motivate students, as Doreen explained, “Kids
want to look cool in the eyes of their peers, but they also want to impress their teacher at the
same time . . . and that’s very unique.” Many teachers described this as a “need to please.”

A teacher on Team 7-1 (Unknown Male 1) described this phenomenon when he said, “The
big key is that they actually have an interest in learning at this age . . . and they want to
please.” They felt that the adolescent desire to gain teacher approval provided a built-in lever
teachers could, and should, utilize to an educational advantage. Team structures such as the
Positive Postcards (Figure 5, pg. 195) capitalized on these student feelings by overtly
showing students how satisfied teachers were with their efforts, academically and civically.
Teachers used these methods to further motivate students in the classroom.

Adolescence Needs Influence Instruction. In a fashion similar to the individually
interviewed participants, the focus group members also felt that it was important to capitalize
on the adolescent penchant for socializing, and used this desire in their classrooms to create
more effective learning environments. On Team 7-1, Ed described some techniques he used
to keep the students engaged. He noted, “Get them up, get them moving. Do a lot in groups.
Try to make every day different. Spend as little time sitting in seats as possible— virtually
no lecture.” Again, the teachers capitalized on an adolescent trait, in this case the propensity
to move frequently, to their educational and instructional advantage.

Also analogous to the beliefs expressed by individual participants, team members
viewed group work in the classroom as a means of imparting important life skills. They felt
a duty to help prepare students for future challenges beyond individual classroom goals. As
described by Ellen on Team 7-1, “It’s about moving towards 21 Century skills, engaging

kids in group activities, discussions, modeling the workplace, working in teams, trying to
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Figure 5. Positive parent post cards were sent from the team to commend specific,

individual student achievements.
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teach skills that we know they’ll need when they get out there, helping them become
productive citizens.” Such comments showed that students were again being seen within a
larger context. The goal of instruction was not simply that students mastered specific
content, but that they acquired skills useful in a variety of contexts. On Team 6-2 Doreen
gave an example of such skills, “Self-advocating is a big piece of it too. We need to teach
them to be pro-active.”

During one interesting conversation, Team 7-1 members reflected on the purposeful
efforts they had undertaken to help students learn to work with a wider variety of peers. This
was a goal of not just one individual teacher, but reflected the desire of the team. These
teachers knew that they needed to literally instruct students in, “how to have good
conversations. We teach a lot of role-playing and modeling, talking about how-to
conversations— how to work with groups and so forth . . . is a big focus for us.” Without
pause, another team member chimed in,

We’ve been working on that all year. The kids tended to always gravitate towards the

kids they are friendly with, that they know well. We moved the groups, moved their

seats around, encouraged them to integrate with each other— just tried to have them
grow. We’ve finally gotten through to them. . . . Now they’re really actively working
together and it’s not— they’re not just working with kids that they typically work
with. It’s been nice to see that behavior . . . . They actively communicate, and it’s
working really well. . . . It’s helped them to grow.

The pride this teacher described showed the value the team placed on adolescent

development. Their goal was that without direct prompting from teachers, students would
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continue to engage in similar behaviors that the team had purposefully encouraged and
modeled. It was a specific and higher level of internalization the teachers sought.

Administration. The administration shared the teachers’ beliefs pertaining to the
developmental needs of adolescent students. This was reflected by comments they made
pertaining to instructional methods, student behavior, and parent interactions. As one
assistant principal observed, “It’s a critical time [adolescence] . . . because of the social
changes that kids go through, the emotional changes, the physical changes.” Further
comments reflected a belief that middle school presented a unique opportunity to make a
profound difference in the academic and emotional lives of students.

Comparable to the teachers and teams, the administrators also viewed many typical
adolescent characteristics as a positive aspect of their work. They enjoyed the variety and
extremes the children presented. The principal showed an awareness of “what the needs
are— socially, emotionally, academically— of kids in middle school. What makes it exciting
iS ... Yyou don’t know what you’re going to get on any given day. Kids truly,
physiologically, change overnight. It’s exciting!”

The administrators also perceived that these intense adolescent characteristics
necessitated an expanded focus on the whole child. There could be no academic success if
social and emotional issues were ignored. One assistant principal noted,

| think that in the middle school it’s really about approaching the whole child. And

while academics are important, there’s an awful lot of stress on helping students find

their sense of themselves and develop some independence and responsibility.

Teaching them not only subject matter, but how to approach the world. . . . That’s

really kind of the core of middle school values.
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The focus was not simply on academic content, but on how to acquire skills transferable to
future settings and situations.

The administrators also viewed typical adolescent traits as something to be
capitalized upon when structuring effective lessons. One assistant principal noted the
importance of providing opportunities for students to learn in cooperative groups as a means
of creating more active learning situations for students who crave use of “different
modalities.” The principal noted bluntly, “Middle school kids are social animals; really good
teachers design as many possible opportunities for students to work collaboratively in
meaningful ways.” The administrators drew this important distinction: the classroom
interactions must have meaning and purpose. It was not enough to simply have students
work with one another. There must be some value to the task as well. Using these types of
activities in the classroom demanded a more thoughtful type of curricular planning. It
required a more skilled instructor, a “really good teacher” (Principal).

Another teacher belief echoed by the administration was their shared perception
regarding the desire middle school students have to please others, and the importance of
using this characteristic to improve student learning. The principal noted, “Middle school
students want to be loved and accepted, and they want to be liked by their teachers and their
peers.” He further tied this to the importance of forming personal, authentic relationships
with students. Such actions fulfilled the student desire to connect with adults and laid a
foundation for classroom triumphs. When asked what is successful middle school teaching,
one administrator responded,

Here’s what I absolutely believe about teaching, and I’ve seen it in action— the core

foundation is so much less than what the teacher knows, than the teacher’s ability to
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connect with kids. That is it absolutely. . . . this innate ability and desire to really

know kids; that is the beginning point for any good teaching at the middle school

level. Kids have to trust their teachers.

Theme Summary. Throughout the entire data analysis one prominent theme
emerged that was not an attitude, but did influence teachers and teams in many facets of their
work: a belief regarding the unique needs and characteristics of adolescents. This pertained
to the distinctive physical, emotional, and intellectual development of middle school
students. Teachers, teams, and administrators discussed the extreme ranges of development
with which they dealt each day; in fact, they appeared to enjoy the diversity and dynamic
nature of their students.

This belief regarding adolescence influenced much of their work. When choosing
instructional techniques teachers were influenced by the adolescent need to be active and
socialize. Teachers acknowledged the adolescent need for teacher approval and worked to
form closer, more personal relationships as a means of motivating struggling students. The
teachers realized adolescent students were struggling with the higher expectations of middle
school curriculum and the impending pressures of high school. They worked to provide
students with opportunities to acquire skills that would facilitate greater success in college
and the workplace: collaboration skills, communication skills, and technology skills. The
teachers utilized the classic adolescent search for identity to create relevant links in their
curriculum to student experiences and interests. The understanding about adolescent
characteristics influenced every part of the teachers’ work. It allowed them to focus on the

entire child, not simply on one content area.
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Summary

The first research question guiding this study explored beliefs and attitudes about
education of middle school interdisciplinary team members who shared CPT. The second
research question probed what influenced these constructs. The analysis presented in this
Chapter identified and examined prominent attitudes revealed by the data, attitudes that
showed empathy towards the students, flexibility, support of one another, and a willingness
to embrace risk-taking. Further analysis revealed that these attitudes were deeply influenced
by a pervasive belief about the unique characteristics of adolescent learners; views shared by
all teachers, teams, and administrators interviewed.

The empathetic attitudes teachers and teams displayed towards students influenced
professional choices they made in and out of the classroom. Their ability to view the world
from the students’ perspective affected what tasks they completed, and the ways in which
this work was done. In interviews, focus groups, and open-ended survey data teachers and
teams continually referenced the many challenges faced by their adolescent students. They
were clearly able to understand the feelings and thoughts of their students. These adolescent
challenges ranged from the difficulty of making new friends in a much larger school setting,
learning how to study effectively for exams, or simply figuring out how to keep a binder
organized with materials from so many different classes.

While such empathetic attitudes did not alleviate adolescent challenges, the teachers’
ability to take on the students’ point-of-view allowed them to move quickly to a productive,
problem-solving stance. As Tim described, these teachers knew that it was important,

Not [to] take things personally, because these kids are really— it is a tough age. The

kids, they have a lot of stuff going on. The kids are coming from different
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backgrounds; one day they’re having a good day and the next day something might

have happened at home and they lash out. You just can’t take those things

personally. You need to understand that, and kind of see through that, and see what
can you do to help them.

On the six teams, attitudes of flexibility, supportiveness, and risk-taking also
influenced the daily work of the teachers and teams. These attitudes intertwined, sustaining
one another as the teachers embraced new challenges and problem-solved together. A
flexible mindset, confident in the support of fellow team members, led teachers to openly
seize new opportunities and take risks. The teachers repeatedly described how CPT provided
the fertile environment, literally and figuratively, that encouraged and nurtured these
attitudes. CPT provided a guaranteed, regular meeting time, as well as an atmosphere of trust
and mutual respect. As Michelle noted, “The members of my team and | share respect,
admiration— even affection for one another. We help one another always and in every way
we can. We enjoy one another's company— we think alike.”

The final theme that emerged was a belief regarding the unique needs of adolescents.
This theme often influenced the other attitudes and the impact these attitudes had upon the
teachers” work. The ability to take adolescent characteristics into account was a part of the
empathy the teacher’s displayed towards students, as well as a reason behind their flexible
mindset. Adolescent needs, physical and intellectual, dictated continual changes in
curriculum and instruction. Such changes demanded risk-taking in the form of rearranging
schedules, choosing a new text, or creating new student groups. As Cheryl observed, “The

typical middle school student is trying to navigate the space between child and young adult. .
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.. They like to think of themselves as being grown up, but still require much support both
emotionally and academically.”

The implications with regard to these findings in response to the two research
questions will be discussed further in Chapter Five. This Chapter closes with a quote from
Kevin that accurately shows the intersection between the team attitudes and their larger focus
on educating the adolescent child,

Honestly, I’'m proud every day, because every day there’s another opportunity. . . .

I’m proud, not only individually, but as a team. We are all very dedicated to students

and their success. I’'m glad to be able to say that without any reservations. That’s

why we’re in this work in the first place.
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CHAPTER FIVE: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Chapter Five provides an interpretation of the data analysis as it specifically pertains
to this study’s two main research questions. This Chapter begins with a summary of the
study and the major findings. Next, each research question is described. Chapter Five closes
with a section examining limitations that affected this study, as well as a section
summarizing final thoughts pertaining to the work.

The purpose of this study was to investigate the attitudes and beliefs of teachers on
teams with CPT at a highly effective middle school. Previous quantitative research had
discovered such structures positively affect a variety of student and teacher measures
(McEwin & Greene, 2010; Merten & Flowers, 2004; Warren & Payne, 1997). This study
sought to delve more deeply behind this foundational research using multiple qualitative
methodologies. The major findings resulted from analyses of data collected via open-ended
surveys, interviews, and focus groups.

The first two sections of Chapter Five discuss the implications of this study’s findings
delineated according to the two main research questions. With regard to each major theme,
the implications of these findings are discussed within the context of literature supporting the
work. Implications for educators follow, including ways to use the study’s findings to
improve the work of pre-service teachers, practicing teachers, and administrators. These
applications are practical, as well as theoretical in nature. Next, suggestions are offered
regarding potential areas of interest for future researchers who may want to conduct
investigations as a means of capitalizing upon the results of this study. Research findings
often lead to new questions, reveal unexpected variables, or illuminate topics worth further

exploration.
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The third section of Chapter Five discusses limitations that impacted this study, as
well as actions undertaken to ameliorate their effects. While it is impossible to adequately
control for all known variables, good research identifies and discusses sources of variation
and potential bias that may be encountered as data are collected and analyzed. In closing the
Chapter, the fourth section offers final thoughts regarding this study in general, and the
findings in particular.

Summary of Study and Findings

Recent research pertaining to the efficacy of the middle school model (Mertens,
Flowers, Anfara, & Caskey, 2010) has noted significant positive relationships between teams
with CPT and several student factors including multiple measures of learning, such as
achievement; perception of student/teacher relationships; self-concept; satisfaction with
school; commitment to classwork; reaction to teachers; positive adjustment; self-esteem;
perceptions of school climate; academic efficacy; and well-being. Student participants also
exhibited lower levels of depression and fewer behavior problems than students in schools
with similar demographics, but whose teachers did not have CPT. Research pertaining to
these schools also showed positive effects on teachers in such areas as perceptions of work
environment, personal teacher efficacy, teacher collegiality, professionalism in curriculum
development, job satisfaction, and increased positive interactions between teachers (Flowers,
Mertens, & Mulhall, 2000a).

Mertens, et al. (2010) noted gaps in current research on middle school teams with
CPT regarding knowledge and skills of the teachers, and quality of team interactions. Given

the paucity of qualitative research investigating the personal characteristics and operating
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styles of teams with CPT at highly effective schools, this research purposefully delved more
deeply into these topics.

Data were collected pertaining to the team concept, effective middle level curriculum
and teaching methodologies, student characteristics, school structures (physical and
organizational), the role of administration and parents, and the inter-related nature of the
team’s work habits and personalities. Additional areas of interest were how and in what
ways team members interacted with one another, how meetings were conducted, how team
goals were set and measured, how teams functioned, and how CPT was typically used.

Research questions that guided this study were as follows:

1. What are the beliefs and attitudes about education of middle school

interdisciplinary team members who share Common Planning Time (CPT)?

2. What influences the beliefs and attitudes towards education of middle school

interdisciplinary team members who share Common Planning Time (CPT)?

Data were collected at a middle school judged to be highly effective by an outside
team of evaluators using multiple qualitative and quantitative criteria (Appendix A). The
participants, therefore, were purposefully selected. Teacher participants from grades six
through eight were members of teams sharing a common set of students and CPT.
Participants completed an open-ended survey (Appendix B), as well as a general
demographic survey (Appendix C). Six separate teams, from three different grade levels,
participated in focus groups. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with nine
individual team members, including the longest serving and newest members of each team,
in order to sample the largest range of experience. Lastly, individual interviews were

conducted with building administrators.
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A multiple case study, qualitative research design was utilized (Creswell, 2007). The
unit of measurement was individual teachers as distinct cases, as well as the collective teams
themselves. As a means of using purposeful maximal sampling (Creswell, 2007), teams were
members of a highly effective middle school, as identified by outside experts using multiple
criteria and site-visits (NELMS, 2010).

The use of open-ended surveys, focus groups, and individual interviews was chosen
to gather the widest and deepest data possible. Crabtree et al. (1993), noted the unique
qualities of each data collection method and recommended special care when choosing
methodologies to fit specific research questions and project goals. In this instance, due to the
primacy of the construct of teams, open-ended surveys provided initial information; focus
groups afforded the opportunity to witness a team’s unique chemistry and style of operation,
while individual interviews offered the occasion to pursue individual topics in more depth.

A qualitative design was employed utilizing inductive methodology to address the
research questions (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Descriptive codes were created (Bogden &
Biklen, 2007); emerging themes, based upon these codes, were identified. Triangulation was
used as a method of validating themes, as well as to show the depth and range of perspectives
pertaining to specific constructs (Fine, Weis, Weseen, & Wong, 2000). Triangulation took
the form of both data source and data type. Data were collected from multiple participants
(individual team members), and a variety of staff members (administrators and teachers).
The researcher also utilized different written (text from open-ended surveys, and documents)
and oral response formats (focus groups and individual interviews) in data collection.
Artifacts were used to further understand topics raised by participants, to gain a more full

vision of how teams carried out their vision in their daily work.
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Research Question One

What are the beliefs and attitudes about education of middle school interdisciplinary
team members who share Common Planning Time (CPT)?
Findings and Implications Pertaining to Empathetic Attitudes

Data analysis revealed a pronounced attitude of empathy toward students. These
overt, compassionate attitudes of teachers and team members were expressed with regard to
the myriad of challenges faced by their students. This influenced instructional methods
teachers chose, the enforcement of school rules, the pace of curriculum, and the ways in
which many other professional tasks were executed. Teachers discussed the unique
challenges their students faced: the difficult transition to middle school routines and
expectations, unstable home situations, peer pressures, puberty, and future stresses of college
or career choices.

Research has repeatedly underscored the critical role such empathy plays in
successful classrooms and schools. With regard to quality in teaching, Ferstermacher and
Richardson (2005) described the importance of the “moral acts of teaching,” which included
such traits as compassion and respect. These researchers described the need to acknowledge
the “social surround” involved in successful teaching and learning, the role played by outside
variables influencing student motivation to learn. Successful teachers build personalized
relationships with students in order to better understand individual student needs and
struggles. The participants in this research study repeatedly displayed this willingness. Their
empathetic attitudes led to a deeper understanding of their students. They easily named and
identified with the challenges students faced. These teachers were willing to help students

overcome barriers and succeed, both in and outside of the classroom.
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Other researchers supported this view with regard to the intrinsic role of empathy. In
a discussion of effective teaching, Broudy (1972) discussed the importance of teachers being
“warm, sensitive, [and] concerned” (p. 61). Such traits describe an empathetic teacher
concerned with and alert to students’ emotional well-being, as well as their academic
achievement. The teachers involved in this study displayed such concern when they
discussed a range of professional duties from creating effective lessons to establishing
classroom routines. Due to these empathetic attitudes, teachers and teams provided more
personalized educational experiences, meeting the needs of a wider variety of students.
Implications for Educators Pertaining to Empathetic Attitudes

There are many ways these findings regarding teachers’ empathetic attitudes could be
used to influence the daily work of middle school professionals. First, it would be important
to discuss the valuable role of empathy with pre-service teachers. Although middle school
experts (Jackson & Davis, 2000) recommended college courses that focus on a specific
content area, instructional knowledge, aspects of adolescent development, and even
knowledge of how teams work, there was no mention of the role empathy plays. Of more
concern was the fact that most middle school teachers did not student teach in a middle
school setting, and the majority of middle school teachers have not been specifically trained
in middle school curriculum or organization (Scales & McEwin, 1994). This researcher
recommends that part of all pre-service teacher-training, regardless of grade level or content
area, include a focus on the role empathy plays in successful classrooms. It would not be
sufficient to include a strand focusing on the topic only in middle school teacher preparation
programs, since the majority of middle school teachers receive little specialized preparation

(Scales & McEwin, 1994).
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It would also be useful for middle school administrators, when interviewing potential
teaching candidates, to include some questions aimed at revealing a teacher’s empathetic
attitudes. In the course of this research study these views emerged most often when teachers
and team members described what a middle school student was like and what effective
middle school collaboration resembled. If administrators were aware of how empathy
displays itself through stories and speech, they may be able to identify candidates possessing
these attitudes.

Implications for Future Research Pertaining to Empathetic Attitudes

This research study revealed attitudes of empathy towards students held by teachers
on teams with CPT at highly effective middle schools. Future research could explore how
such an attitude is encouraged and assessed in pre-service teachers. As one aspect of their
Program Standards, the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE)
emphasized professional dispositions (National Council for Accreditation of Teacher
Education, 2012). The group further refined the definition of this construct by focusing on
the assessment of two specific dispositions: fairness and the belief that all students can learn.
Future research could explore the ways colleges have devised to assess such attributes in pre-
service teachers, and how these methods may intersect or overlap with the observation of
empathetic behaviors as described by participants in this study.

Future work could also focus on the exploration of how the construct of empathy
varies. Researchers could explore such variables as time of year, amount of teacher
experience, gender, class size, team size, age, and grade level. There are many relevant
variables to be parsed. While some educational research has been conducted using

instruments that measure the construct (Williams, 2010), at least one instrument used in such
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studies was created and piloted for use in the medical field (Donius, 1994). Future research
could also focus on fine-tuning and extending the use of this instrument in educational
environments.

Findings and Implications Pertaining to Team Attitudes (Flexibility, Support, Risk-
taking)

There were three dominant attitudes displayed by participants as shown by a variety
of data-collection methods. Flexibility pertained to a teacher’s ability to quickly make and
positively embrace changes, supportive referred to guidance and assistance provided by
fellow teammates, and risk-taking referred to a willingness to experiment with new ideas and
programs.

Research has shown that flexibility is an invaluable quality found in successful
middle school teachers. Chamberlain (2003) noted that while many experts promote the need
for flexibility because of the wide range of student abilities and interests found in classrooms,
flexibility is also necessary because of the wide variety of socioeconomic or cultural
differences represented by students. Participants in this study spoke of such needs when they
told stories of immigrant students struggling with gaps in background knowledge, or students
who came from single-parent households that could not afford fieldtrip fees.

Chamberlain (2003) also noted the need for flexibility due to the fact that in middle
schools, needs of students and teachers “change day-to-day and often minute-to-minute” (p.
131). These findings echoed the words of participants from this study. No matter what grade
level, administrators and classroom teachers, all participants verbalized an awareness
regarding the dynamic nature of life in a middle school. This influenced such activities as

the pacing of curriculum, arrangement of schedules, and use of CPT. A flexible attitude
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among teachers and team members influenced reactions to the changes, interruptions, and
unanticipated events that occurred so frequently at the middle school level. As Chamberlain
observed, “The challenge of flexibility may indeed be the keystone of a learning environment
that meets the needs of young adolescents” (p. 131).

The supportive attitude described by this study’s participants also took many tangible
forms. It eased the transition of new team members, welcomed the diverse talents of all team
members, provided a sounding board to struggling teachers, and created a climate of trust
where people could be honest with one another. These supportive attitudes led to actions
such as teammates eagerly participating in interdisciplinary projects, working together to
explore applications for new technologies, or simply helping one another update a team
webpage.

These supportive and flexible attitudes influenced the other noteworthy team attitude:
risk-taking. As Chamberlain (2003) observed, teachers were more disposed to take risks
when they knew they were supported by their team members and when flexibility was an
engrained part of the school environment. In this study, teachers spoke of the confidence
they received from having supportive teammates. This support often took the form of
substantial, active assistance with implementation of both routine tasks and new ideas. Most
importantly, participants knew risk-taking would not in some way discredit them if a new
idea was not successful; support was often emotional and social in nature. This was
facilitated by classrooms located in close proximity to one another and frequent CPT.

The three team attitudes of flexibility, supportiveness, and risk-taking influenced

every aspect of these teachers’ work, from planning daily instruction to suggesting new
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courses. Participants expressed delight in these attitudes, seeming to enjoy the daily
challenges that presented them with opportunities to experiment and problem-solve together.
Implications for Educators Pertaining to Team Attitudes (Flexibility, Support, Risk-
taking)

It would be important for both pre-service teachers and those currently working in
middle schools to receive specific training with regard to working on a team. There are
many useful psychological and leadership-oriented skills that can be explicitly studied and
practiced. It would also be important to make sure such training is on-going. Akin to the
need for flexibility in middle schools, the ways in which team members interact and operate
is also not static. CPT literally presents the perfect opportunity to regularly engage in such
types of professional development.

Implications for Future Research Pertaining to Team Attitudes (Flexibility, Support,
Risk-taking)

Similar to this researcher’s recommendations regarding empathetic attitudes, it would
be useful for future studies to examine how different variables affect the depth and
expression of these three attitudes (flexibility, support, risk-taking). Researchers could
explore if these attitudes fluctuate based on time of year, team composition, or building
leadership. Such findings could help recommend ways to encourage the growth of these
attitudes.

It would also be intriguing to investigate whether these attitudes are mirrored by the
students assigned to these teacher teams. This study only probed the attitudes and beliefs of
adults, not students. Future research could use such methodologies as employed in this study

(surveys, focus groups, interviews) to obtain similar data from middle school students at

212



highly effective middle schools whose teachers are arranged on teams with CPT.
Researchers could explore whether students internalized flexible, supportive, or risk-taking
attitudes after witnessing teachers who daily model such behaviors.

Findings and Implications Pertaining to Beliefs Regarding Adolescence

One prominent theme centered on participants’ beliefs regarding the unique needs of
middle school students. Via stories and statements, teachers continually described a
profound awareness of the distinctive physical, emotional, and intellectual challenges middle
school students faced. This belief regarding adolescents influenced much of their work. For
example, when choosing instructional activities teachers were mindful of the social
orientation of their students— the fact that students preferred to work in groups, to move
around, to discuss new ideas aloud.

The beliefs participants held regarding adolescents were supported by current
research on the topic (Albert & Steinberg, 2011), as well as ideas expressed during the
infancy of the middle school movement (Briggs, 1920; Koos, 1920). Experiments,
philosophies, and practical experiences described by these writers address the unique needs
of the adolescent learner, needs that must be taken into account when planning curriculum,
establishing routines, and developing protocols. Participants in this study frequently
described how their beliefs about adolescents allowed them to focus on the needs of the
whole child. Aware of the adolescent desire to please adults, they established relationships
with students in order to build trust and motivation. These teachers knew that a myopic

focus on content would not result in higher student achievement.
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Implications for Educators Pertaining to Beliefs Regarding Adolescence

There are endless implications for educators regarding teachers’ beliefs pertaining to
adolescence. As shown by this study, these beliefs impact every facet of daily life in a
middle school. Teachers, pre-service and current practitioners, must have a firm grasp of the
research behind specific adolescent traits and characteristics. They must understand that
physical and emotional changes occurring during this time of life can deeply impact how
students learn. This knowledge could be conveyed via college courses, professional
development classes within district, or on-line classes. Given the strength of this theme with
regard to this study, it is important to note that other researchers have reported that teachers
with more middle school specific training were more satisfied with their teacher preparation
programs overall (Scales & McEwin, 1994).
Implications for Future Research Pertaining to Beliefs Regarding Adolescence

This researcher did not investigate the specific pre-service training of study
participants. It would be interesting to explore whether these beliefs regarding adolescents
were a result of specific study on the topic, had been gained through experience working with
middle school students, or acquired via some other means. It would be worthwhile to
compare these findings to the beliefs of teachers at less effective schools, as well. Is it via
the recurrence of CPT that provides teachers with an opportunity to apply these beliefs?
Lastly, do effective teachers at other levels (elementary, high school) display such clear
awareness of the unique developmental needs specific to the age groups they teach?

Research Question Two
What influences the beliefs and attitudes towards education of middle school

interdisciplinary team members who share Common Planning Time (CPT)?
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Findings and Implications Pertaining to the Influence of the Team

Data analysis revealed that individual teachers and team members were deeply
influenced by the attitudes and actions of fellow teammates. Participants spoke of the
confidence they gained knowing that they had the support of their peers. They enjoyed the
enthusiasm and encouragement openly expressed when new solutions were discussed. They
laughed together and shared burdens. They eagerly assisted with mundane tasks and
complex projects. This influence of the team was shown in a variety of contexts, from
piloting new curriculum to dealing with a parent misunderstanding. The team structure,
especially the guaranteed time spent together in CPT three times per week, facilitated the
easy exchange of information and potential solutions to problems.

Research supports these findings regarding the positive influence of team members
upon one another. Okrasinski (2007) noted that there was a statistically significant positive
relationship between teachers’ shared ideologies regarding teaching, curriculum, and long-
term educational goals and higher levels of student achievement (p < .024). Other
demographic variables did not reveal similar relationships, for example, team composition
did not correlate to higher achievement scores. It was more important that team members
shared deeper ideological attitudes and beliefs. Such views transcended age, content
specialties, time on the team, and years of experience.

Harmon (1983) noted similar findings in a narrative description of a high-functioning
team with CPT. Describing several key traits, she observed that teachers shared an optimistic
outlook pertaining to both students and school structures; they were action-oriented, rather
than passive observers. Harmon explained that the teachers were more likely to try new

ideas because they had already brainstormed potential barriers with the team during CPT.
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They used a collaborative style to solve problems and devised innovative solutions. This
shared decision-making led to fewer disagreements and misunderstandings amongst the team
members. Lastly, Harmon noted that while the team shared common traits, individual
strengths and talents made the team stronger as a whole. The group shared the workload;
each member contributed uniquely to the overall success.

These findings (Harmon, 1983; Okrasinski, 2007) mirrored the results of this study.
The team members presented a variety of ages, levels of experience, time on team, and
certification areas. The collective attitudes and beliefs influenced their daily work more than
shared demographics or content interests. The teachers inspired one another by their
willingness to take risks. Their confidence in the support of their teammates gave them
courage. They all articulated an appreciation of the wide range of ideas and opinions offered
by teammates. Some participants reflected that this team diversity challenged them to think
deeper and more broadly, to consider alternate opinions and ideas, to expand their minds to
possibilities beyond what may have originally appealed to their own sensibilities. The range
of talents and expertise, used to pursue common goals, was a key factor in the efficacy of the
team as a whole.
Implications for Educators Pertaining to the Influence of the Team

Data collected for this study revealed that team members enjoyed, appreciated, and
constructively utilized CPT. In fact, when asked about suggested changes to their school,
participants indicated a strong desire for more CPT meetings per week. Not a single teacher
voiced any negative views pertaining to CPT or the loss of individual preparation periods.
During CPT teachers planned together, assisted one another with a variety of tasks, solved

problems, shared solutions, and provided emotional encouragement. This researcher
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recommends that teams with CPT be established at all grade levels, K-12. Such
arrangements could be aligned with common grade levels or content areas. The critical
factor is dedicated common time spent together. Many schools currently have grade-level
teams and departments that exist in name only, formed for the purpose of monthly meetings
and the easy facilitation of a one-way exchange of information. These “team members” do
not engage in such activities as described by the participants of this study.

For schools that currently have CPT, it is important that this time is sacred.
Administrators should ensure that CPT is not frequently canceled due to immediate pressing
concerns or infringed upon indiscriminately. It must literally be part of the weekly schedule
of a team, viewed by all as important. Also, administrators should frequently visit a team
during CPT. This researcher witnessed such unscheduled visits frequently during this study.
Participants did not perceive these visits negatively. Administrators were viewed as
members of the team, easily able to engage in team activities during CPT whether it was
social in nature, or an opportunity to brainstorm solutions to a current problem.

Lastly, administrators should keep in mind the research supporting diversity of team
membership. When forming teams, it is not important that team members share demographic
characteristics, but ideological views. These would be important topics to investigate when
interviewing potential job candidates, or perhaps explore via staff development and team-
building exercises.

Implications for Future Research Pertaining to the Influence of the Team

Future researchers should investigate whether the efficacy of teams is due to specific

training provided by a school, the result of structures and processes in place, or perhaps a

disposition of team members. This data analysis showed shared attitudes and beliefs
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regarding a variety of constructs, but it was unclear if these been formed as a result of CPT,
specific staff development, or if teachers came equipped with such views when they were
hired. Perhaps these teachers had received specific staff development in group processes,
shared-decision making, and consensus-building. Future research could investigate what
type of targeted training team members had received, and what forms it took. Administrators
referred to routines such as requiring weekly CPT agendas and the formal establishment of
team leader roles, but the reasons behind these actions were not apparent. It was not clear
whether changes had been made due to an observed deficit, or simply an extension of new
goals or initiatives.

Another area for future research pertains to teams with CPT at other grade levels. For
example, the following research questions could be addressed: (a) How would CPT change,
with regard to frequency of meetings and the type of tasks completed during that time, as
based on the needs and demands of an elementary or high school setting, (b) Could the
strength of a diverse team result not from teaching the same set of students but sharing a
common content area (high school), and (c) Does membership on teams with CPT decrease
teacher turn-over within a building or district?

Findings and Implications Pertaining to the Influence of Beliefs Regarding Adolescence

The beliefs held by participants about adolescence being a unique period of physical,
emotional and intellectual development influenced their actions regarding both short and
long-term goals. On a daily basis, beliefs regarding adolescence influenced instruction in
terms of what teachers taught, how they taught it, and how they assessed it. Teachers
described an ability to make instantaneous changes to pacing and methodology. Aware of

how adolescents bring personal and emotional concerns to all situations, participants also
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described their facility to capitalize on personal connections they had built with individual
students. There was not a single part of the team members’ work that was not affected by
their beliefs regarding adolescence.

Current research supports the primacy of these ideas. Wormeli (2011) discussed the
importance of middle school teachers being able to identify the developmentally appropriate
aspects of a successful middle school. He cautioned that if teachers do not possess material
knowledge regarding the specific characteristics unique to this age group, it will impact the
pace and success of student transitions to the middle school settings, as well as overall
learning. Similar to the participants in this study, Wormeli (2011) described adolescent
students as a study in contradictions, “Fiercely curious and independent, yet almost
paradoxically, they crave social connection. . . . Despite their natural egotism, young
adolescents are extremely compassionate” (p. 51).

Implications for Educators Pertaining to the Influence of Beliefs Regarding
Adolescence

Similar to this researcher’s previous recommendations regarding teachers’ views
pertaining to adolescence, the ability to capitalize upon the ways these beliefs influence the
work of teachers and teams necessitates a tangible and research-supported knowledge base.
While this should ideally begin during undergraduate studies, teachers and administrators
should be aware that such preparation is rare (McEwin & Dickinson, 2005). It is important
to include such topics as part of on-going staff development initiatives at the middle school
level, taking care to utilize the most current research on the topic and provide opportunities to

devise practical applications of this knowledge.
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An extension of such work could be the goal of providing educational opportunities
to parents with regard to the special characteristics of adolescences, with a particular focus
upon how these traits may be reflected in student work habits. It is not a leap to assume the
majority of parents do not have any formal training with regard to adolescent development.
Many parents might welcome a chance to learn what motivates young adults, and how they
might use this knowledge at home to foster success at school.

Implications for Future Research Pertaining to the Influence of Beliefs Regarding
Adolescence

Research (Steinberg, 2011) has documented the physiological differences in
adolescent brains and how this impacts decision-making, emotions, planning, self-control,
cognition, and learning. Most of this research has occurred in sterile laboratories utilizing
complicated machinery, such as functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), and subjects
engaged in abstract tasks divorced from the nuances of real-life settings. Now is the time to
capitalize upon the knowledge gained via such experiments and the anecdotal expertise of
expert teachers such as those studied by this researcher. Teachers should work in
conjunction with academic researchers to make use of the knowledge gained in laboratories
to specifically craft more effective lessons and assessments. Research knowledge must now
be applied in the classroom setting by actual practitioners. There is much talk regarding
“brain-based” learning techniques (Jensen, 2008), but little has been tailored to the specific
needs of middle school students. It is time to take advantage of new insights (Steinberg,
2011) and to learn how this knowledge can be practically used to increase student

achievement in the middle school environment.
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Limitations

Guba (1981) identified four separate aspects of trustworthiness: truth value,
applicability, consistency, and neutrality. Due to the constrictions imposed by time and
finances, this researcher was unable to spend as much time with participants as desired.
Ideally, multiple focus groups held throughout the entire school year with the teacher teams
would have provided richer sources of data. Also, interviews with all individual team
members, while logistically unwieldy, would have greatly increased the size of the data pool.
Although prolonged field experience is ideal (Bogden & Biklen, 2007), truth value, or
credibility of the findings for this study, was heightened by the use of triangulation, both with
regard to type of source, as well as methodology.

Applicability, according to Guba (1981), pertained to the idea that a study has been
described in sufficient detail so that future investigators may make valid comparisons
between other situations and the one being described. This limitation was directly addressed
by the provision of a thorough description of the setting, participants, and methodology.
Stake (2005) further extended this idea to mean also that a researcher should “describe the
case in sufficient descriptive narrative so that readers can experience these happenings
vicariously and draw their own conclusions” (p. 450). The explicit and detailed methodology
section found in Chapter Three was an overt means of addressing these concerns.

Variability in data is to be expected in qualitative research (Krefting, 1991). Guba
(1981) defined consistency in terms of dependability; although variability is anticipated and
inherent in the domain, the researcher must strive to identify and explain those sources. It
would have heightened consistency if team members from other highly effective middle

schools had participated in this study, but again, this was impossible due to other constraints
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faced by the researcher. This limitation was addressed by the use of multiple forms of
response (open-ended surveys and oral questions), the variety of focus group participants
(representing multiple grade levels, as well as a wide range of experience), an assortment of
individual interview participants (teachers and administrators), and the collection of
demographic information. A variety of artifacts were also collected throughout the entire
study. These documents were used to further examine areas of variability identified in other
data, as well as support the consistency of general findings. Detailed records were kept
throughout the data collection in order to track all data sources and any variability therein.

Inherent in the core construct of qualitative research is the central role of the
researcher. When discussing neutrality, Guba (1981) advised that naturalists must be aware
of “the role that their own predispositions can play when they use themselves as instruments”
(p. 81). Therefore, reflexivity was employed as a means of being aware of personal biases.
As a middle school teacher at a highly effective school for more than 14 years, and member
of three different teams with CPT, personal experience and history of this researcher played a
role in this study’s design and subsequent data analysis. The inclusion of a brief researcher
biography in Chapter Three was used to provide readers with additional information
regarding personal and professional experiences of the researcher that may have influenced
this study.

Krefting (1991) noted, “The researcher is a participant, not merely an observer. The
investigator, then, must analyze himself or herself in the context of the research” (p. 177).
This was done via the use of notes taken during interviews and focus groups, and field notes

typed afterwards. Krefting suggested recording “thoughts, feelings, ideas, and hypotheses . .
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. questions, problems, and frustrations” (p. 177). Use of such reflexivity kept the researcher
more aware of personal biases that may have influenced the data collection and analysis.

Lastly, an audit was conducted in order to better examine all four aspects of
trustworthiness regarding this study. This involved the assessment of multiple documents
collected and created over the course of the data collection process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
The method of theme identification was examined, and the exact trail leading to a final
synthesis of major themes was closely examined by a qualified research peer. Aspects of
trustworthiness (truth value, applicability, consistency, and neutrality) were examined to
ensure all findings were grounded in and supported by the data.

Final Thoughts

It is imperative that researchers continue to study qualities and constructs of effective
middle schools. While controlled studies and quantitative methodologies can isolate
variables and measure progress, qualitative research holds the key to illuminate the nuanced
ways these variables interact in real settings. This is extremely pertinent with regard to the
vagaries of school life, especially life in a middle school.

A wealth of quantitative research studies (see Chapter Two) have demonstrated the
efficacy of teacher teams with CPT in terms of student achievement, as well as a wide variety
of other measures such as efficacy and climate. A further review of literature revealed
qualitative research involving teams with CPT, but did not shed a brighter light upon the
findings of prior quantitative efforts. Quinn and Restine (1996) identified the concerns of
teachers on newly formed teams (with CPT). Their findings, a list of both positive and
negative attributes, reflected what the team members did, but not what motivated or

influenced them. Cook and Faulkner (2010) extended this work by focusing on team
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members at a highly effective middle school and their specific use of CPT. Similar to Quinn
and Restine (1996), their methodology included observation of teams during CPT and
individual teacher interviews. Cook and Faulkner’s (2010) findings identified what activities
were conducted during CPT, and how these tasks were executed, but again, the reasons
supporting these endeavors were not explored.

By using a wider variety of methodologies and carefully constructed, open-ended
questions this researcher was able to delve more deeply and identify the primary attitudes and
beliefs influencing the work of teachers on teams with CPT at a highly effective middle
school. The use of focus groups was particularly important given the significance of the
team construct to this study. Within the setting of a focus group the team dynamics were
able to been seen and heard. The strength of particular themes was underscored by the
frequency of their occurrence across groups. It was remarkable to listen to individuals,
groups, and administrators all describe similar experiences and attitudes. It was even more
profound to witness the variety of forms these common attitudes took in the tangible, daily
work of these teachers. Participants were able to articulate how empathy, shared team
attitudes, and a belief in the unique needs of adolescents impacted every facet of their jobs.
These stories and descriptions were not a list of activities or litany of personal opinions, but
strong threads that bound team members together in identity and purpose. Through a deep
and nuanced exploration of the attitudes and beliefs of middle school interdisciplinary team
members with CPT at a highly effective middle school, this study sheds a brighter light upon

the complex work of a community of professional educators.
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Appendix A:

NELMS Spotlight School Award Application 2010-2011

New England League of Middle Schools

Spoftlight School Award

Get the recognition your school deserves!

Plll'pOSC: The purpose of the Spotlight School Award is to recognize schools that have a
record of powerful learning for young adolescents and consistently observe middle level best
practices. A NELMS Spotlight School is recognized for developing strong effective programs
that reflect concepts contained in Turning Points 2000 and This We Believe.

Process: Schools submit data to NELMS by completing surveys and providing additional
supporting documentation. NELMS will review these materials and make the selection of
schools that will continue. Following the initial selection, one or two representatives of NELMS
will visit the school. After the visit, schools worthy of Spotlight School recognition will be
notified. NELMS representatives are from another state and are selected for their impartial
knowledge of effective middle level practices and similar demographic experience. NELMS also
recognizes schools based on its knowledge of individual middle level schools. Schools that have
experienced the NELMS School Assessment process may be awarded the Spotlight School
designation as a result of the assessment.

Fees: The initial application requires a $109 fee for members or $159 for non-members.
Application fees are non-refundable.

Timeline:

» Application MUST be received at NELMS no later than Friday, November 11, 2010.
»  Visitation: The visitation by the NELMS representatives will take place in January, 2011.

» Recognition: Announcement will be in April, 2011.

Application: This involves the completion of an indicator survey and the submission of
information.

Recognition: Recognition for this prestigious award includes a presentation of a
Spotlight School banner, press releases to local and regional news outlets, announcements in
NELMS publications and recognition on the NELMS Web site. Also, it is expected that visitors
will want to observe and learn about effective practices through scheduled small group
visitations, coordinated by NELMS.

New England League of Middle Schools
460 Boston Street, Suite #4, Topsfield, MA 01983-1223
(978) 887-6263 FAX: (978) 887-6504 E-mail: nelms@nelms.org
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Completing the Application Process
A completed application process involves the completion of the information sheet, the NELMS
Self
Assessment Survey, and the submission of additional information listed below.

Establishing the group

It is suggested that the school assemble a representative group of educators from the building.
We also suggest that those involved commit themselves to be reflective, objective and honest.
Time should be available to think deeply about the entire school, as well as the following specific
components:

grade levels

school communication

recognition & special programs

individual teams

extra-curricular activities

classroom instruction

parent & community relations

unified arts subjects & teams

OO000O0D0O0OD

Consensus Process

In addition, we also suggest that the representative group cooperatively agree to the self-
assessment

indicators. To accomplish this, our suggested process is:

. assemble the group and reflect on the entire school.

. each person then completes the self-assessment individually.

. the results are then combined.

. the group discusses the results.

. the group reaches consensus.

. a single survey is then completed for submission.

SN Ul BN

Additional Information

Please include:

v’ astatement, of not more than 2 pages, that answers the question “What makes your Middle
Level school a Spotlight School?” (Please include quotations from parents, students and
teachers)

V' copies of summary pages of state test scores over the last 3 years

v’ acopy or a synopsis of your current school improvement plan

V" the number of major professional development activities that took place over the last 3
years.

Please list the activities, the topics or content, and the number of staff participants

V' the number of professional staff that have specific middle level endorsements or degrees in
middle level education

v’ staff and student attendance rates for the last 3 years

v" student in-school and out-of-school suspension rates over the last 3 years

V' a copy of the most recent student handbook.
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New England League of Middle Schools

Self-Assessment Survey for Spotlight School Recognition Program
Answer the following questions based on your perspective of the common practice,
attitude or understanding in your school. Circle your response using the following scale.
123456789

not evident seldom usually always evident
Ok ok ok 3k ok ok ok ok ok ok ok ok ok ok 3k Sk ok R Sk kR 3k sk sk ok 3k ok ok 3k 3k sk ok ok sk ok ok 3k ok R kR ok ok kR ok

Curriculum

Is your school:

Using state standards as a basis for the design of curriculum?

123456789

Using test data and student work to design units of study, assess progress, and improve
instruction?

123456789

Demonstrating support for student-centered learning through a variety of approaches to
instruction and assessment?

123456789

Providing a full array of unified arts experiences for every student?

123456789

Articulating curriculum across the grade levels so that skills and best practices are shared?
123456789

Implementing a curriculum that integrates the different disciplines to allow students to see the
interconnectedness of the skills, concepts and content they are learning and how these are
applied in the world beyond school?

123456789

Self-assessment survey 5
ok ok sk 3k sk sk sk sk sk ok ok ok ok ok sk sk sk sk sk sk sk ok ok ok 3k sk sk sk sk sk sk ok ok ok 3k sk sk sk sk sk sk ok ok ok ok ok

Instruction

Is your school:

Utilizing a variety of instructional arrangements including but not limited to: cooperative
learning, small group and large group instruction, flexible grouping practices, and differentiated
instruction?

123456789

Utilizing a variety of grouping arrangements within a primarily mixed ability environment?
123456789

Providing daily team planning time for the purpose of dealing with curriculum development,
common team concerns, scheduling, grouping and conferencing?

123456789

Providing staff with daily individual planning time?

123456789

Using ongoing instruction and assessment to design lessons?

123456789

Utilizing a student progress reporting system based on standards?

123456789

Recognizing and encouraging the interests, needs, and concerns of every student through
organized curricular and co-curricular programs?
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123456789

Self-assessment survey 6

Middle Level Teachers

Is your school:

Encouraging professional growth within the context of a school’s vision, mission and goal
statements?

123456789

Establishing a process for continuous staff improvement that connects research to best practices
including workshop attendance, conferences and coaching in the content areas?
123456789

Providing ongoing professional development on the physical, emotional, intellectual and social
characteristics of young adolescents and the best middle level practices?

123456789

Ensuring teacher participation in designing and applying school improvement goals, staff
development training, and other professional activities?

123456789

Encouraging professional growth within the context of a school’s vision, mission and goal
statements?

123456789

Ensuring that staff is proficient in using a variety of instructional and authentic assessment
strategies, which provide for effective student learning?

123456789

Articulating curriculum across the grade levels so that skills and best practices are shared?
123456789

ok ok ok ok ok ok ok ok 5k ok ok 3k 3k Sk sk sk sk sk ke ok ok kR 3k 5k ok ok Sk 3k 3k 3k 3k 3k sk ok ok ke ok ok ok sk ok ok ok ok ok

Self-assessment survey 7

Teaming

Is your school:

Establishing guidelines for the productive use of daily team planning time?

123456789

Establishing ways for teams to regularly self-assess and develop goals for self-improvement?
123456789

Articulating successes and improvement needs within a team so that learning skills and best
practices are shared and coordinated?

123456789

Utilizing a leadership team, which facilitates and encourages the development of teaming and an
integrated approach to learning?

123456789

Demonstrating a school wide atmosphere of cooperation and caring through positive
interpersonal

relationships?

123456789

Maintaining a team notebook of minutes and agendas?

123456789
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Developing and implementing an effective and cooperative orientation and transition process to
serve the needs of parents and students in making the following transitions:
a. elementary to middle school?

123456789

Govern Democratically

Is your school:

Involving students, parents and community members in meaningful democratic participation
focusing on matters that clearly affect them?

123456789

Participating annually in data collection essential to continuing school improvement focused on
student learning?

123456789

Requiring the creation of inquiry groups created to investigate the causes and potential solutions
to school based problems?

123456789

Developing and adopting a data-driven, comprehensive school improvement plan?
123456789

Receiving sustained support for student achievement from district level personnel?
123456789

KOk kK K oK kK K Ok K K oK ok K K K K K 3k 5k K 3k 3k 5k ok 3k ok ok K ok 5k K ok 5k ok 3k ok K K ok koK ok ok kK

School Environment

Is your school:

Offering a variety of age appropriate social experiences and activities?

123456789

Providing a safe, caring, and healthy environment that promotes student responsibility and
meaningful parent involvement?

123456789

Providing a variety of activities that are inclusive and support participation of every student?
123456789

Self-assessment survey 9

Embedding healthy, physical activities into each day?

123456789

Expecting students to support each other and respect individual differences?
123456789

Creating advisory programs to ensure that every student is well known by at least one adult?
123456789

k ok ok ok ok ok ok ok ok 3k ok ok 3k 3k Sk ok sk sk sk sk ok ok ok kR kR ok sk k3K 3k 3k 3k 3k ok ok ok ok ok ok ok ok ok ok ok ok

Involving Parents and Community

Is your school:

Frequently assessing and evaluating the methods used to report student performance to families?
123456789

Keeping families aware of student progress in relationship to instructional standards through
frequent communication?

123456789
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Promoting the importance of being open and receptive to the concerns of students, families, and
community?

123456789

Providing regular and meaningful opportunities for students to engage in community service and
service learning activities?

12345678
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Appendix B:
Teacher Open-ended Survey

Name:

Team:

Please answer the questions below:

1. Why did you become a middle school teacher?

2. Describe your concept of middle school teaming:

3. Describe your relationship with your team:
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4. Describe a typical middle school student; what is he or she like?

5. What methods of teaching and instruction work best with middle school students?

6. How do you encourage students to think critically and creatively?
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7. What is essential to good middle school structure? (any type: physical organization
of the building, scheduling, etc.)

8. Describe the role of the administration in your middle school:

9. What role do parents play?

Thank you for your time!
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Appendix C:

Teacher Demographic Questionnaire

Please complete the questions below. All information will be kept confidential.

1. Name

2. Team:

3. Gender (check one): O female ( male

4. Age: years old.

5. Number of Years in Education:

6. | currently teach (check all that apply):

O 6t Q7 Qs"  grade(s)

7. Subject Area:

8. Number of Years Teaching this Grade Level:

9. Number of years on this middle school team:

10. Other Grade Levels Taught:

year(s)

year(s)

11. Other Subjects Taught:

12. Ethnicity (optional):

U Caucasian (Non-Hispanic) L Hispanic

L African-American

) Native American Q) Asian/Pacific Islander [ Alaskan Native

L Other (Please indicate)
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Appendix D

Focus Group Questions for a Middle School Team

Directions:

“Hello, my name is and [ am conducting research on middle school teams that
share common planning time. Research shows that middle schools with this structure are
more successful. The information you share with me today will be used in my thesis to
describe the beliefs and attitudes teams hold. You will not be identified in any way; | will
use random numbers to identify you in the text; no individual responses will be shared with
the administration. Please also remember that there are no right or wrong answers to these
questions. You work in a very successful school; | just want to hear your stories about your

work, the students, and your team.”

1. What makes your a middle school a true middle school?

2. Describe this team using an adjective, metaphor or symbol.
Tell me a story that captures the personality of this team.

3. Why did you become a middle school teacher?

4. Describe yourselves as teachers. How do you organize your classrooms? Plan
lessons? Teach? How do you encourage students to think critically? How do you
encourage curiosity in your students?

5. Describe a typical middle school student here. What are they like?

Describe student work habits, how they interact with teachers, typical personality
traits, and so forth); how are they different from other ages?

6. Describe a typical team meeting. What do you usually do? Who sets the agenda?
What are typical topics of conversation? Do these change often?

7. Do you have specific team goals? If so, how are they measured and assessed? How
often are they re-visited or revised?

8. Describe professional development in terms of your team:
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

What if a new member joins the team? How do you incorporate them?
Have any of you worked on other teams? How did they differ (from this one)?

How do you communicate with other members of your department? Do you
communicate regularly with teachers at the elementary level? The high school?

Describe your relationship with the administration. In what ways do you interact with
them? How do they influence your team, your teaching, etc.?

Describe your relationship with parents. In what ways do you interact with them?
How do they influence the team, your teaching, etc.?

Describe the ideal middle school schedule:

What length should periods be? How many per day? What types of “specials” should
be offered?

What should an ideal middle school look like (in terms of layout, physical structure,
location of classrooms, lunch room, library, etc.)?

What is the most important quality a middle school team needs?
What is the most important quality a middle school teacher needs?
Describe effective curriculum, effective lessons, etc.

What role does administration play in a good middle school?

General prompts:

Can you give me some examples of what you mean?
Could you tell me a little bit more?
Could you explain that? Expand upon it?
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ﬂ Department of Education and Educational Psychology

WESTERN 181 White Street
SRn Uhay Danbury, CT 06810
December 2010
Dear Teacher:

I am currently enrolled in the doctoral program for Instructional Leadership at Western
Connecticut State University. This program requires that | design and implement a
dissertation research study. The purpose of this study is to explore the beliefs and attitudes
held by teachers on interdisciplinary teams that share common planning time (CPT) at highly
effective middle schools.

This study is dependent on the participation of teacher teams. Methods of gathering
information will be: focus groups held with individual teams, individual interviews with at
least two members from each participating team, individual interviews with building
administration, examination of school artifacts and documents, and a written teacher
extended response survey. All focus groups will take place during the school day, during the
team’s regularly scheduled common planning time. Individual interviews will take place at
the participant’s convenience, during or after the school day. Written surveys may be
completed by hand, or electronically, and should take 30 minutes to finish. Basic
demographic information will also be obtained from all participants.

This research study has been reviewed and approved by Western Connecticut State
University’s Institutional Review Board. Participation is completely voluntary and you may
withdraw at any time. Survey data and transcripts will be coded to ensure that all responses
are kept strictly confidential. You will be assigned a coded number to protect privacy. Final
results will be offered to participants, although individual teacher responses will not be
available.

I wish to thank you for considering participation in this study and for contributing to the body
of research that supports the efficacy of interdisciplinary middle school teams sharing
common planning time. It is hoped that results of this investigation could be used to shape
future professional development for pre-service teachers, middle-level educators, and
administrators.

In appreciation of your contributions, a $5 Barnes & Noble gift card will be enclosed with
your written survey. If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me.

Sincerely,
Amy Reynolds Marcia Delcourt, PhD

Coordinator, EdD in Instructional Leadership
reynoldsa@northsalem.k12.ny.us delcourtm@wecsu.edu

| agree that the study described above can be conducted in (name of school).

Please Print Name Participant Signature Date
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