
(2025). NCMLE Journal, 36(1) 
 

 

1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



(2025). NCMLE Journal, 36(1) 
 

 

2 

Manuscripts 
 
The NCMLE Journal, a double-blind peer reviewed journal, is an official publication of the North 
Carolina Association for Middle Level Education. It publishes a wide range of articles related to middle 
level practice, theory, commentary, and research. Its primary objective is to enrich the understanding of 
the developmental and educational needs of North Carolina’s early adolescents.  
 
Manuscripts should be written in a clear, non-technical style for an audience consisting largely of 
preservice teachers, in-service teachers, and administrators. Each article should not exceed 15 double-
spaced pages, including in-text citations and an accurate list of references when appropriate (APA style). 
Authors should submit their article through the NCMLE Manuscript Submission Form with a separate 
title page that states the author(s), institutional affiliation, position within that institution, and a contact 
email address and telephone number. Deadline for submission to the Fall issue is May 15 and the 
deadline for the Spring issue is November 15.  
 
All manuscripts will be acknowledged upon receipt. The editorial review board will carefully review the 
article to determine if it is a good fit for the NCMLE Journal. Authors will subsequently be notified of 
publication decisions.  
 
Additional correspondence should be addressed to: 

NCMLE Journal Editorial Board 
Email: journal@ncmle.org 

 
Duplication Policy 
 
All published manuscripts become the property of the NCMLE Journal and cannot be published 
elsewhere without permission. An an author may self-archive an author-created version of their article 
on their own website and their institution’s repository, including their final version; however, the author 
may not use the publisher’s PDF version which is posted on www.ncmle.org and/or 
www.ncmlejournal.org. Furthermore, the author may only post their version provided acknowledgment 
is given to the original source of publication by inserting a link to the published article on NCMLE’s 
website. The link must be accompanied by the following text: “The original publication is available at 
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From the Editors 
 
Dear Readers, 
 
Welcome to the latest edition of the NCMLE Journal! As we embark on a new year, we are thrilled to 
present a collection of insightful articles and research that continue to advance our understanding and 
practice of middle-level education. 
 
In this issue, we explore a range of timely and impactful topics. From innovative teaching strategies that 
engage young adolescents to the latest findings in self-efficacy and pre-service teachers. Our 
contributors have provided valuable perspectives that will inspire and inform your work. 
 
One of the highlights of this edition is our feature on integrating Generative AI technology in the 
classroom as a way to individualize instruction. As digital tools become increasingly prevalent in 
education, it is essential to understand how they can be effectively utilized to enhance learning 
outcomes. Our authors share practical applications and success stories demonstrating technology's 
transformative potential in middle-level education. 
 
Additionally, we are proud to include a series of columns celebrating the leadership of North Carolina’s 
teachers and other educational leaders. Ensuring that all students have access to high-quality education 
is a fundamental goal, and our contributors offer thoughtful analyses and strategies to address the needs 
of our student populations.  
 
We would like to extend our heartfelt gratitude to our authors, reviewers, and editorial team for their 
dedication and hard work. Their contributions are what make this journal a valuable resource for 
educators, researchers, and policymakers alike. We would also like to formally recognize Dr. Laurie 
Dymes for her outstanding editorial service to the NCMLE Journal, establishing the strong foundation 
upon which this edition is built. 
 
As we look ahead, please consider submitting your own work to the NCMLE Journal. We are always 
seeking fresh perspectives and innovative research that can contribute to the field of middle-level 
education. Whether you have a case study, practitioner-focused research article, or practical insights to 
share, we welcome your submissions. Together, we can continue to build a vibrant and dynamic 
community of educators dedicated to the success of young adolescents. 
 
As always, we welcome your feedback and encourage you to share your thoughts and experiences with 
us. Your insights are invaluable as we strive to improve and serve the middle-level community. 
 
Thank you for your continued support of the NCMLE Journal. Together, we can make a difference in 
the lives of young adolescents. 
 
Warm regards, 

 

Joey Lord and Daniel Maxwell 
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ORIGINAL PAPER 
 

Building Pre-Service Teachers’ Self-Efficacy in an Online Science 
Methods Course 
 
Authors: Bradley Rhew1, Joey Lord2, Jennifer Putnam3 

 
Abstract: This study examines the challenges facing the teaching profession in the United States, 
focusing on the ongoing teacher shortage and its impact on science education. The research highlights 
the decline in teacher education program enrollment and explores the potential of online courses to 
address these issues. Specifically, the study investigates the role of teacher self-efficacy in science 
instruction and its importance in middle school education. The article discusses strategies for designing 
effective online science methods courses to enhance preservice teachers' self-efficacy, including 
simulations, collaborative projects, and formative assessment. The research emphasizes the critical role 
of feedback in building self-efficacy and improving instructional practices. By addressing gaps in self-
efficacy and providing comprehensive training, teacher preparation programs can better equip future 
educators to inspire scientific curiosity and literacy in students. The study concludes that fostering self-
efficacy in preservice teachers is essential for improving science education and addressing the teacher 
shortage crisis. 
 
Keywords: science education, online methods courses, teacher self-efficacy, teacher preparation 
programs 
 
 
The teaching profession in the United States 
faces significant challenges, including an 
ongoing teacher shortage. In 2022, the National 
Center for Education Statistics reported that 
over 18% of public schools had at least one 
teaching vacancy, while 30% reported multiple 
openings (National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2022). North Carolina has been 
particularly affected, with difficulties recruiting 
and retaining science teachers since the 1980s 
due to low pay, increasing workloads, and the 
shift to online teaching during the COVID-19 

 
Bradley Rhew: btrhew@gmail.com 
1 Guilford County Schools, Greensboro, NC, USA 
2 Hickory Education Program, Reich College of Education, Appalachian State University, Boone, NC, USA. Joey Lord is co-
editor of the NCMLE Journal and was recused for the review process with Daniel Maxwell serving as handling editor for this 
manuscript. 
3 College of Education, Gardner-Webb University, Boiling Springs, NC, USA. 

pandemic (National Math + Science Initiative, 
2022; Williams, 1983). 

Compounding this issue is the 
significant decline in teacher education program 
enrollment. Nationally, teacher preparation 
programs have seen a nearly 30% drop in 
enrollment since 2010 (Partelow, 2019), and 
North Carolina reports a 39% decline 
(Granados, 2023). Contributing factors include 
stress and burnout, negative perceptions of 
teaching, limited professional growth 
opportunities, and political debates surrounding 
education (Schaeffer, 2022). In response, many 
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universities have turned to alternative course 
formats, offering traditional face-to-face, 
hybrid, and online models to attract and retain 
preservice teachers (Kebritchi et al., 2017; 
Knaggs et al., 2017; Wang & Wang, 2021). 

Science education faces an added 
challenge: fostering self-efficacy in preservice 
teachers. However, the potential of online 
courses to build self-efficacy while providing 
robust science instruction is a beacon of hope. 
Research shows that teachers with higher self-
efficacy are more likely to engage students and 
improve classroom outcomes (Menon & Sadler, 
2016; Perera et al., 2022). This potential of 
online courses is critical for addressing teacher 
shortages and enhancing science education. 
 

Problem Statement 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic reshaped teacher 
preparation programs, requiring alternative 
approaches to in-person field experiences. 
Traditionally, preservice teachers honed their 
skills through classroom observations and 
hands-on teaching experiences. However, 
during the pandemic, restrictions limited school 
access, forcing programs to adapt to virtual 
environments (VanLone et al., 2022). This shift 
highlighted existing gaps in content knowledge 
and teacher readiness, particularly in science 
education. 

Preservice teachers often need more 
knowledge of science content to enter the 
profession, which erodes their confidence in 
teaching science (Bleicher, 2006). The 
pandemic exacerbated these issues, as online 
instruction introduced new uncertainties about 
effectively engaging students in science lessons 
(Macias et al., 2022). Many preservice teachers 
felt unprepared to deliver science instruction 
that inspires and motivates students. 
 
Teacher Self-Efficacy 
 
Teacher self-efficacy is a crucial determinant of 
teaching success. It encompasses a teacher's 

belief in their ability to achieve desired 
outcomes in student learning and engagement 
(Lazarides & Warner, 2020; Menon & Sadler, 
2016). Teachers with high self-efficacy are more 
likely to embrace challenges, adopt innovative 
teaching strategies, and persist in difficult 
situations (Bandura, 1977). This confidence 
directly impacts their effectiveness in the 
classroom, particularly in content-specific areas 
like science. 

In science education, teachers' efficacy 
beliefs shape their instructional practices. High-
efficacy teachers are likelier to employ inquiry-
based learning, problem-solving activities, and 
hands-on experiments that enhance students' 
understanding of scientific concepts (Blonder et 
al., 2014; Haatainen et al., 2021). These 
methods foster critical thinking and 
engagement, benefiting both teachers and 
students. 

 
Preservice Teacher Self-Efficacy Toward 
Science Instruction 
 
Preservice teachers develop their self-efficacy 
during teacher preparation programs, shaped by 
their prior experiences in K-12 science 
education and their exposure to science 
instruction models (Menon & Azam, 2021). 
These early experiences, such as the quality of 
hands-on learning or inquiry-based activities in 
their education, play a significant role in 
forming attitudes toward teaching science. 
However, many preservice teachers prioritize 
acquiring teaching strategies over deepening 
their science content knowledge (Membiela et 
al., 2022). This imbalance can create a 
perception of inadequacy, leading to anxiety and 
negative attitudes about teaching science 
effectively, further eroding their self-efficacy. 

To address this issue, teacher preparation 
programs have increasingly emphasized 
redesigning science methods courses to enhance 
preservice teachers' confidence and competence 
in science instruction (Wilder et al., 2019). 
These redesigned courses often integrate active 
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learning strategies such as simulations, 
collaborative projects, and scaffolded inquiry-
based lesson planning. Such approaches aim to 
provide practical teaching experiences while 
deepening content knowledge, fostering a 
greater sense of preparedness among future 
educators (Mikeska et al., 2022; Loach, 2021). 

Improving preservice teachers’ self-
efficacy has a cascading effect. Studies indicate 
that higher self-efficacy in science teaching 
leads to more engaging classroom practices, 
including experiments and inquiry-based 
learning, which, in turn, enhances student 
achievement and interest in science (Perera et 
al., 2022; Menon & Azam, 2021). Moreover, 
fostering self-efficacy equips preservice 
teachers to overcome challenges and adopt 
reflective practices, improving their 
instructional methods continually (Blonder et 
al., 2014; Haatainen et al., 2021). 

Preparation programs must combine 
theoretical knowledge with practice-oriented 
approaches to further strengthen self-efficacy. 
These programs can bridge content mastery and 
effective pedagogical strategies by aligning 
methods courses with the challenges preservice 
teachers will face in the classroom and offering 
structured feedback. Such efforts build 
confidence in teaching science and instill a 
sense of responsibility and enthusiasm for 
cultivating scientific literacy in future 
generations. 

 
Feedback and Its Role in Building Self-
Efficacy 
 
Feedback is a cornerstone in building self-
efficacy. Constructive feedback is a powerful 
tool that aids preservice teachers in identifying 
their strengths and areas for improvement, 
fostering growth, and bolstering confidence. 
Feedback is particularly crucial in online 
learning in fostering connections between 
students and instructors (Straub, 2024). 

A recent study found that feedback from 
professors and peers significantly influenced 

preservice teachers' perceptions of their learning 
and their confidence in teaching science (Rhew, 
2024). Feedback on assignments, lesson plans, 
and teaching demonstrations allowed candidates 
to reflect on their practices, identify areas for 
growth, and develop their instructional skills. 
This process strengthened their belief in their 
ability to teach science effectively. 
 
Designing Effective Online Science Methods 

Courses 
 
Creating engaging and effective online courses 
is crucial for preparing preservice teachers. 
Online science methods courses must 
incorporate critical elements of in-person 
instruction, including interactive content, 
collaborative projects, and hands-on experiences 
(Mahmood, 2020; McMahon, 2021). 
 
Strategies for building self-efficacy in online 
science methods courses include: 

1. Simulations and Virtual Labs: 
Research into the effectiveness of virtual 
environments in science teaching 
supports tools such as PhET Interactive 
Simulations and Labster for immersive 
virtual experiments (Mikeska et al., 
2022). 

2. Collaborative Projects: 
Research on collaborative and inquiry-
based teaching methods supports 
assignments encouraging group work 
and peer feedback to foster cooperative 
learning environments (Haatainen et al., 
2021). 

3. Modeling Effective Instruction: 
Video demonstrations and virtual 
classroom observations were beneficial 
for showing preservice teachers how to 
adopt best practices and refine their 
teaching in virtual settings (Chiu et al., 
2021). 

4. Formative Assessment and Feedback: 
Straub (2024) highlights the role of 
specific, actionable feedback in refining 
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teaching practices and building 
confidence. 

5. Scaffolded Lesson Planning: 
Guided lesson planning and iterative 
feedback have been recognized as 
effective for building preservice 
teachers' skills in creating structured and 
engaging lessons (Membiela et al., 
2022). 

6. Addressing Science Anxiety: 
Studies on building confidence through 
content knowledge and hands-on 
activities have explored strategies to 
demystify science concepts and help 
preservice teachers overcome anxiety 
about science teaching (Loach, 2021). 

 
Connecting Self-Efficacy to Middle School 
Science Teaching 
 
Middle school is a critical developmental stage 
where students' interest in science can flourish 
or falter, making it a critical period for fostering 
scientific curiosity and literacy. Teachers who 
possess high self-efficacy—the belief in their 
capacity to influence student outcomes—are 
more effective in implementing inquiry-based, 
hands-on learning approaches that promote 
active engagement, critical thinking, and a 
deeper understanding of scientific concepts 
(Blonder et al., 2014; Haatainen et al., 2021). 
Research has shown that teachers with high self-
efficacy are not only more adept at creating 
dynamic, student-centered learning 
environments but are also more likely to persist 
in the face of challenges, adjust their teaching 
strategies, and inspire a growth mindset in their 
students (Bandura, 1997; Tschannen-Moran & 
Hoy, 2001). Moreover, preservice teachers who 
cultivate strong self-efficacy during their 
teacher preparation programs are more inclined 
to integrate these effective instructional 
practices into their teaching once they enter the 
classroom, positively impacting student 
engagement and achievement in science 
(Lazarides & Warner, 2020; Tschannen-Moran 

et al., 1998). Studies have also emphasized that 
self-efficacy in teaching can be nurtured through 
formal training and reflective practice, further 
enhancing the likelihood of future success in 
fostering scientific literacy and interest among 
middle school students (Zeldin et al., 2008; 
Woolfolk et al., 2005). 
 

Conclusion 
 
Teacher self-efficacy plays a defining role in 
shaping instructional practices, student 
engagement, and learning outcomes (Menon & 
Azam, 2021). Building self-efficacy is essential 
for preservice teachers, particularly those 
preparing to teach science. Online science 
methods courses emphasizing interactive 
content, regular feedback, and opportunities for 
hands-on learning can effectively prepare future 
educators. By addressing gaps in self-efficacy 
and providing robust training, teacher 
preparation programs can equip preservice 
teachers to inspire the next generation of 
scientists. 
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Abstract: Generative AI (GenAI) can provide middle grades educators with tools that streamline 
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can be time-consuming to plan. In this article, we explain how teachers of young adolescents can use 
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Impactful learning experiences are often hard to 
create. Crafting learning experiences responsive 
to differences among individual students in your 
classroom takes time, and time is one of middle 
school educators' most limited resources. With 
diverse learner needs, instructional design, 
ongoing assessment, and numerous other 
requirements chipping away at every planning 
hour, teachers are often left scrambling to 
balance responsibilities. Differentiating and 
individualizing instruction to meet varied 
student needs are essential to fostering student 
growth (Dack et al., 2022; Tomlinson, 2017), 
but they can also be particularly demanding. 
The challenge of providing tailored support to 
each student while managing the rapid pace of 
life in the classroom places significant pressure 
on teachers, necessitating the efficient use of 
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time.  
 Generative Artificial Intelligence 
(GenAI), the technologies that power many 
popular tools like ChatGPT, MagicSchool, 
Gemini, and CoPilot, present a potential 
solution to these challenges. Rather than adding 
further tasks to a teacher's workload, GenAI 
tools offer practical ways to streamline time-
consuming elements of lesson planning, content 
creation, and assessment, including elements 
necessary for meaningful, differentiated, and 
individualized instruction (Maxwell, 2023; 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization, 2023). By automating 
and supporting many tasks related to responsive 
instruction, GenAI can empower educators to 
maintain high standards for all learners while 
maintaining efficiency. 
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Any exploration of GenAI's capacity to 
revolutionize planning for instruction should 
first be rooted in understanding the definitions 
of GenAI and artificial intelligence (AI) more 
broadly. AI is not a single tool but a broader 
concept that may describe various technologies 
“that can, for a given set of human-defined 
objectives, make predictions, recommendations, 
or decisions” (National Artificial Intelligence 
Initiative Act of 2020, H.R. 6216, 116th Cong., 
2020, Sec. 3. Definitions). AI tools like search 
engine algorithms, graphing calculators, 
language translation software, and predictive 
text have been used in classrooms for decades 
(Trust et al., 2023). However, the recent 
innovation of GenAI—tools capable of 
recalling, learning from, and improving multi-
modal output quality over time—exploded in 
popularity following the public release of 
OpenAI’s ChatGPT in November 2022, 
sparking essential questions about the role AI 
should play in the classroom (Cooper, 2023; 
Hardesty, 2017; Sier, 2022). Much attention has 
been paid to student use of these technologies, 
including concerns regarding plagiarism and 
ethical use (Haque et al., 2024; Hays et al., 
2023; Rahimi & Talebi Bezmin Abadi, 2023; 
Tlili et al., 2023). However, the topic of teacher 
use of GenAI for instructional planning has 
been addressed less frequently to date. Our 
focus in this article is on the latter. 
 How can this emerging technology help 
middle grade educators optimize their time 
while improving students' educational 
experiences? The following sections explore the 
answer to this and other questions about GenAI 
tools' potential to transform differentiated and 
individualized instruction for young 
adolescents. We evaluate the strengths and 
limitations of three popular GenAI tools for 
these purposes and conclude with practical 
recommendations for responsibly and ethically 
using these tools. 

 
 
 

Defining Differentiation and 
Individualization 

 
In the sections below, we examine the use of 
GenAI technologies to support differentiation 
and individualization in middle level 
classrooms. Both instructional approaches 
reflect responsive instruction, or instruction that 
proactively anticipates and responds to learners' 
varied strengths, preferences, and growth areas. 
Each approach also has distinct differences.   
 
Differentiation 
 
To differentiate instruction, a teacher typically 
uses assessment data, student input, and other 
observations to identify patterns across a class 
and adjust instruction based on those patterns. 
Differentiation's emphasis is often on modifying 
instruction for groups of learners rather than for 
one individual learner. These modifications are 
usually based on three categories of differences 
among students that may affect learning: 1) 
readiness, 2) interest, or 3) learning profile 
(Tomlinson, 2017).  

Readiness refers to a student's current 
level of proficiency with specific knowledge or 
skills (Tomlinson, 2017). If a learning objective 
represents a lesson's destination, then a student's 
readiness level reflects how near or far—based 
on assessment data—a student is from that 
destination at a particular moment in time. The 
teacher then assigns each group a different 
"tiered" task designed to move that group's 
proficiency a step closer to the objective 
(Tomlinson, 2017). Each task aligns with what 
that group is "ready" to learn next. 

For example, imagine a social studies 
teacher is teaching two consecutive lessons 
targeting the learning objective: Students will be 
able to evaluate a primary source's 
trustworthiness based on its audience and 
purpose (Dack et al., 2022). An exit ticket at the 
end of the first lesson shows that some students 
correctly identify the source's audience and 
purpose but do not reach a logical conclusion 
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about its trustworthiness, while others do not 
correctly identify the source's audience or 
purpose and therefore do not reach a logical 
conclusion about its trustworthiness (Dack et al., 
2022). Since students will begin the second 
lesson at different starting points, the teacher 
will group students with similar proficiency. 
Then, they will work with other primary 
sources, and the questions they answer about 
those sources will vary based on what they are 
ready to practice (Dack et al., 2022). 

Interest refers to a student's affinity for 
particular topics that motivate learning, and a 
learning profile refers to a student's personal 
preferences for approaches that make learning 
more efficient (Tomlinson, 2017). Learning 
profiles might include preferred working 
configurations, such as with a partner or 
independently, preferred learning modes, or an 
analytical, practical, or creative intelligence 
preference (Sternberg, 1985). Students usually 
choose among varied options when a lesson is 
differentiated by interest or learning profile 
(Tomlinson, 2017).  

A math teacher uses interest-based 
differentiation when they offer students a choice 
among three sets of word problems—one about 
professional sports, one about Broadway shows, 
and one about popular video games—that all 
involve the multiplication of fractions. A science 
teacher uses learning profile-based 
differentiation when providing students with 
different options to express what they learned 
about local ecosystems by designing a blog, 
creating a podcast, writing an op-ed, or 
developing a presentation for the fish and 
wildlife department. 

The three categories of learner 
differences often targeted by differentiation—
readiness, interest, and learning profile—apply 
to every learner in a middle school classroom. 
In any given lesson, all students will have a 
particular level of proficiency with the targeted 
knowledge or skill, varying degrees of interest 
in the topics explored, and varied preferences 
regarding which learning approaches would feel 

most efficient that day. 
 
Individualization 
 
While differentiated instruction focuses mainly 
on identifying patterns across a class and 
responding to those patterns by modifying 
learning experiences in different ways for 
different groups, individualized instruction 
targets the learning needs of individual students. 
Through this approach, teachers customize 
lesson elements to accommodate one student or 
a handful of students with similar needs (Bray & 
McClaskey, 2015).  

The types of learner differences targeted 
by individualization often do not apply to every 
learner in a general education classroom. 
Instead, they reflect the unique circumstances of 
learners that merit the teacher's instructional 
attention. Examples of the types of needs 
teachers often address through individualization 
include accommodations for students with IEPs 
and 504s, linguistic supports for multilingual 
learners, scaffolds for students reading below 
grade level, or extension options for students 
with advanced proficiency. 

Although we sought to clarify key 
differences between differentiation and 
individualization in this section, the line 
between these approaches is sometimes blurred 
in practice. For example, if an educator teaches 
a class in which half the students are 
multilingual newcomers and half the students 
are not multilingual, a lesson that builds in an 
additional scaffold for all multilingual learners 
might be logically classified as differentiation 
rather than individualization since it involves 
identifying a pattern of needs across a broader 
group of learners in the classroom. 
Nevertheless, these two instructional 
approaches—differentiation and 
individualization—offer useful conceptual 
categories a teacher can use to determine 
whether or how to use a GenAI tool to enhance 
responsive instruction. 
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Using GenAI Tools for Differentiation or 
Individualization 

 
There are many GenAI tools middle school 
teachers can leverage to support responsive 
instruction. Some of these tools have been 
designed for use by educators, while others are 
built for broader audiences (Diffit, 2024b; 
MagicSchool AI, 2024a; OpenAI, 2024). We 
view GenAI tools used by educators as serving 
two primary purposes. First, GenAI can provide 
new ideas or inspiration for teaching. Nieves 
(2023) offers an example by suggesting a 
teacher could input the prompt "What are three 
different approaches to teaching the central idea 
of a text?" into ChatGPT. The tool's output 
might include several broad instructional 
approaches, such as graphic organizers, guided 
reading, close reading, and visual 
representations, which can provide a helpful 
starting point for lesson design (Nieves, 2023). 
We refer to this as GenAI's "Brainstorming 

Buddy" function. However, it can also be used 
to create the instructional materials used during 
a lesson, including choice boards, multiple text 
versions, or tiered worksheets. We refer to this 
as GenAI's "Resource Generator" function.  

In the following sections, we discuss 
three GenAI tools that can be used to support 
instructional planning for differentiation and 
individualization: MagicSchool, Diffit, and 
ChatGPT. We selected these tools based on their 
potential utility for middle grades educators, the 
variety of options they offer, and the fact that 
they all currently offer a free version or trial. 
For each tool, we address what it offers 
teachers, as well as its strengths and limitations. 
We also identify which student differences can 
be addressed with the tool's support (e.g., 
readiness, multilingual learners) and how it can 
be used for Brainstorming Buddy versus 
Resource Generator functions. Table 1 offers an 
overview of key aspects of each tool. 

 
      Table 1 Selected GenAI Tools for Middle Level Education 

GenAI  
Tool 

Web Address Target  
Audience 

Versions Offered Account 
Required 

Responsive 
Instruction 
Supported 

Magic  
School 

magicschool.ai K-12 educators 
K-12 students 

free version 
paid "plus" version 

yes differentiation 
individualization 

Diffit web.diffit.me K-12 educators free version 
paid "premium" 
version 

yes differentiation 
individualization 

ChatGPT chatgpt.com general public free version  
paid "plus" version 

yes differentiation 
individualization 

 
MagicSchool 

 
Once logged in to MagicSchool (MagicSchool 
AI, 2024a), the user can access one set of 
resources for educators called "MagicSchool" 
and a second set for students called "Magic 
Student." As previously noted, this article 
addresses tools for educators rather than student 

use. However, we encourage middle level 
teachers to explore the MagicStudent resources, 
as young adolescent learners may benefit from 
what they offer. The MagicSchool resources for 
teachers are divided into two main categories: 
"Raina” and “Magic Tools.” 
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Raina 
 
Raina is the name of MagicSchool’s GenAI 
chatbot feature. MagicSchool introduces this 
feature to the user through the following text:  

Hello! My name is Raina, your AI 
instructional coach. You can ask any 
questions related to best practices in 
teaching or your work in a school 
building. Feel free to ask me for ideas 
for your classroom, research on best 
practices in pedagogy, behavior 
management strategies, or any general 
advice! The more specific your 
questions, the better my responses will 
be. How can I help you today? 
(MagicSchool AI, 2024b). 

This introduction demonstrates that Raina 
allows users to seek information about any 
educational topic. This is underscored by 
MagicSchool’s framing of Raina as an "AI 
instructional coach." In addition to specific 
inquiries, users can make broad, open-ended 
ones as well. For example, the first time we 
used Raina, we asked, "What are best practices 
for differentiated instruction in a middle school 
classroom?" and received a list of eight 
research-based practices. Users can engage in a 
back-and-forth discussion with Raina where 
they input an initial prompt, review Raina's 
output, input a second prompt (such as a follow-
up question about the output), review the output, 
and continue in a back-and-forth conversation. 
We view Raina's primary function as a 
Brainstorming Buddy. However, it is also 
possible for Raina to serve a Resource 
Generator function if the user asks Raina to 
create instructional materials.  
 
Magic Tools 
 
Unique to MagicSchool is its Magic Tools 
feature. When we wrote this article, 
MagicSchool offered 83 of these tools, though 
new ones are added frequently (MagicSchool 

AI, 2024a). Each tool has a particular 
educational purpose and a narrowly focused 
structure to help teachers input the specific 
information needed to generate a targeted 
response. For example, the "lesson plan tool" 
asks the user to specify grade level, lesson topic 
or objective, any additional criteria the lesson 
should reflect (e.g., unit topic, previous lesson 
topics, preferences for structures like group 
work), and standards to which the lesson should 
be aligned (e.g., NCDPI 7th-grade ELA) 
(MagicSchool AI, 2024a). In contrast to using a 
chatbot like Raina, using Magic Tools relieves 
teachers of the responsibility of thinking 
through everything to include in the prompt to 
create the desired product. Instead, it prompts 
the teacher to incorporate those elements. 
 Many of Magic Tools have been 
designed to support differentiation or 
individualization. Table 2 lists key Magic Tools 
that target these areas. Although we have 
classified each tool based on one potential way 
it might be used for effective, responsive 
instruction, many of these tools can be used 
responsively in numerous additional ways. For 
example, although we have classified the 
Sentence Stem tool's potential responsive use as 
readiness-based differentiation to support the 
development of tiered tasks for students with 
limited proficiency with the objective, teachers 
might also use this tool to support multilingual 
learners, those with learning differences, or 
many other learners with unique needs. Each 
middle level educator should use discretion 
when determining the most beneficial role for 
each tool in their classroom in light of the 
particular students they teach. 
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  Table 2 Selected Magic Tools that Support Responsive Instruction 
Tool Name Description  

from MagicSchool 
AI (2024a) 

Brainstormin
g Buddy or 
Resource 
Generator 

Responsive 
Instruction 
Supported 

Potential 
Learner 

Difference 
Supported 

Tips for 
Responsive Use 

Accommo- 
dation 
Suggestions 

"Generate a list of 
accommodations 
for a student who 
needs support." 

Brainstorming 
Buddy 

Individualization Exceptional 
children 

Be as specific as 
possible when 
describing student 
behaviors and 
needs. 

IEP 
Generator 

"Generate a draft of 
an individualized 

education program 
(IEP) customized to 
a students' needs." 

Resource 
Generator 

Individualization Exceptional 
children 

Input student 
strengths, not just 
growth areas. 

504 Plan 
Generator 

"Generate draft of a 
504 plan to support 

a student." 

Resource 
Generator 

Individualization  Exceptional 
children 

Input student 
strengths, not just 
growth areas. 

Advanced 
Learning 
Plan 

"Generate draft of 
an Advanced 

Learning Plan (ALP) 
for a student." 

Resource 
Generator 

Individualization Advanced 
proficiency 

Input student 
passions and/or 
socio-emotional 
needs, not just 
proficiencies. 

Text 
Translator 

"Take any text and 
translate it into any 
language instantly." 

Resource 
Generator 

Individualization Multi- 
lingual 
learners 

Ensure original 
text is free of 
errors. 

Text 
Leveler 

"Take any text and 
adapt it for any 

grade level to fit a 
student's reading 

level/skills." 

Resource 
Generator 

Individualization Reading 
below grade 
level 

Ensure you input 
accurate info about 
student's current 
reading level. 

Text 
Scaffolder 

"Take any text and 
scaJold it for 

readers who are 
behind grade level 

or need extra 
support." 

Resource 
Generator 

Individualization Reading 
below grade 
level 

Produces questions 
that draw reader's 
attention to key 
points in text and 
list of key vocab 
words from text 
with definitions. 

Text 
Rewriter 

"Take any text and 
rewrite it with 

custom criteria 

Resource 
Generator 

Individualization Reading 
below grade 
level 

Use it to reduce 
text length or to 
include/exclude 
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however you’d like!" particular details. 

Assignment 
Scaffolder 

"Take any 
assignment and 

empower students 
by breaking it down 

into manageable 
steps, fostering 

stronger 
understanding and 

enabling greater 
independence." 

Resource 
Generator 

Differentiation Readiness Use it to develop 
tiered tasks for 
students with 
limited proficiency 
who would benefit 
from step-by-step 
breakdown. 

Sentence 
Starters 

"Provide sentence 
starters for any 

topic, assignment, 
standard, or 
objective." 

Resource 
Generator 

Differentiation Readiness Use it to develop 
tiered tasks for 
students with 
limited proficiency 
who would benefit 
from support of 
sentence starters. 

Make it 
Relevant 

"Generate several 
ideas that make 

what you’re 
teaching relevant to 

your class based 
on their interests 
and background." 

Brainstorming 
Buddy 

Differentiation Interest Describe what you 
are teaching and 
your students' 
interests with as 
much detail as 
possible. 

Math Story 
Word 
Problems 

"Write a custom 
math word/story 

problem based on 
the concept you’re 

teaching and a 
story topic." 

Resource 
Generator  

Differentiation Interest Use it to create 
problems about 
topics that interest 
your students. 

Choice 
Board 
(UDL) 

"Create a choice 
board for a student 
assignment based 
on the principles of 

UDL." 

Resource 
Generator 

Differentiation Interest  
Learning 
Profile 

Consider inputting 
both different 
topics and different 
modalities. 

Note: Tool names and descriptions are drawn directly from MagicSchool AI (2024a). All other 
information is provided by the authors. 
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Strengths and Limitations  
 
We view Magic School as having two 
particularly noteworthy strengths: 

• It features a user-friendly design. Within 
each Magic Tool, the simple instructions 
for using it include specific suggestions 
for what to input. They also include an 
"exemplar," or an example of what a 
teacher might use as an initial input, 
which provides a model and clarifies the 
level of detail needed.  

• It includes recommendations for 
potential follow-up prompts that appear 
after the chatbot responds to an initial 
question. For example, when we asked 
Raina, "What are best practices for 
differentiated instruction in a middle 
school classroom?" and received a list of 
research-based practices in response, 
Raina suggested follow-up questions we 
might ask, such as, "What resources do 
you recommend for implementing these 
practices?" These potential follow-ups 
help teachers consider helpful next steps 
in a back-and-forth conversation with a 
chatbot. 

Most of MagicSchool's limitations apply to all 
GenAI tools; we discuss those broad limitations 
toward the end of this paper. However, we do 
note some as specific to this tool:  

• As previously mentioned, MagicSchool 
has chosen to give their chatbot a human 
name and refer to it as an "instructional 
coach." They have also decorated the 
page on which Raina is accessed with a 
cartoon icon of an appealing human 
figure.  

• Experts advise caution when AI has been 
imbued with endearing human-like 
features (Mollick, 2024), as this may 
reduce a teacher's caution surrounding 
protecting student privacy when 
inputting information about their 
students.  

• As further described below, we urge 

teachers to remain vigilant of possible 
ethical issues when using MagicSchool 
and all GenAI.  

 
Diffit 

 
While the scope of MagicSchool's and 
ChatGPT's offerings is broad, Diffit's (Diffit, 
2024a) offerings are more narrowly focused. 
Designed for K-12 educators, Diffit is a text 
creator and modifier. We, therefore, view this 
tool as a Resource Generator rather than a 
Brainstorming Buddy. Diffit generates a 1-2 
page text about any topic. It can generate this 
new text from scratch or based on another 
resource the user provides. These inputs can 
include an uploaded document, video, or 
website link; if provided, Diffit will incorporate 
content from the additional resource into the 
text it creates. The text's content can also be 
aligned to user-identified standards for ELA, 
social studies, or science (Diffit, 2024a). Once 
the text is generated, Diffit can 1) adapt the 
level of detail to make it shorter or longer, 2) 
change its reading level, or 3) translate it into a 
different language. A teacher can, therefore 
create multiple versions of any text to 
accommodate varied student needs.  

For each text, Diffit automatically 
generates a series of corresponding resources, 
including a bulleted summary, a list of key 
vocabulary words with definitions, multiple 
choice, short answer, and open-ended questions. 
Diffit can also create instructional materials for 
student activities by pulling the previously 
generated vocabulary words or questions into 
templates (e.g., Frayer Models, claim-evidence-
reasoning structures), which can then be 
exported as Google Docs, Google Slides, 
Google Form quizzes, PowerPoint slides, Word 
documents, or PDFs. These templates are sorted 
by category based on a teacher's goal for an 
activity, such as vocabulary practice, 
summarizing, reading strategies, text analysis, 
and more (Diffit, 2024d).  
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Strengths 
 
Diffit's creators distinguish their product from 
other GenAI by emphasizing the quality of the 
initial text, the automatically generated text-
based resources, and the user-selected activity 
materials (Diffit, 2024b). For example, Diffit 
only draws upon sources its developers have 
deemed reliable rather than pulling information 
from the open internet. This limitation on 
sources is intended to increase the accuracy and 
credibility of the text Diffit generates. If 
requested, Diffit will cite each statement within 
the text and include an accurate reference list for 
the citations. If a teacher does not want the text 
to draw from a particular source, they can edit 
the reference list to remove it and regenerate the 
text so that the information from the source no 
longer appears. Additionally, Diffit (2024b) 
touts the quality of its textual translation. While 
other GenAI offers this feature, Diffit's 
translation may be more accurate, which is 
critical if the teacher does not speak the 
language and cannot proofread the text 
independently.  

Diffit is especially effective if the 
teacher wants to use GenAI for text 
modification to support responsive instruction. 
Different versions of a text might be created for 
students who are not yet reading on grade level, 
multilingual learners, or those with learning 
differences that affect reading. For example, a 
7th-grade social studies teacher has a class with 
four newcomer multilingual students and two 
other students reading on a 4th-grade level. He 
imports a video about the bombing of Pearl 
Harbor into Diffit to create an initial text about 
the event at a 7th-grade reading level. After 
reviewing the automatically generated 
resources, he creates a cause-and-effect graphic 
organizer. He then generates two other versions 
of the text - one at a 4th-grade reading level and 
one in Spanish. Diffit creates new automatically 
generated resources and graphic organizers to 
correspond with these two new text versions. 

While the previous example focused on 

individualizing materials, Diffit also offers some 
differentiation options. The student activity 
options include a Topic Choice Board, Poetry 
Choice Board, and Vocabulary Choice Board, 
which are differentiated based on learning 
profile since they give students choices in how 
to demonstrate their learning. A teacher could 
also use Diffit to support interest-based 
differentiation by creating texts about different 
topics for different students or to support 
readiness-based differentiation by creating texts 
for some students who lack background 
knowledge about a given topic (Diffit, 2024c). 
 
Limitations  
 
Because Diffit is a text generator and modifier, 
its use is focused on a reading passage. This 
may lend itself better to ELA, social studies, 
science, and world language instruction than 
math. Although some math teachers may 
occasionally find Diffit helpful in generating a 
reading passage about a particular math concept, 
Diffit cannot generate math problems yet, and 
none of the student activity options focus on 
strategies specific to math.  
 We also reiterate that Diffit's offerings 
are more narrowly focused than other GenAI 
options. Diffit does not include a chatbot, so 
asking open-ended questions and having back-
and-forth conversations are not possible. As a 
result, Diffit is not an effective Brainstorming 
Buddy. Similarly, if a teacher wants to use 
GenAI as a Resource Generator to develop 
instructional resources that are not directly tied 
to a textual passage or are based on a strategy 
that is not reflected in any of Diffit's templates, 
this tool would not be an option. 

 
ChatGPT 

 
ChatGPT (OpenAI, 2024) is the least structured 
of the GenAI tools we have reviewed in this 
paper. It is designed for a broad public audience, 
not just educators. Like Raina from 
MagicSchool, ChatGPT is a chatbot; its 
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interface allows a back-and-forth conversation 
with the tool. The conversation begins with the 
user inputting an initial prompt, often a question 
(e.g., Which instructional strategies could be 
effective for...?) or a demand (e.g., Create a 
rubric with four criteria including...). After 
reviewing the initial output, the user can input 
additional prompts to cause revisions to the 
chatbot's initial response, narrow down the 
focus of the conversation to a particular aspect 
of the response, or raise a new question or topic. 
ChatGPT can serve as an effective and efficient 

Brainstorming Buddy or a Resource Generator 
since it can offer ideas or create new 
instructional resources. We also note that it can 
level a text by lexile level, while MagicSchool's 
Magic Tools and Diffit can only level a text by 
grade level. 
 The degree to which teachers find 
ChatGPT's output helpful heavily depends on 
how effectively the educator prompts the tool. 
Based on our use of ChatGPT, we have found 
the guidelines listed in Table 3 helpful when 
writing chatbot prompts. 

 
      Table 3 Guidelines for Effective Prompting of ChatGPT and Other Chatbots 

Topic Guideline 

Clarity Write in a clear and concise manner. 

Specificity Include all important details, and exclude anything irrelevant to your goal. 

Context Offer context for your request (e.g., students have already learned about X 
but not yet about Y). 

Length Specify how long (e.g, word count) the result should be. 

Role Assign the chatbot a role for the output (e.g., You are a sixth-grade science 
teacher.), if applicable. 

Audience Clarify the audience for the output (e.g., for 6th graders), if applicable. 

Style Indicate the style of language that should be used in the output (e.g., formal, 
informal, using words a 6th grader could understand), if applicable. 

Formatting Specify how the product should be formatted, if applicable. 

 
For instance, we followed the guidelines 
when crafting a prompt to generate a tiered 
task: 

You're a 6th-grade English language 
arts teacher. You're teaching a unit on 
writer's voice. You've already taught 
students that a writer's voice can be 
communicated through tone, diction, 
and syntax. Now, it's time for the 
class to practice writing a short piece 
with a clear writer's voice. However, 
the students have different levels of 

proficiency in this skill. One group 
has advanced proficiency, one has 
moderate proficiency, and one has 
emerging proficiency. Write a 
description of a tiered activity that 
allows the three groups of students to 
practice this skill at different levels. 
The explanations of every group's 
task should be 100-150 words each. 
The audience for the explanations is 
6th-grade students who will 
complete the assignment, so use 
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words 6th-graders can understand. 
This prompt successfully led 

ChatGPT to develop three tiered tasks that 
responded to varied proficiency levels by 
using tone, diction, and syntax to establish a 
writer's voice. It is important to remember 
that since ChatGPT's intended uses are not 
limited to education, teachers must often 
specify an educational context within their 
prompt. Middle level educators should 
ensure they specify a middle grades context 
to increase the likelihood that results will be 
developmentally responsive for young 
adolescents. 
 
Strengths and Limitations.  
 
We view ChatGPT's main strength and 
limitation as one and the same: its open-
endedness. First, we address this trait as a 
strength. ChatGPT can accomplish many of 
the same tasks as Diffit and MagicSchool's 
Magic Tools. But because of its 
expansiveness, it can achieve many 
functions outside the bounds of those other 
resources. For instance, it can write 
complete lesson plans differentiated by 
readiness, interest, or learning profile. It can 
generate suggestions for how to help a 
multilingual learner feel more included in 
the learning environment. It can list multiple 
strategies to support a dyslexic student's 
writing and specify resources to help the 
teacher enact them. Or it can share best 
practices for differentiation and 
individualization in a particular content area 
in middle school.  
 However, because of ChatGPT's 
open-endedness, the teacher is responsible 
for following guidelines for effective 
prompting and including all information 
necessary to generate useful outputs. 
ChatGPT lacks structured, narrowly focused 
input frameworks like Magic Tools, so it 
does not provide suggestions for inputs for 
specific teaching approaches or exemplar 

inputs to serve as models. There are also no 
suggested follow-up prompts like those 
offered by Raina. Instead, the onus is 
squarely on the teacher to consider all 
aspects of what must be included in the 
prompt to yield a successful result. 
 

Suggestions for Navigating Uncharted 
GenAI Waters 

 
GenAI tools create numerous opportunities 
for educators to meet the unique needs of 
their students. However, these tools are still 
early in their development. Although 
guidance about their use in education is 
beginning to emerge, their novelty and a 
lack of research into their long-term impacts 
means we are left to navigate uncharted 
waters. Below are key principles educators 
can use to safely, ethically, and accurately 
leverage these tools' benefits. 
 
Handle with Care 
 
Teachers must remain ever-present with 
concerns about the responsible use of these 
tools (Darics & Poppel, 2023). For instance, 
OpenAI explicitly states that since ChatGPT 
is most heavily trained in English, it 
functions best in that language and often 
perpetuates Western perspectives in its 
outputs (OpenAI, 2023). Therefore, 
educators must approach these tools with 
caution to ensure they do not inadvertently 
perpetuate potential biases in the data used 
to train GenAI tools. 
 Additionally, educators should 
carefully consider the terms of use of the 
tools they intend to use, especially if and 
when students utilize them for classroom 
purposes. For example, ChatGPT’s terms of 
use state that users must be at least 13 years 
of age, and any user under the age of 18 
must obtain parent or guardian permission 
before using the tool (OpenAI, 2023). 
Additionally, teachers should never input 
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personally identifiable information, 
especially confidential student information, 
into a GenAI system. An effective rule of 
thumb is to assume that anything prompted 
to a GenAI tool will eventually become 
publicly available.  
 
Provide Intentional Oversight 
 
AI and GenAI are tools for teachers, not 
replacements for teachers. No matter how 
capable education technology may be, there 
is simply no substitute for the power of 
human connection and strong teacher-
student relationships. Additionally, although 
GenAI tools are impressive, their use still 
requires intentional human oversight. For 
instance, MagicSchool (2024c) explains that 
its tools should “by no means replace your 
professional skills and judgment” (“Your 
responsibilities” section). Instead, 
MagicSchool promotes a helpful “80-20” 
approach to using AI-generated content 
during the planning process. The tool is 
viewed as a starting point to get a user 80% 
of the way to their goal. The teacher's 
expertise guides the remaining 20% of 
planning through critical evaluation and 
revision of AI-generated content before it is 
used with students. Do not count on GenAI 
to deliver entirely accurate and reliable 
output in terms of both content and 
pedagogy.  
 
Evaluate GenAI Resources for 
Responsive Instruction 
  
Drawing upon our experiences with GenAI, 
we conclude by sharing three suggestions 
for critically evaluating outputs related to 
responsive instruction. First, when 
developing tasks with scaffolds for students 
with emerging proficiency, ensure that 
scaffolded options still reflect rigor. We have 
found that scaffolded tiers created by GenAI 
often water down learning opportunities 

rather than "teach up" to high expectations 
(Tomlinson, 2024). Second, when reviewing 
GenAI-generated task options differentiated 
by readiness, interest, or learning profile, 
ensure that all options are aligned with the 
same learning objective. We have noticed 
that, even when we have provided the 
objective and specified the need for all tasks 
to be aligned to it, GenAI often creates 
differentiated tasks aligned to entirely 
different objectives. Last, look for 
recommendations from GenAI to 
differentiate based on learning styles, which 
have been debunked by cognitive 
psychologists (e.g., Reiner & Willingham, 
2010). We have found odd disparities in 
GenAI's treatment of this topic. When asked 
directly about learning styles' validity, 
chatbots have informed us of their debunked 
status. But chatbots have often referenced 
learning styles in outputs when asked in 
separate conversations for principles of 
effective differentiation or examples of 
effective differentiated tasks. 

GenAI tools can complete diverse 
tasks in remarkably effective and efficient 
ways, saving middle grades educators time 
and freeing up their energy for other 
purposes. The wise and intentional use of 
these tools has great potential to benefit 
teachers responsive to the varied 
proficiencies, interests, needs, and learning 
preferences of students in their classrooms. 
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Person and Place: Connecting Teen Development and Place-Based 
Writing 
 
Author: Adam Caliri1 
 
Abstract: One challenge of teaching writing in the middle school classroom is maintaining 
student engagement and interest. To combat this, previous research has suggested using 
developmentally responsive teaching practices that meet various needs within young adolescent 
development. Place-based writing can fulfill this role and be used as a developmentally 
responsive practice. In this article, I examine the ways in which place-based writing requires 
self-reflective practices from each student, provides freedom for choice and agency in writing, 
and creates opportunities to involve the local community and/or environment and I view these 
fundamental characteristics of the practice through a developmental lens, specifically focusing 
on the social-emotional, cognitive and psychological, and physical developmental needs of 
young adolescents. Through doing so, I outline how place-based writing can be used to directly 
support many different facets of development and discuss how it can be applied to the classroom 
setting. 
 
Keywords: place-based writing, adolescent development, developmentally responsive teaching 
 
 
As I worked with middle school students as 
part of my bachelor’s degree, I faced many 
instances where my students just did not 
want to write. They would complain about 
the prompts, they would write just enough to 
satisfy the rubric, or they would simply just 
not write at all. I tried the tricks my 
professors recommended: I leveled with 
them about why writing is important and 
how it will help them in life; I offered them 
choices between multiple predetermined 
prompts; I even tried a version of a writing 
workshop—but I couldn’t get my students 
excited about writing. It wasn’t until after 
my student teaching experience that I really 
started to look into place-based writing 
(PBW) as an option for middle school 
students. It’d been talked about in some of 
my classes before, but I hadn’t ever seen a 
strong connection between it and middle 
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school writing. However, I’ve since found 
that there are direct overlaps between young 
adolescent needs, specifically in middle 
school, and the core characteristics of PBW. 
Through these overlaps, I see great potential 
for it as a practice that can excite students 
and support their developmental needs. 
However, before we can explore these 
overlaps, we need to come to a shared 
understanding of three key things: what is 
the concept of “place”? What is PBW? What 
are the core characteristics of young 
adolescent development? I will address each 
of these in the following sections. 
 
What is “place”? 
 
We must first understand what “place” is 
when talking about PBW. If you were to ask 
someone to define the word “place,” they’d 
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likely tell you that it’s just a physical 
location–but can place be more than that? 
Can it be a memory? An emotion? Can it 
even be something as abstract as a concept 
or thought? As Rob and Amanda 
Montgomery (2021) put it, “the concept of 
place is quite slippery” (p. 10). In their 
book, A Place To Write, Montgomery and 
Montgomery (2021) lean on a definition 
presented by J. A. Agnew (1987): for 
something to be considered a “place,” it 
must have three qualities: location, locale, 
and a sense of place. Location means that a 
place needs to have a physical, geographical 
location; locale references the features that 
determine why this place is unique (the 
Montgomerys use the example of a city 
having specific neighborhoods); and a sense 
of place can be understood as a “sense of 
identity,” which is informed by what 
individual features are important to each 
specific person—what makes this place 
meaningful to people (Montgomery and 
Montgomery, 2021).  

Other authors have also approached 
the question of what “place” is, such as Eric 
Donovan (2016), who described the concept 
of place as a narrative or “a story that 
involved interactions, characters, conflicts, 
and the rise and flow of humanity” (p. 23). 
In doing so, he views “place” as something 
fluid that “extends beyond just the location 
of where people live” (p. 23), and he 
reframes the concept to focus mainly on the 
impact a place has on individuals rather than 
its physical location or unique 
characteristics. Joni Adamson (2001) also 
defines place, calling it “space humanized” 
(p. 70), focusing on the sensory feelings and 
personal experiences that individuals 
associate with locations; similar to 
Donovan’s, Adamson’s definition places 
more emphasis on personal impact. 

David Sobel (2004) thinks of place 
mainly through the lens of local culture and 
tradition and how these grow the 

community. Others offer more abstract 
definitions, such as Jenevieve Goss’ (2024) 
inclusion of the exploration of memories as 
a way of exploring place.  

None of these definitions are wrong, 
but rather they emphasize how “slippery” 
the concept is. In short, there’s not a solid 
definition of what “place” is. While Agnew 
provides a good overarching definition of 
what a space needs to be considered a 
“place,” other definitions ask which aspect 
to emphasize. However, limiting the concept 
of place to a physical location eliminates 
creative uses of the word. Could place relate 
to memory, as mentioned above? Could 
place extend to someone’s place in a social 
hierarchy or to their place in a specific time 
period? Ultimately, defining place IS 
slippery, as the concept is nebulous and 
personal to each individual. These 
definitions other scholars have presented 
offer an extremely useful set of guidelines in 
approaching the idea of “place,” but I 
implore you to keep an open mind about 
other ways the concept could be defined as 
you continue to read. 

 
What is Place-Based Writing? 
 
PBW is an evolution of the pedagogy of 
place-based education, first coined by Laurie 
Lane-Zucker and John Elder, which itself is 
an evolution of environmental education 
(Sobel, 2004). In the early 1990s, Zucker 
and Elder (2020) determined place-based 
education to be a “pedagogy of community, 
the reintegration of the individual into her 
home ground and the restoration of the 
essential links between a person and her 
place” (para. 28). However, it wasn’t first 
put into print until 2004 when Sobel defined 
it as “the process of using the local 
community and environment as a starting 
point to teach concepts” (p. 11). As place-
based education has evolved, it has 
produced the more specific practice of PBW, 
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and this evolution is evident in the main idea 
behind PBW: writing inspired by a place 
significant to the writer, especially as related 
to the writer’s community. This idea leaves 
much room for interpretation, making it very 
flexible for classroom application. I’ve 
added some interpretations below. 
 In their book, A Place to Write, 
Montgomery and Montgomery (2021) state 
that PBW should be personal, agentive, 
engaging, audience-oriented, and built in a 
way that can promote change. It is personal, 
as each student will discuss a place 
significant to them; agentive, since students 
each have control over their topic and 
writing style; engaging, because choice and 
control over a project breeds engagement; 
audience oriented by providing new 
audiences outside of the classroom, such as 
community members; and built in a way to 
promote change, since students will often 
write about something they care about 
within the community. 

Elliot Jacobs (2011) thinks that PBW 
needs “a balance between narrative and 
landscape [in which the] setting and story 
share a spotlight” (p. 50), a dialogue 
between the writer and the setting, 
especially when highlighting the writer’s 
relationship with themself; to allow students 
to choose what they will write about from 
personal experiences and places that are 
meaningful to them; and a writing 
environment that considers any place a 
student chooses as meaningful and worth 
writing about. 

Donovan (2016) describes PBW as a 
way for students to find connections within 
their community and as a way to “better 
understand themselves while authentically 
expressing that understanding through 
writing” (p. 23). In doing so, he details PBW 
as a way to create active and purposeful 
learning through multimodal approaches 
with the goal of allowing students to clearly 

express their own stories within the context 
of their community. 

Additionally, other scholars offer 
different ideas of central characteristics to 
define PBW. These include finding 
connections between nature and language 
(Lundahl et al., 2024), implementing 
technology into writing (Novak, 2024), the 
focus on community connections through 
research and interviews (Delgado-Chernick, 
2024), and writing as a petition within the 
community (Hudson & Hudson, 2024). 
 Though all of these authors have 
different views on PBW and which 
characteristics to consider crucial, there are 
many points of overlap. Most of these 
authors agree that PBW needs: 

1. To be focused on the writer and their 
personal experiences 

2. To be about a meaningful, significant 
place within that writer’s life 

3. To allow choice and agency in the 
writing prompt and process 

4. To connect the writer with their 
environment and/or community 

 Moving forward in this paper, I will 
use these four agreed-upon characteristics as 
the working definition of what PBW 
requires.  
 
What Are Major Characteristics Of 
Young Adolescent Development? 
 
To get to the heart of this article, we must 
first discuss another topic: adolescent 
development. Adolescents are going through 
one of the most developmentally rich times 
in their lives and require much support from 
the people around them to do this (Brinegar 
& Caskey, 2022). Though these adolescents 
are going through many changes, their 
development can be grouped into three 
distinct categories: social-emotional 
development, cognitive and psychological 
development, and physical development. 
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Below, I’ve added a brief description of each 
of these.  
 
Social-Emotional Development 
 
Much happens during the stages of social-
emotional development. Friends turn on 
each other, peer groups shatter and reform, 
bullying, and anxiety become more 
regular—the list goes on. Social-emotional 
development is responsible for anything 
related to social circles, peer power 
dynamics, peer pressure, and interpersonal 
feelings (Bishop & Harrison, 2021). 
Developing adolescents are often susceptible 
to this peer pressure and bad decisions, as 
they want to be seen as individuals, but they 
also crave a sense of belonging among their 
peers, which leads to an increased 
willingness to take risks (Scholastic Parents 
Staff, 2021). 

Social-emotional development is 
also responsible for the growing “awareness 
of social identities including race, ethnicity, 
class, gender, sexuality, religion, or 
immigrant status” (Brinegar & Caskey, 
2022, para. 28), which leads to “a deeper 
and more nuanced awareness and 
understanding of social injustices such as 
racism, sexism, and homophobia” (Bishop 
& Harrison, 2021, p. 61). Together, these 
aspects serve to promote empathy and as a 
foundation for moral development. 
 
Cognitive and Psychological Development 
 
The psyche of an adolescent is a mess of 
figuring things out and learning who they 
are as an individual. This often presents 
itself through experimentation with their 
identity and developing strong egocentrism. 
This egocentrism has two aspects to it. 
These are the imaginary audience: the idea 
that everything they do and everything about 
them is extremely important to those around 
them, and the personal fable: the belief that 

they are the only ones who experience their 
emotions (Scholastic Parents Staff, 2021). 
These students are beginning to understand 
that everyone has unique perspectives and 
thoughts, which may clash with their own.  

Cognitively, this time in someone’s 
life is when they develop a sense of 
independence and the ability to think 
critically and abstractly. This looks like the 
ability to “develop and test hypotheses, 
analyze and synthesize data, grapple with 
complex concepts, and think reflectively,” as 
well as determining and arguing a position, 
thinking through ideologies, challenging 
positions of authority, and considering the 
future (including the development of 
personal goals) (Brinegar & Caskey, 2022, 
para. 15). 

Similarly to social-emotional 
development, cognitive development also 
promotes moral growth. They start to move 
away from simply accepting the judgments 
of adults and start to develop their own 
moral and ethical positions. This may lead to 
questionable or even harmful behaviors, but 
ultimately this is the beginning of each 
adolescent determining what’s important to 
them and what their beliefs are (Caskey & 
Anfara, 2007). 
 
Physical Development 
 
Physical development largely references the 
bodily changes adolescents experience. 
Students need opportunities to safely learn 
about these changes and different aspects of 
healthy living. This doesn’t exactly match 
the curriculum of an ELA classroom, but 
physical activity is an extremely important 
aspect of supporting physical development 
(Brinegar & Caskey, 2022). Additionally, 
adolescents have a heightened awareness of 
how they are changing and may talk 
negatively or harmfully about the physical 
qualities of themselves or others (Bishop & 
Harrison, 2021). These aspects of physical 
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development can be incorporated in 
education outside of the health classroom, 
and both are applicable to the practice of 
PBW. 
 
How Do Place-Based Writing and Young 
Adolescent Development Connect? 
 
In the following section, I will describe how 
the characteristics of PBW and the 
characteristics of young adolescent 
development overlap and how utilizing 
PBW in the classroom can be beneficial for 
middle school students. To do this, I will 
highlight one of the characteristics from the 
earlier definition of PBW, and I will then 
explain how it can be connected to one or 
more attributes of developmental needs. 
 
Focus on the Writer and Their Personal 
Experiences 
 
As adolescents develop, they’re figuring out 
their morals, their ideological positions, the 
existence and impact of social issues, and 
various parts of their identity. PBW can help 
them in this journey by asking them to think 
about who they are and what is most 
important to them. For example, a student 
may recognize that they care about social 
fairness if they realize an important moment 
in their life was standing up to a bully on the 
playground—a realization of asking 
themselves why they consider the 
playground a personally important place. 
This or any other recognition of an 
important place will be unique to each 
student, as it’s unique to their individual 
identity and experiences. 

Additionally, PBW, by its nature, 
requires writers to dive into their own 
identities and determine what’s important to 
them. To accomplish this, writers have to 
grapple with how their environments and 
experiences have shaped them in life and 
continue to do so; they must understand that 

their identities and priorities haven’t been 
formed in a vacuum but are related, at least 
in part, to the community and culture 
they’ve grown up in. To take it further, by 
inspiring writing through somewhere 
important to the writer, the writer is also 
learning how to apply classroom concepts to 
real-world situations. An example of this 
comes from Amanda Montgomery (2024), 
who combined Google Street View and the 
Marietta History Project for her students to 
learn about Marietta Square, a place familiar 
to them. In the project, students learned 
about groups important to historic Marietta 
and the significance of the square, and they 
had to develop a narrative of daily life from 
the perspective of someone of the time 
period. Though students were familiar with 
the square, they didn’t know the rich history 
behind it, to which this project exposed 
them, furthering their understanding of the 
community that shaped them while also 
showing how concepts, such as research and 
writing, can have real-life applications. 
 
Write About a Meaningful, Significant 
Place in the Writer’s Life 
 
In a similar manner to the first characteristic, 
by asking students to write about a 
significant place in their lives, PBW is 
asking them to practice self-reflection and to 
be able to recognize what is significant to 
them as individuals. This directly targets 
aspects of their social-emotional, cognitive, 
and psychological development.  

Social-emotional learning asks 
students to understand how interactions with 
others can affect how they view a place—
they have to ask themselves questions about 
why a place is significant to them. Was there 
an important moment between them and 
their friends in this location? Is it a place 
that their friend group frequents? Is it a 
place they go to seclude themselves when 
being around people becomes too much? 
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Because a place is a story involving 
“interactions, characters, conflicts, and the 
rise and flow of humanity” (Donovan, 2016, 
p.23), its significance cannot exist without a 
connection to personal interactions with 
others. In other words, each student must 
understand how their interactions with 
others affect them to understand why a place 
is meaningful.  
 Regarding cognitive and 
psychological development, asking students 
to determine a meaningful place also 
requires them to understand part of their 
individual identities. Someone who is a 
social butterfly is more likely to choose a 
place of significance that focuses on 
something with their peer groups, such as a 
place where a party happens or where their 
friends regularly meet up, while someone 
more introverted may choose a place where 
they are typically alone. These examples are 
broad aspects of identity, but PBW would 
encourage students to dig deeper into 
themselves to determine what is truly 
important to them based on who they are 
and what they prioritize in life. Having 
students write about a place of significance 
may build into their strong sense of 
egocentrism as well, but this could be 
mitigated by sharing these locations and 
writings, ultimately promoting the idea that 
everyone has unique experiences, 
perspectives, and thoughts. 
 
Allow Choice and Agency in the Writing 
Prompt and Process 
 
Young adolescents' cognitive and 
psychological development leads to an ever-
growing need for autonomy and 
individuality in their lives. When students 
are given a very structured assignment, these 
needs are ignored, and students are less 
engaged and produce less authentic work. 
Much of Montgomery and Montgomery’s 
(2021) work focuses on PBW in relation to 

creating authentic work, defining authentic 
work as work created through “choosing 
topics, purposes, audiences, and forms that 
are relevant and meaningful” to the writer 
(p. 5), but they also determine that the very 
nature of a classroom setting will always 
prevent work from being truly 100% 
authentic. However, agency through choices 
about the writing and presentation of a 
project can help approach authentic work 
through the autonomy and individuality 
personal agency allows students to express 
(p. 6). Though you, as a teacher, require 
students to create work for your class, you 
can give them the choice of how to format 
their writing and, of course, the choice of 
which place of significance to write about. 
This aspect of PBW still allows for some 
structure in the format of a project, but it 
requires the students to think about what 
format would best relay the story they’re 
creating about their significant place. This 
extra freedom for students not only 
addresses the need for autonomy and 
individuality but also requires students to 
think critically about how they present their 
work. 
 
Connect the Writer with Their 
Environment and/or Community 
 
A big part of PBW is the matter of getting 
students out of the classroom, into their 
community or environment and writing to an 
audience beyond the teacher and their 
immediate peers. In this, there’s a lot of 
potential to have students make connections 
with local community members, such as 
various government agencies, neighborhood 
people, or anyone else who could be helpful 
in their writing. Perhaps they need to 
interview people to establish a history of 
their chosen place. Maybe they need to talk 
with a specialist, such as a scientist or an 
engineer, in order to better understand the 
mechanical aspects of their chosen place, 



(2025). NCMLE Journal, 36(1) 

 

33 

like a swamp, a specific building, or a 
garden. This is an area in which teachers can 
help promote necessary aspects of physical 
development. As I mentioned before, 
physical development is about educating the 
students, preventing negative talk about 
themselves and others, and having them 
move around regularly. For students to 
accomplish a connection with their 
environment or with their community, they 
must move around town and interact with 
people who are different from themselves; in 
doing so, they will witness people of all 
types, which could act as a positive 
representation.  

A PBW assignment that invites 
students to explore their community will 
find affirmation of many types of positive 
representation, such as in race, ethnicity, 
gender, physical body shape, etc., as they are 
given the opportunity to explore differences 
and commonalities between themselves and 
the community members in ways typical 
classroom education may not allow for. 
Through community interactions, students 
will be able to identify with people they 
meet while also exploring different 
perspectives, addressing the social-
emotional needs of developing a sense of 
belonging and learning to empathize with 
others. 
 
Implementation of Place-Based Writing 
 
As stated at the beginning, there are many 
interpretations of PBW, which means there 
are many ways to apply it to the classroom. 
As discussed previously, Amanda 
Montgomery’s application was a journey 
through history to better understand the local 
community, but there are many other 
examples. Others have taken the approach of 
connecting with nature and the environment 
by having students compare aspects of their 
personal identity with objects and 
phenomena in the natural landscape 

(Lundahl et al., 2024) or by asking students 
to inquire about how a geographical location 
connects to nature and culture through 
human needs, including creativity, survival, 
and spirituality (Hudson & Hudson, 2024). 
An example from Goss (2024) is the less 
physical approach to the concept of place, 
asking students to explore parts of their past, 
focusing on a single topic, such as food, 
music, or nature, which she found to inspire 
art and writing relating not just to their 
experiences within these topics but also to 
who they are as people. The Montgomerys 
(2021) discuss an example from Rob’s 
childhood in which a teacher led the class 
around the school in silence as they recorded 
what they noticed, which they then used as 
inspiration for creative writing. I was 
involved in a similar use of PBW, in which 
we took a field trip to a nearby river and 
wrote creative pieces based on our 
observations and sensory experiences.  

Ultimately, the ways to apply PBW 
are virtually endless. Application of PBW 
can range from a field trip to a park or 
downtown to exploring virtual tours on a 
website to a walk around the school to even 
just recalling important memories—it’s 
incredibly flexible, depending mostly on the 
classroom environment, school limitations, 
needs of the students, and desired outcomes 
of the lesson. It can be used simply for 
creative inspiration or for learning bigger 
material. Regardless of how it's 
implemented, the practice will connect 
students to their community and/or 
environment, allow for personal agency over 
their writing, and ask them to think about 
themselves while still having positive 
developmental benefits across the range of 
young adolescent needs through interaction 
with community members, physical activity, 
critical thinking, self-reflection, and 
exposure to other people’s experiences. 
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ORIGINAL PAPER 
 

Challenging Mathematical Tasks for Literacy Intervention = 
Equity  
 

Author: Wendy Lewis1 

Abstract: This article tells the story of a problem solving journey of equity. The story is based 
upon a pilot study at a K-8 independent school, located in a large urban setting in the southern 
part of the United States. The school’s literacy specialist, who was also the camp’s teacher, was 
invited to implement a series of challenging mathematical tasks as part of the rising third-grade 
students’ camp schedule. The tasks originated from the NRICH website, and were based upon 
topics of addition, subtraction, logic, and problem solving. Throughout the pilot study, students 
developed their ability to productively struggle through mathematically challenging tasks. These 
students who were seen as at-risk with literacy, benefitted from the literacy and oracy skills 
embedded in the tasks, but also from the experience of solving mathematically challenging tasks 
within a sociocultural context with systematic support. The students within the study emerged as 
not only more confident mathematicians who could stick with difficult problems, but also as 
more excited readers. Elementary and middle level teachers, researchers, and mathematics 
educators should continue implementing a series of challenging math tasks and organic 
intervention experiences, so this is precisely what happens in our classrooms. 

Keywords: mathematically challenging tasks, perseverance, literacy intervention, stamina 

 
Children deserve spaces that emphasize 
making sense of math and reasoning, which 
are related to their culture and everyday 
world. They also deserve ways to access 
mathematics even if they can’t read all the 
words in a task (NCTM, 2000; 2014). With 
the overall goal of providing mathematical 
challenges to students in a summer literacy 
intervention camp, I conducted a pilot study 
at a K-8 independent school located in a 
large urban setting in the southern part of the 
United States. I invited the school’s literacy 
specialist, who also served as the camp’s 
teacher, to implement a series of challenging 
mathematical tasks as part of the rising 
third-grade students’ camp schedule. Based 
on end-of-year academic testing, these eight 
students were identified by the school as at 

 
Wendy Lewis: lewiswm@appstate.edu 
1 Reich College of Education, Appalachian State University, Boone, NC, USA 

least one grade level behind in reading 
and/or writing and, therefore, eligible for the 
three-week intervention. According to the 
literacy specialist, the students lacked 
enthusiasm for school and confidence in 
their ability to be successful. Like many 
schools in the United States, this one 
experienced a shutdown during the COVID-
19 pandemic and chose to focus its summer 
learning efforts on literacy and mathematics. 
Throughout the pilot study, students 
developed their problem-solving ability and 
perseverance through mathematically 
challenging tasks. These students who were 
seen as at-risk with literacy benefitted from 
the mathematically challenging tasks and 
grew in their enthusiasm, ability, and 
stamina.   
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The stakeholders and design of the 
study were carefully crafted. Though 
initially reluctant to include the 
mathematical tasks in the program, Ms. 
Johnson (pseudonym) agreed to give it a go 
to support the students’ math learning with 
challenging tasks. She agreed that students 
would benefit from a collaborative process 
and believed that the reading interventions 
used within the tasks would support literacy 
intervention as a whole. As former 
classroom teachers and math coaches, we 
provided ongoing support and coaching to 
the teacher throughout the summer camp by 
meeting with her before and after the tasks 
were implemented to discuss reading and 
math strategies, as well as what worked and 
what didn’t.  

The group of students comprised 
eight rising third graders, five females, and 
three males. Three students in the group 
were economically disadvantaged, two 
students identified as African American, and 
one student identified as Hispanic, according 
to the school’s admission data. I was 
interested to see how students identified as 
struggling readers would find success with 
mathematically challenging tasks instead of 
low-level tasks, which are often given to 
students who have reading difficulties and 
those who are economically disadvantaged 
or from marginalized groups (Krings, 2024; 
Moll, 1990; Smith & Stein, 2018). I also 
wondered how the literacy specialist would 
engage with the mathematical tasks as part 
of her overall instruction during the camp. 
The literacy specialist, serving as the camp’s 
teacher, Ms. Johnson (pseudonym), soon 
discovered that, like her students, she too 
would grow in her mathematical ability that 
summer, and her attitude toward 
mathematics would change dramatically: 

 
In the last three weeks, I've 
rediscovered a joy for teaching math. 
I kind of shied away from it for a long 

time because I was just more 
comfortable with literacy. But I have 
definitely seen in the last few weeks 
the benefits of teaching math, 
problem-solving, and critical 
thinking, as well as the concept of 
having more than one solution or 
having to work on something more 
than one day. 

 
Oftentimes, students, regardless of their 
reading or math ability, believe that math 
problems should be solved “in a snap” 
(Schoenfield, 2013, Stage & Kloosterman, 
1992). Most students do not develop 
strategic thinking or problem-solving skills 
because math instruction focuses more on 
mastery of facts and procedures than 
understanding. We told the students that 
good math problems might take longer to 
solve and that some mathematicians spend 
their whole lives solving one problem! 
Would this phenomenon of wanting to solve 
problems quickly be more likely with 
students behind their peers in reading and 
writing? Would engaging in these tasks take 
precious time away from the urgent literacy 
work the students needed before the new 
school year, or might engaging with these 
mathematically challenging problems 
support their literacy goals? Ms. Johnson 
realized during the study that building grit 
and stamina through mathematical 
challenges could also improve students’ 
efforts toward literacy: 
 

Even in just three weeks with these 
students, I was able to see 
improvements in their stamina and 
willingness to stick with a problem 
or go back to a problem. When we 
think about the whole child just in 
the academic realm, we can't lean on 
one content area over another. Math 
is included in that, and not just 
included. It’s imperative. 
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During camp, Ms. Johnson launched two 
tasks each week (we share three tasks in this 
article), providing support and scaffolding 
through essential questions and other 
strategies, including reading strategies, to 
help them grow their understanding. The 
students grappled with the problems, but the 
teacher encouraged them to stay with it until 
they came to a solution or got closer to 
solving it. This productive struggle was 
intentional and something all students 
should experience regularly in mathematics. 
Productive struggle is necessary to deepen 
students' conceptual mathematical 
knowledge and to increase stamina for 
solving problems over time (Huinker & Bill, 
2017; NCTM, 2014; Terada, 2022). As Ms. 
Johnson shared, “In math and in everything, 
I don't think you grow without a struggle.” 
 
Selection of Tasks 
 
For the tasks, we selected a series of 
problems from a University of Cambridge 
website called NRICH (nrich.maths.org). 
These problems are designed to nurture 
students’ potential and provide the 
opportunity for engagement with 
mathematically challenging tasks. The 
complex tasks require students to utilize 
prior knowledge, develop and strengthen 
conceptual mathematical understanding, and 
embody perseverance through problem-
solving (Manuel & Frieman, 2017; Smith & 
Stein, 2018). The NRICH problems are free 
and include resources “designed to nurture 
curious, resourceful, and confident learners 
of school mathematics” (NRICH, n.d.). The 
beliefs of the NRICH team mirrored our 
own and served as a focal point in 
supporting the teacher and the students in 
this study:  

● All students have the right to 
shine, and all have the right to 
struggle.  

● Working mathematically requires 

more than just conceptual 
understanding and procedural 
fluency; it also requires the 
ability to reason, to think 
strategically, and to have a 
productive disposition. 

Below, I share three of the tasks from 
the study; one was designed for 5-7-year-
olds, and two were for 7-11-year-olds, and 
all were considered “favorites” on the site. 
The NRICH website also has tasks for 11-
14-year-olds, which can be differentiated 
according to topic, interest, or any other 
category in your math classroom (NRICH, 
n.d.). Also, the tasks had a range of math 
topics, reading levels, and opportunities for 
students to collaborate, all of which would 
support their literacy needs and the 
opportunity to experience challenging 
mathematics and productive struggle.  
 
Why Use Mathematically Challenging 
Tasks  
 
A mathematically challenging task must 
allow students to engage actively in 
reasoning, sense-making, and problem-
solving to develop a deep understanding of 
mathematics (NCTM, 2014). Student 
learning is greatest in classrooms where 
tasks consistently encourage high-level 
student thinking and reasoning and least in 
classrooms where the tasks are routinely 
procedural in nature (Boaler & Staples, 
2008; Hiebert & Wearne, 1993; Stein & 
Lane, 1996). When students engage in 
mathematical reasoning, especially in their 
adolescent years, they activate their abstract 
thinking and heightened reasoning skills. 

Again, this practice is for all 
students, regardless of their literacy needs or 
abilities. Not all tasks provide the same 
opportunities for student thinking and 
learning (Cai, 2003; Stein et al., 2009). 
Research also suggests that challenging 
math tasks are the most difficult to 
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implement; these tasks are often transformed 
into less demanding tasks during instruction 
(Stein et al., 1996; Stigler & Hiebert, 2004; 
Smith & Stein, 2018). In the work with Ms. 
Johnson, I aimed to guide her through 
facilitating these tasks so the demands were 
not lowered (Smith & Stein, 2018). 
 
Connecting Literacy Intervention to 
Mathematically Challenging Tasks  
 
As previously noted, we were interested to 
see how students who were in need of 
traditional reading intervention would find 
success with a series of mathematically 
challenging math tasks. Social interaction 
(Cherry, 2023) and access to resources, 
including a rigorous curriculum, are 
essential elements for equity and learning 
among students (Gutierrez. 2009). We 
ensured the study was designed so students 
had guidance from the teacher acting as 
facilitator, social interaction with their peers 
in partners and groups, and tasks that 
positioned them in their zone of proximal 
development (Cherry, 2023).  

Further, studies on reading 
intervention suggest that using 
manipulatives and multiple representations 
embedded within mathematics instruction 
helps students make connections to the real 
world and form relationships between math 
and language (Bawa & Imam, 2020; Krings, 
2024;  Lesh et al., 2003; Stein & Bovalino, 
2021). To fulfill the study's goals and the 
goals of the literacy intervention camp more 
broadly, we intentionally selected the tasks 
based on the need to connect language to the 
mathematically challenging tasks. 

 
Exploring The Tasks 

 
Tall Tower 
 
On the first day of camp, Ms. Johnson 
presented the Tall Tower (NRICH, n.d.-c) 

problem, which focused on addition and 
subtraction skills for 7-11-year-olds. The 
visual representation of real-life ladders and 
rooms and the need to escape (see Figure 1) 
immediately captured the students' interest 
and positioned them in an imaginative story. 
These were the instructions: 
 

You have been imprisoned at the top 
of the Tall Tower by the Wicked 
Magician. You can get out by 
climbing down the ladders. As you 
come down, you collect useful 
spells. You can go down the ladders 
and through the doorways into an 
adjoining room, but you cannot go 
into the same room twice or climb up 
the ladders. The room numbers show 
how many spells there are in each 
one. Which route would allow you to 
collect the most spells? The least 
number of spells? Exactly 35 spells? 
(NRICH, n.d.-c, problem tab) 

 
Figure 1 Tall Tower Task 
 

 
 
Ms. Johnson read the problem aloud twice 
while showing the Tall Tower (Figure 1) 
picture on the screen. To ensure the problem 
was accessible to all readers, we created a 
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separate sheet (see Figure 2), which 
provided systematic scaffolding by breaking 
the paragraph of text into smaller chunks. 
We also added pictures to support the 
students, especially the multilingual 
learners, and their ability to visualize the 
problem and connect the text with the image 
(Kurz et al., 2017); see Figure 2.  Each 
student had their own copy of the Tall Tower 
problem, the adapted problem, and a 
separate copy of three towers (See Figure 3). 
 
Figure 2 Tall Tower Task Simplified        
 

 
 
After Ms. Johnson launched the task with 
the students, she provided feedback and 
explicit guidance. Providing scaffolding and 
miscue correction for the students was 
pivotal to reinforcing appropriate word 
reading strategies and supported the 
students' comprehension and connections to 
the word problem (Endo, 2024).  

She told the class they had two 
minutes to work independently but could 
then work with a partner. Throughout the 
task exploration, Ms. Johnson selected 

various students to show and explain their 
thinking; she encouraged them to share why 
they approached a strategy a certain way. 
One of the students (Student A) began by 
trying to solve the problem of getting the 
“most” spells. She focused on the larger 
numbers on the right side of the tower by 
adding the numbers together in separate 
sums: 1+2 =3; 3+4 =7; 7+6 = 13; 13+8=21; 
21+10 =__, as shown in Figure 3, and then 
drawing the route on the tower.  

 
Figure 3 Student A’s Tall Tower Work 
 

 
 
Ms. Johnson strategically selected a student 
who was using visualization as a strategy to 
solve the problem (Kurz et al., 2017; 
Gallagher et al., 2021). Student D saw each 
tower level as a floor and simply added the 
numbers across and wrote the sum to the 
right of the tower (see Figure 4). He then 
showed smaller sums to arrive at a total (he 
was working to find the most spells) but 
appeared to have added the numbers (on 
each “floor”) mentally without notating 
them: 3+7 = 10; 11+ 15=26; +9 +10 = 45. 
Though the most spells that can be collected 
for this problem is 53, this was the highest 
sum the group found on the first day.  
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Figure 4 Student D’s Tall Tower Work 
 

 
 
Ms. Johnson provided counters (a 
suggestion from the task) in case students 
wanted to keep track of the spells that way. 
Some of the questions she asked were, 
“Which might be the best number to leave 
out?” and “Might it help to record your 
routes so you don’t repeat yourself?” She 
also shared the student strategies provided in 
the teacher resources, which included, “I 
thought that if I want to get the highest 
number of spells, I need to visit as many 
rooms as possible.” The students continued 
working on this problem throughout the 
week, and several asked if they could take 
the Tall Tower sheets home to continue 
working on them after camp! Students 
expressed excitement about collecting spells 
and using addition strategies to solve the 
problem.  

Ms. Johnson wanted to know if she 
could leave the Tall Tower problem in a 
center for students to return to during the 
week. We agreed that this was the right way 
to continue the students’ engagement and 
work on the solution.  

 

Arranging Cubes 
 
The Arranging Cubes (NRICH, n.d.-a) task 
(recommended for 7 to 11-year-olds) 
required students to arrange eight cubes of 
four different colors based on eight different 
clue cards, as shown in Figure 5.  
 
Figure 5 Arranging Cubes Task 
 

 
 
We selected this task because it was less 
text-reliant, had a geometry focus, and used 
manipulatives. Manipulating objects like 
blocks, chips, or cards creates a hands-on 
path for understanding math, science, 
language arts, or other content concepts. 
Manipulating selected objects can make 
complex concepts more concrete, which is 
one effective way to scaffold comprehension 
of grade-level concepts. Furthermore, this 
task required students to partner read the 
text. According to Endo (2024), when 
students read a section of text with a partner, 
this allows for sufficient cognitive breaks 
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needed for perseverance and increases their 
reading stamina (Endo, 2024).  

The teacher placed students in small 
groups, read the task directions, and asked, 
“Does anyone have an idea of how they will 
get started with this task?” Without 
responding, the students quickly pulled the 
clue cards from an envelope and eagerly 
began to work together to solve the puzzle, 
and the partner read the clues.  

Student E: “Look, guys, we should 
move both blues here and read this 
card: there are the same number of 
blue cubes as green cubes. This card 
is the key to figuring this out!”  
Student F: "Oh, that means they have 
to have two or three each because we 
have to have red and yellow too.”  
Student E: “Let’s look at your picture 
again and figure this out!” 

 
Figure 6 Students E and F Cubes Work                              
 

 
 
Ms. Johnson approached the students, eager 
to see why they were so excited. “What are 
you all discussing? The students said, “It’s 
so tricky when you read the clues, but we 
are each reading one card at a time and 
trying to figure it out.” When students 
engage in reasoning, argue their opinions, 
and discuss their mathematical thinking with 
other students, they actively use their 

mathematical language and funds of 
knowledge to enter the floor of the task 
(González et al., 2005; Gutierrez et al., 
2012). The students continued using the 
unifix cubes to draw the design. See Figure 
6 for the arrangement Students E & F 
created (which is almost, but not quite, 
correct). The students declared they knew 
there had to be four reds because the clue 
card said half the cubes are red. They also 
determined there were two yellows because 
a clue said a quarter of the cubes were 
yellow. They told Ms. Johnson, “We used 
our reasoning to figure out there were two 
empty cubes left, and they had to be green 
and blue.” 
 
Domino Square  
 
In the final week of camp, the students 
explored this task (designed for 7-11-year-
olds), Domino Square (NRICH, n.d.-b) 
depicted in Figure 7, which challenged them 
to take a set of ten dominoes and use them to 
build a square where each side has a sum of 
eight dots. (We provided cardstock 
dominoes, which were included in the task 
materials, but you can use real ones.) As she 
launched the task by reading it aloud, Ms. 
Johnson wanted to be sure students thought 
carefully about decomposing the number 
eight and considered the sum combinations. 
She was purposeful in making real-life 
connections between the task and the game 
of dominoes. To solve the task, students had 
to use three dominoes on each side of the 
square and arrange the dominoes as shown 
in Figure 8.  
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Figure 7 Domino Square Task  
 

 
 
Figure 8 Domino Square Grid 
 

 
 
Ms. Johnson told the students, “While 
working, I want you to think about 
strategies. You’re going to get a whole set of 
ten dominoes. You’ll have to figure out how 
you will arrange them.” To facilitate the 
task, we created a grid template that used 
blank spaces for the dominoes to match the 
size of the cardstock ones (see Figure 8). 
Student A grabbed some domino cards with 
ones and twos. While watching Student A, 
Student B was frustrated and unsure of what 
to do next. After two attempts at the task, he 
declared (and wrote!), “It can be hard, but 
you can still try.” The students engaged in 
discussions throughout the task, sharing 
their mathematical thinking while 
rearranging the dominoes. We also provided 
a “Show Your Solution” sheet for students to 
record their domino dots and where they 
could share how they solved the task. (See 

Figure 9). Some students preferred to use 
this format instead of rearranging the 
domino cards.  

As shown in Figure 9, Student B 
began recording the “dots” for each domino, 
working side-by-side with Student A. Using 
mental math, Student B asked, “That’s more 
than eight; what should we do?” The 
students decided that if a domino was too 
large, they had to have a domino with a zero 
or a one to make the task work. So, together, 
the pair moved the double three domino to 
the side for a few minutes while continuing 
to draw, erase, and redraw their dots. 

 
Figure 9 Student B’s Domino Square Work 
 

 
 
As Ms. Johnson engaged with the students, 
she noticed the student pairs collaborated 
differently to solve the task. For example, 
Student G decided it would be best to put a 
domino with a zero in each corner of the 
design (See Figure 10). Then, Student G 
placed the dominoes without zeros in 
between the dominoes with at least one zero. 
To check his thinking, he added the dots on 
each side of the square to double-check his 
sums. He worked diligently with the 
dominoes, turning them in different 
directions until he got a sum of eight on 
each side. He concluded that the sides with 
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double zeroes needed the dominoes with 
higher numbers.  
 
Figure 10 Student G’s Domino Square Work 
 

 
 
Finally, Student E (see Figure 11) used a 
strategy similar to Student G. She realized 
she needed to place the dominoes with a 
zero in each square corner. Then,  
she decided she needed dominoes with 
higher numbers to complete the square. She 
reasoned abstractly by using equations and 
checking the sum of other non-zero 
dominoes. She said, “I know 2 + 3 is 5. I 
know 3+ 3 is 6. So, I think I need a domino 
with a 1, 2, or 3. I can pair 5, 2, and 1 or 4, 
2, and 2. I’m going to study the double ones 
and keep arranging my dominoes. Then, I 
will be able to solve the task.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 11 Student E’s Domino Square Work 
 

 
 
Addressing Equity and Access  
 
To sustain a culture of equity and access in 
the teaching and learning of mathematics, it 
is critical that “all students routinely have 
opportunities to experience high-quality 
mathematics instruction, learn challenging 
mathematics content, and receive the 
support necessary to be successful” (NCTM, 
2014, p. 60.). In our research, I noticed that 
although the students had been identified for 
literacy intervention, they also grew in their 
enthusiasm and ability to solve difficult 
problems through the NRICH (n.d-a, n.d.-b, 
n.d.-c) tasks, as evidenced in the focus group 
statements: 

Student A: “The Tall Tower task 
reminded me of a maze. It was fun, 
and it helped me understand how to 
solve it because I like mazes.”  
Student B: “I like using number 
lines, and counting groups helped me 
solve math problems with adding 
and subtracting.” 
Student G: “I learned not to give up. 
The problems were challenging and 
fun. I went home and asked my mom 
to buy stuff to play with me.” 
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Student F: “I felt excited about math. 
I created some of my own 
problems.” (see Figure 12) 
 

Figure 12 Student F created math task 
 

 
 
Their teacher, Ms. Johnson, engaged the 
students in mathematical reasoning, which 
built upon their conceptual mathematical 
knowledge and their funds of knowledge to 
help them enter the “floor of the 
mathematical tasks” (Celedón-Patichis et al., 
2017; Moll, 1990). Providing students 
access to rich tasks with multiple entry 
points is key to creating an equitable 
mathematics experience for all students 
(NCTM, 2000, 2014).   

Inequitable structures hold students 
back from achieving their full potential. The 
deficit mindset that an at-risk student may 
not be capable of mathematics has emanated 
from society and is not research-based 
(Adams, 2018; Moll, 1990). Children who 
struggle in reading and need strong support 
are often labeled and tracked into programs 
focusing on low-demanding procedure-
driven mathematics without being given 
opportunities to connect to high-level tasks 
(Huinker & Bill, 2017). Teachers may 
sometimes limit opportunities and access to 
challenging math tasks for students below 
grade level in reading because they feel the 
text is too complex (Smith & Stein, 2018). 
Or, they resort to a banking concept where 
students simply memorize and receive 
information (Freire, 1970, 2000). Creating 
an equitable, culturally responsive 

environment requires teachers to shift their 
thinking and adopt changes in pedagogical 
practices (Gay, 2002, 2018).  

In this study, the floor was lowered 
so the students could access the tasks 
through play, fostering a sense of 
community and prior knowledge (Celedón-
Patichis et al., 2017), and their literacy needs 
were addressed through appropriate 
adaptations and scaffolding (Gallagher et al., 
2012; Kurz et al., 2017). Learning 
mathematics should include building upon 
children’s prior knowledge and their funds 
of knowledge to deepen their learning 
(Huinker & Bill, 2017). A high-quality 
mathematics program has a “coherent 
sequencing of core mathematical ideas.”  

We adapted and redesigned the tasks 
as needed to create a more equitable 
classroom environment. The Tall Tower task 
required more reading than the other 
problems, so we scaffolded the reading and 
added pictures so students could make 
connections. Ms. Johnson lowered the floor 
by accessing students' prior cultural 
experiences with playing chutes and ladders 
and solving mystery clues. I also provided 
multiple copies and sizes of the Tall Tower 
problem (Figures 1 and 3), made the 
problem less text-heavy with a modified 
problem sheet with pictures (Figure 2), and 
encouraged students to collaborate. 

I chose the Arranging Cubes Task to 
build upon students' interests and funds of 
knowledge, play, and collaboration 
(Celedón-Patichis et al., 2017). Some 
students were immediately engaged in the 
task since it was based on using blocks or 
cubes to build and play. Working in small 
groups also helped build community and 
supported reading intervention, as the 
students had to work together to read the 
clue cards. Some clue cards were images 
only so all students could enter the task. 
This task gave students many options for 
using manipulatives and drawing 
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representations to make sense of reading the 
clues.  

In the Domino Square task, students 
solved a task based on play and simple sum 
combinations. Anticipating the solutions and 
sum combinations and creating a grid to 
help students set up the dominoes was the 
just right scaffolding for this task. Ms. 
Johnson paused several times during this 
task to encourage students to stick with it— 
to make sense and persevere in 
understanding what the problem was asking 
(CCSSM; CCSSI 2010). Since this task was 
mostly visual, she asked students more open 
questions and encouraged them to write 
equations and ideas down to help them 
understand the task without giving away the 
solution (Delpit, 2003; Smith & Stein, 
2018).  

 
Conclusion 

 
All students deserve access to challenging 
mathematics in spaces where sense-making 
and reasoning are the norm. They deserve to 
be taught by high-quality teachers who see 
them as capable mathematicians and who 
recognize their cultures and languages as 
strengths and opportunities, even if they are 
not yet able to read all the words in a task 
(NCTM, 2000, 2014). Throughout this 
study, students developed their problem-
solving ability and perseverance through 
mathematically challenging tasks. Students 
who were identified for literacy intervention 
benefitted from the experience of solving 
mathematically challenging tasks within a 
sociocultural context with systematic 
support. The students began to see 
themselves as successful and capable 
because they could stick with difficult 
problems. Ms. Johnson shared these 
thoughts in her final interview about how 
this work impacted her students: 

Getting kids and teachers pushed 
outside their math comfort zone a 

little bit is healthy. Having this open-
ended, really challenging work to do 
taught these kids a lot about 
themselves and a lot about grit, 
stamina, and problem-solving. I 
think the built-in literacy support 
helped them, too. But it was built 
through teaching math and doing 
math in a different way. 

I hope this different way of teaching and 
learning mathematics will become regular 
and routine for this teacher and her students, 
and for students everywhere, because all 
students have the right to shine, and all have 
the right to struggle. It is up to each of us, as 
teachers, researchers, and mathematics 
educators, to ensure this is precisely what 
happens in our classrooms.  
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ORIGINAL PAPER 
 
Assembling Curriculum: A Framework 
 

Author: Hilary R. Tanck1 

Abstract: Middle school teachers today have access to an overwhelming array of curriculum 
resources, from traditional textbooks to digital tools. Teachers must navigate this inundation to 
select, adapt, and enhance curriculum materials to meet the unique needs of their middle school 
students. Through my work with four middle school teachers, I developed the Curriculum 
Assemblage Framework—a practical tool helping teachers thoughtfully select and combine 
resources to meet their students' needs. By sharing these teachers' experiences and the 
framework, the article aims to help teachers reflect on their current approaches to curriculum 
planning and to continue building their curriculum repertoire.  

Keywords: middle grades, curriculum assembly, student engagement 

 

Introduction 
 
Middle school teachers face a daily 
challenge—selecting and adapting 
curriculum materials from an ever-
expanding collection of resources. Gone are 
the days when teachers relied solely on 
textbooks and worksheets. Today's educators 
must embrace curriculum as a dynamic, 
adaptable process rather than a fixed 
structure (Fleener, 2002) as they navigate 
through digital platforms, social media 
resources, and online learning tools while 
staying focused on what matters most—
supporting young adolescents' development 
and learning. Curriculum materials influence 
teacher practices (Moore et al., 2023) and 
have necessitated changes in how educators 
engage with the curriculum (Pepin et al., 
2017). 

The key challenge lies in 
thoughtfully evaluating and selecting 
materials (Webel et al., 2015) while keeping 
young adolescents' developmental needs at 
the forefront. The best middle school 

 
1 Stout School of Education, High Point University, High Point, NC, USA 

curriculum strikes a balance of challenging 
and engaging students while creating space 
for exploration, diverse perspectives, and 
democratic learning (Bishop & Harrison, 
2021). Furthermore, Brown and Knowles 
(2014) highlight how a balanced curriculum 
design creates equitable opportunities for all 
students to connect with content in 
meaningful ways.  

A balanced approach incorporates 
interactive elements that support 
differentiated learning, enabling students to 
engage with content through multiple 
pathways and share their understanding in 
various ways (Brown & Knowles, 2014). 
Teachers support diverse learners by 
providing varied opportunities for 
interacting with content (e.g., reading, 
multimedia, hands-on exploration), practice 
(e.g., independent work, group projects, 
discussions), and assessment (e.g., written, 
oral, creative projects). Additionally, 
differentiated pacing and complexity levels 
ensure all students can access the content 
while being appropriately challenged in their 
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learning journey. This balanced approach 
allows all students to connect with content 
meaningfully while developing new skills 
and strategies. Teachers shape their 
curriculum by reorganizing lessons, creating 
space for student thinking, and building 
authentic connections addressing student 
needs (Drake et al., 2015).  

This article presents a reflective 
framework developed through studying four 
middle school teachers' curriculum work. 
The Curriculum Assemblage Framework 
(CAF) offers a structured approach to help 
teachers thoughtfully select and combine 
resources while maintaining focus on 
student engagement and democratic 
learning. Through real examples from these 
teachers' classrooms, we'll explore how 
educators can effectively leverage modern 
curriculum resources while staying true to 
essential middle-level education principles. 

 
Background of the Study 

 
Middle school represents a transitional 
period as students move from childhood 
toward adolescence, requiring a unique 
approach to teaching. This study was 
specifically designed to capture curriculum 
work at the middle school level. One 
participant described middle school students 
as a fun group to work with, noting their 
growing awareness while acknowledging 
their still-developing maturity.  Furthermore, 
middle school students need opportunities to 
practice decision-making skills and take 
ownership of their learning (Bishop & 
Harrison, 2021).  

To understand teaching during this 
distinct phase, the study followed four 
teachers, Abby, Andera, Cathy, and 
Savannah (pseudonyms), across grades 6-8, 
examining how they crafted and modified 
curriculum using digital tools and online 
resources. The research captured their work 

through lesson plan walkthroughs 
(participants explained their process as they 
planned lessons), schematic drawings 
(participants created diagrams of their 
curriculum work), and curriculum resources 
(e.g., teacher-created worksheets and guided 
notes, quizzes, district pacing guides). 
Teachers who demonstrated the use of 
different curriculum materials were selected 
to ensure that each grade level 6-8 was 
represented.  

 
The Curriculum Assemblage Framework 

 
Based on the findings from the study, I 
developed the Curriculum Assemblage 
Framework (CAF) to capture the curricular 
work of Abby, Andera, Cathy, and Savannah 
(see Figure 1). The CAF centered on four 
interconnected quadrants: Curriculum 
Materials, Organization Method, Student 
Engagement, and Future Ideas. The 
Curriculum Materials Quadrant 
encompassed both digital tools and 
traditional print materials teachers drew 
upon daily. The Organization Method 
Quadrant focused on systematic approaches 
to file structure, cloud storage, and planning 
systems that made resources readily 
accessible. The Student Engagement 
Quadrant emphasized interactive elements, 
varied assessment methods, and 
opportunities for student choice. Finally, the 
Future Ideas Quadrant looked toward future 
growth through new tools, areas for 
improvement, and specific goals for 
curriculum development. These quadrants 
worked together as a cohesive system, as 
teachers thoughtfully assembled and adapted 
their curriculum to meet student needs. As 
components shifted in one quadrant, it often 
forced changes in another, creating an 
iterative process of implementation, 
reflection, and adjustment.
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Figure 1 Depiction of Andrea’s curriculum work using CAF 

 
The four teachers in the study exhibited 
work in each of the four quadrants. Their 
ability to integrate these elements of 
curriculum planning provided opportunities 
for them to organize materials, enhance 
student engagement, and implement new 
curriculum materials. Each teacher in the 
study noted the importance of maintaining 
eye contact with the standards as they 
planned and innovated. Furthermore, they 
described how incorporating new curriculum 
materials and digital platforms instigated 
professional growth. The following section 
describes each quadrant and provides ideas 
for teachers to consider as they work in the 
designated quadrant.  
 
Curriculum Materials 
 
The teachers in the study demonstrated 
thoughtful approaches to selecting and 
adapting curriculum materials to create 
balanced learning experiences that challenge 
and engage their students. While drawing 
from diverse sources, including district 
resources, Teachers Pay Teachers, 

educational organization websites, social 
media, and grade-level colleagues, they 
carefully evaluated materials to ensure they 
created space for exploration, diverse 
perspectives, and democratic learning. 
Savannah, for example, exemplified this 
balanced approach through her responsive 
curriculum adaptations. She consistently 
modified content to match varying student 
mastery levels while providing multiple 
pathways for learning through both digital 
and physical modalities. This flexibility 
ensured students were appropriately 
challenged while having opportunities to 
explore content in ways best suited to their 
individual learning needs. Her varied 
assessment strategies gave students a voice 
in demonstrating their understanding, 
shifting away from a one-size-fits-all 
approach to student evaluation. 

Andrea intentionally structured her 
curriculum to create multiple entry points 
for engagement and exploration. She 
explained that students learn in diverse 
ways, so she strives to provide multiple 
learning opportunities using a variety of 
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formats, including digital, paper-based, and 
hands-on materials. This approach honored 
diverse perspectives and learning 
preferences while positioning students as 
active decision-makers in their learning 
process. 

Cathy's work showed how 
curriculum choices can make room for 
student voice and real connections. Instead 
of just using textbooks, she made stuff that 
fit her students' lives. She explained that it's 
hard to find resources that are a perfect 
match, so she pulls bits and pieces from 
different places and changes things up, 
adding her own problems and local stuff. 
She's found that when she brings things 
closer to home, like using examples from 
their school or teachers, the students get way 
more into it. By using local examples and 
student experiences, Cathy helped all her 
students really get into the material and 
showed them that their ideas matter. 

Together, these teachers 
demonstrated how thoughtful curriculum 
selection and adaptation can create learning 
environments balancing challenge with 
engagement while making space for 
exploration and diverse perspectives. Their 
approaches ensured materials met not only 
academic standards but also validated 
different ways of learning, provided multiple 
pathways for engagement, and supported 
democratic learning through student choice 
and voice. 

 
Organization Method 
 
Cloud platforms like Google Drive were 
instrumental in the teachers’ assemblage of 
curriculum, enabling them to quickly adapt 
materials to support student needs and 
collaborate with colleagues. They used 
cloud platforms not just as a storage space 
but also as a dynamic platform for 
curriculum assembly and organization. For 
example, Andrea described using Google 
Drive for its functionality to create links, use 
templates, and copy and paste components 
from one place to the next efficiently (see 
Figure 2). She organized her drive by topic 
and unit, with each component linked back 
to her curriculum matrix. Moreover, she 
used templates to create new materials more 
efficiently. This organization allowed her to 
locate and modify materials to provide 
appropriate challenges while maintaining 
multiple entry points for student engagement 
with ease. Her template system enabled the 
rapid creation of differentiated materials that 
supported various learning preferences and 
exploration styles. Abby transitioned from 
static PDFs to Google Spreadsheets because 
it allowed her to "organize curriculum by 
units and topics, add links, rearrange 
lessons, and change the time frame for 
topics." Instead of using matrixes, Savannah 
leveraged Google Drive to organize her 
units and lessons in distinct folders.  
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Figure 2 Glimpse of Andrea’s curriculum matrix 

 
These cloud-based systems also fostered 
collaborative approaches to balanced 
curriculum design. For example, Cathy and 
her 6th-grade colleague used a shared matrix 
to develop weekly plans, dividing tasks 
between themselves to create diverse 
learning experiences. This collaboration 
enhanced their ability to create engaging 
materials that incorporated multiple 
perspectives and approaches to learning. By 
establishing these structured yet flexible 
systems on cloud platforms, teachers could 
quickly retrieve, adapt, and share curriculum 
materials supporting both academic 
challenges and student engagement. 
 
Student Engagement 
 
At the heart of the participants' work was 
student engagement. Each teacher in the 
study carefully crafted opportunities 
encouraging active participation while 
respecting different approaches to learning 
and expression. Andrea's implementation of 
Interactive Notebooks exemplified this 
balanced approach. By blending traditional 
paper-pencil materials with digital videos 
and hands-on activities, she created multiple 
pathways for engagement honoring different 
learning preferences (e.g., visual, tactile, 
auditory). These notebooks challenged 
students through rigorous content while 
supporting exploration through varied 

representations and activities. Additionally, 
Andrea transformed vocabulary instruction 
into a collaborative learning space using 
Padlet, where students could engage with 
content in ways that felt authentic to them. 
Students built knowledge together, whether 
linking web resources, crafting personal 
explanations, or building upon peers' ideas. 
This approach positioned students as active 
co-creators of class knowledge, encouraging 
them to both challenge themselves and 
contribute their unique perspectives to the 
collective learning experience. 

Cathy demonstrated how thoughtful 
structuring of classroom discourse could 
create space for diverse voices while 
maintaining academic rigor. She 
strategically balanced small group 
discussions, simultaneous response 
software, and whole group conversations to 
ensure all students had meaningful 
opportunities to engage with challenging 
content and share their thinking. This 
layered approach to discussion created 
multiple entry points for participation while 
encouraging students to explore and build 
upon each other's ideas.  

Savannah leveraged Google Slides to 
create digital collaborative opportunities that 
balanced individual accountability with 
group exploration. Her approach 
exemplified how technology can be used to 
create spaces where students engage deeply 
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with content while contributing their unique 
perspectives to class discussions. These 
digital platforms created opportunities for 
students to challenge themselves and their 
peers while maintaining a supportive 
environment for exploration and growth. 
The teachers' approaches aligned with 
Bishop & Harrison's (2021) vision for 
middle-grade classrooms that support active 
and democratic learning while maintaining 
appropriate academic challenges. Their 
careful attention to balancing engagement 
with rigor and individual expression with 
collaborative learning created opportunities 
where all early adolescent learners could 
meaningfully participate in and contribute to 
the learning process. 
 
Future Ideas 
 
These four middle school teachers 
continuously integrated new ideas and 
curriculum materials. This adoption of 
curriculum materials pushed the boundaries 
of their current practices and often 
encouraged professional growth. Their 
openness to new curriculum materials and 
teaching methods expanded possibilities for 
student exploration while deepening their 
own professional practice. For example, 
Abby adopted a self-paced software students 
used on the occasional remote school days. 
Through this adoption, she was able to see 
the wide range of skill levels her students 
demonstrated. This encounter with a new 
curriculum material instigated a shift in her 
lesson plan designs. She began 
implementing more opportunities for 
students to work at their own pace and level. 
The introduction of student-created concept 
maps transformed traditional unit planning 
into a democratic learning experience—
students actively tracked their progress and 

shaped their learning journey as a class. This 
shift created space for diverse learning paths 
while ensuring all students moved toward 
mastery of core concepts. 

These four educators developed 
responsive feedback loops—an iterative 
process where teachers try something new, 
see how students respond, and then adjust 
their teaching based on what they learned 
from their students. They would implement 
new curriculum material, a digital platform 
or tool, or district resources to obtain and 
adjust student feedback. When teachers 
implemented new tools or approaches, 
student responses provided valuable data 
informing future instructional decisions. 
This cyclical process of implementation, 
observation, and adaptation allowed teachers 
to refine their practice while remaining 
responsive to student needs. Such feedback 
loops demonstrated key dynamics in 
educational change, where each action 
influences future conditions and decisions 
(Howard & Thompson, 2016). Innovation is 
important not only to expand the curriculum 
toolbox but also to encourage professional 
growth (Moore et al., 2023). Furthermore, 
this feedback allowed the participants to 
identify gaps in their curriculum work and 
find alternative methods for ensuring all 
students were supported and had a voice.  

 
Try It Out 

 
Ready to reflect on your curriculum 
practices? Let's use the Curriculum 
Assemblage Framework (CAF) to examine 
your current approach and plan for growth 
(see Figure 3). This can be used as an 
individual exercise, or if you plan with a 
team, consider collaborating to complete the 
CAF. Here's how to get started: 
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Figure 3 CAF to guide your work 

 
Step 1: Initial Reflection 
 
Begin by examining your current practices 
in each quadrant of the framework. Jot down 
a quick bulleted list in each quadrant.  
 
Curriculum Materials 
Thoughtful resource selection creates 
opportunities for all students to see 
themselves in the curriculum and actively 
shape their learning experiences. 
 

● What are your go-to resources? 
● What gaps do you notice in 

representation within your current 
resources? 

● In what ways do students have 
agency in choosing how to 
demonstrate their understanding? 

● What opportunities do students have 
to take ownership of their own 
learning?  

 
Organization Method 
The strategic organization of curriculum 
materials not only saves time but also allows 

for quick adaptation to meet diverse student 
needs. Consider how your current system 
supports or hinders responsive teaching. 

● How do you currently store your 
materials? 

● How do you share materials and/or 
collaborate?  

● What works well? What feels 
chaotic? 
 

Student Engagement 
Effective student engagement strategies 
must intentionally create space for all 
voices. Consider which student voices can 
be heard in your current classroom.   

● How do you keep students actively 
involved? 

● What structures support students 
who are traditionally less likely to 
volunteer? 

● How do you incorporate student 
feedback about learning preferences 
and needs? 
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Future Ideas 
Innovation in curriculum design opens new 
possibilities for student voice and 
democratic learning while spurring 
professional growth. Reflect on 
opportunities to expand your practice in 
ways that center student agency. 

● What new approaches interest you? 
● Which areas need improvement? 
● How might you increase 

opportunities for student choice and 
voice? 
 

Step 2: Implementation Plan 
 
After your initial reflection, select one 
specific area for improvement. For your 
selected area, follow these steps: 

1. Set a clear, measurable goal for the 
next month. Start small - implement 
your change in one unit or lesson 
first. 

2. Schedule a weekly time to review 
and adjust your progress, 
documenting what works and what 
needs modification. 

3. Get feedback from students and 
colleagues. 
 

Remember: Change is most effective when 
it's manageable and purposeful. Focus on 
one area at a time and give yourself 
permission to experiment and adjust as 
needed. 
 
Step 3: Track Your Journey 
 
Use the CAF template regularly (monthly is 
a great place to start). Continuous reflection 
not only supports coherent curriculum 
design but also spurs professional growth. 
Set a goal with specific dates to return to the 
CAF template. 
 
 
 

 
Conclusion 

 
Effective curriculum assembly in middle 
school requires intentional organization, 
strategic resource integration, and consistent 
focus on student engagement. Through 
intentional implementation of the CAF, 
educators can create more equitable and 
democratic learning environments where all 
students feel valued and empowered. The 
framework's emphasis on continuous 
reflection and adaptation helps teachers 
identify and address barriers to participation, 
ensure diverse representation in curriculum 
materials, and create multiple pathways for 
student success. Additionally, professional 
growth occurs through innovation. By 
implementing the framework and strategies 
outlined in this article, educators can create 
more efficient and effective learning 
experiences for their students while 
maintaining their own professional 
organization and growth.  
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Spring is upon us! Spring nurtures growth 
all around by providing the additional 
sunlight, rain, and warm temperatures 
needed for a myriad of plants to bloom and 
grow. Just as Spring brings favorable 
conditions for trees and flowers to flourish–a 
multi-tiered system of support creates an 
optimal school environment where students 
and staff can grow and thrive. 

This article, the fourth in a four-part 
series, is aimed to help middle level 
educators conceptualize North Carolina’s 
Multi-Tiered System of Support (MTSS) 
and better understand how the MTSS 
framework can be used to support school 
improvement, student academic success, and 
well-being. The first and second articles of 
this series discussed myths associated with 
MTSS and the recommended teaming 
structures to support the NC MTSS 
framework, respectively. The third article 
described the significance of solid core 
instruction as the foundation of MTSS. In 
this current piece (article four) we will 
continue to build understanding of multi-
tiered instruction, specifically focusing on 
the intervention system. While this article 
can be read as a stand-alone piece, it is 

recommended that readers peruse previous 
articles for additional context. 

 
Universal Screening/ Mid-Year Data 
Review 
 
MTSS is a continuous improvement model 
where school teams regularly analyze data 
and make adjustments to meet the needs of 
students, first by investigating the 
effectiveness of core instruction, then 
through examining the need for additional 
instructional support or intervention. To 
accomplish this, school-based MTSS teams 
typically utilize universal screening data 
considering school-wide academic, 
behavior, social, emotional, and attendance 
needs at beginning, middle, and end of year 
intervals. A universal screening system 
allows district and school teams to 
synthesize multiple sources of data to make 
predictions about the future instructional 
performance and educational outcomes of 
students. After examining the effectiveness 
of core instruction across the school and 
grade levels, school MTSS teams analyze 
the data to determine groups of students who 
may be at risk. Once potential risk is 
identified, school MTSS teams can then use 
data decision guidelines to determine how 
they can best distribute or tier their 
intervention resources to meet student needs. 
 
What is intervention? 
 
NC MTSS defines intervention as “The 
systematic and explicit instruction provided 
to accelerate growth in an area of identified 
need” (NC MTSS Glossary of Terms, 2022).  
By systematic, we mean that the instruction 
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provided for intervention follows a logical 
sequence and is sequential in its structure. 
Explicit describes a clear and unambiguous 
method of instruction that is intentional to 
address the identified needs.  Intervention is 
designed to improve performance relative to 
a specific, measurable goal.  These goals 
may be designed to address academic, 
behavioral, social, emotional, and/or 
attendance concerns. No matter the area of 
need, interventions are based on valid 
information about student current 
performance, designed to be applied in a 
meaningful and realistic way, and include 
methods for ongoing student progress 
monitoring.   

Interventions can sometimes be 
confused with accommodations or 
modifications, remediation or 
differentiation, or even tutoring scenarios. 
However, true intervention includes the 
characteristics previously described, with 
instruction carefully designed to target a 
specific skill or set of skills. Unlike 
remediation, instructional intervention is not 
always directly tied to the North Carolina 
instructional standards themselves– instead, 
they address the underlying skills needed in 
order to be successful with those grade level 
standards. Effective interventions are backed 
both by research and evidence that confirms 
their effectiveness in improving the progress 
on identified skills.  

Although intervention may be 
provided by educators who serve in a variety 
of roles and positions, it is best practice for 
MTSS teams to match staff to student 
intervention groups based on specialized 
training and expertise in the specific area of 
need.  In addition, educators providing 
intervention should be adept in making 
instructional adjustments, providing frequent 
and constructive instructional feedback, 
allowing students ample opportunities for 
practice, and on-going assessment of student 
progress. Skilled interventionists ensure that 

explicit instruction is delivered utilizing an 
evidence-based instructional method in a 
prescribed sequence.  
 
Standard Treatment/Standard Treatment 
Protocol (STP) 
 
NC MTSS recommends using a 
standardized approach to design and 
implement intervention. This can be referred 
to as a standard protocol or standard 
treatment protocol (STP).  In most cases, 
educators are familiar with the recurrent 
skill needs and issues that students 
demonstrate in their particular grade span. 
For example, each year, middle grade math 
teachers may work to support students 
struggling with rational number reasoning or 
algebraic expressions. These are areas in 
which students entering higher grade math 
classes commonly struggle. We also rely on 
national research to identify areas across 
literacy, math, social, emotional and 
behavior where students in middle grades 
most frequently have difficulty. If we 
encounter these struggles year after year and 
trends from our universal screening tell us 
our students typically need additional 
support with certain skills, doesn’t it make 
sense to get ahead of the struggles and create 
a proactive plan for how to intervene in 
these areas? That is exactly what a standard 
treatment protocol aims to do. NC MTSS 
recommends having a “standard treatment” 
for intervention, which specifically outlines 
our response (how we tailor instruction) so 
that we are prepared to intervene quickly 
when student needs arise.  

NC MTSS recommends an STP that 
defines curriculum, instruction, 
environment, and data evaluation for each of 
the areas where students commonly 
experience needs and challenges, as shown 
in Table 1 (Intervention Matrix Rubric, 
2022). 
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Table 1 Intervention Matrix Rubric 

Instruction 

 

Curriculum 

 

Environment 

 

Data-Evaluation 

 

Daily instructional 
routines include:  

Pre-Designed 
Curriculum materials 

include: 

Intervention environment 
is set up to include: 

Data-Evaluation planning for 
the intervention includes: 

Explicit modeling of 
concepts/skills by the 

interventionist 

Systematic scope and 
sequence of skills within 
a program that is multi 

componential 

Instructor that is trained in 
the curriculum program 
and practices utilized 

Progress monitoring:  

Using multiple measures to 
measure student and group 

response to intervention 

Academic Progress 
Monitoring 

Behavior Progress 
Monitoring 

Opportunities for guided 
practice within each 

lesson, including 
scaffolding to move 
students to mastery 

Controlled introduction 
of small sets of 
skills/concepts 

Group size based on 
program recommendations  

Diagnostic assessments or 
placement tests if universal 
screening system data alone 

is not sufficient for 
intervention matching 

Multi-sensory activities 
included in guided 

practice (academics) 

Opportunities for 
frequent review and 

practice of previously 
mastered concepts 

Dosage:  Time scheduled 
for the intervention is 

scheduled according to 
program 

recommendations;  

Data decision rules for 
intervention entry, 

intervention intensification, 
group response and 

intervention exit 

Intervention is designed 
to help students transfer 

skills and see connections 
between mastered and 

related skills 

Multiple opportunities 
for student to respond 
and receive corrective 

feedback are 
incorporated 

Frequency and Duration: 
How often and how long? 

Information about who and 
how often data will be 

analyzed to determine next 
steps 

 

 

 Resources for 
curriculum reviews: 

Reading League 
Curriculum Review 

CASEL Program Guide 

National Center on 
Intensive Intervention 

IRIS 

Behavioral support: 
program incorporates self-
regulation and executive 
function components and 
behavioral principles to 

minimize non-productive 
behavior 

Fidelity Checklists are 
included. 

 

https://charts.intensiveintervention.org/chart/progress-monitoring
https://charts.intensiveintervention.org/chart/progress-monitoring
https://charts.intensiveintervention.org/chart/behavioral-progress-monitoring-tools
https://charts.intensiveintervention.org/chart/behavioral-progress-monitoring-tools
https://ce313a65-3e2d-4b0a-a069-8e19d2f7dd77.filesusr.com/ugd/2f0b1a_4001794c1c884fd2bc363b03c7f525f1.pdf
https://ce313a65-3e2d-4b0a-a069-8e19d2f7dd77.filesusr.com/ugd/2f0b1a_4001794c1c884fd2bc363b03c7f525f1.pdf
https://casel.org/guide/
https://charts.intensiveintervention.org/chart/instructional-intervention-tools
https://charts.intensiveintervention.org/chart/instructional-intervention-tools
https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/resources/ebp_summaries/
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A well-planned STP designates if the 
intervention is used to support supplemental 
(tier 2) or intensive (tier 3) needs and 
provides reference to aligned core guidance 
and resources. It should list the curricular 
materials to be utilized for intervention in a 
specific area of need and describe exactly 
how direct, explicit instruction would be 
provided for that particular intervention 
group. Additionally, an STP outlines 
recommendations regarding group size, 
duration of the lesson, and frequency of 
intervention sessions. The STP also outlines 
which data sources should be used for on-
going progress monitoring, and to make 
decisions about intervention entry, exit, and 
intensification.  

Typically, STPs are developed at the 
district level. District MTSS Teams often 
research, appraise, and procure evidence-
based instructional resources such as 
curriculum, programs, instructional 
materials, and assessment tools based on 
resource mapping activities and through the 
analysis of district and school data 
indicating need. This work is used to 
develop district-wide standard treatment 
protocols. In some cases, school MTSS 
teams may then tailor the STPs based on 
school-specific data, and begin steps to 
implement those protocols. Before students 
can receive the instruction outlined on the 
STP, administrators must work with staff to 
develop a master schedule that includes 
protected time for intervention to occur. In 
addition, teachers or other staff must be 
trained to appropriately utilize data to 
identify groups of students or individual 
students that would benefit from the 
prescribed intervention. They also should 
receive professional development and 
coaching support on how best to deliver the 
intervention according to the STP. With 
proactive planning and training, effective 

interventions may be offered to students in a 
timely manner, resulting in positive 
outcomes for students and increased 
efficiency for school MTSS teams and 
PLCs. Teachers no longer have to waste 
time searching the internet for intervention 
ideas or resources since the instruction and 
support procedures are already defined 
through standard protocols. 

 

 
 
If we think of Springtime and the plant 
metaphor mentioned at the beginning of this 
article, we can compare a standard treatment 
protocol to the plant tag that accompanies 
newly purchased plants. This little plant 
stake concisely, but thoroughly describes 
how we care for the plant. It tells us the 
plant needs 4-6 hours of sun each day. It also 
describes the type of soil needed and 
outlines the watering schedule we should 
follow to ensure growth. The 
recommendations on the tag have been 
determined by years of research and 
practical evidence which verify optimal 
growth of the plant under the specified  
conditions. In a way, this is the standard 
protocol for growing that type of plant. We 
want to provide a similar structure to 
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support our teachers and staff with growing 
our students in identified areas of need. 
 
Intervention System 
 
The standard treatment protocol is an 
essential resource to successfully providing 
interventions, but in an MTSS, the goal is to 
build a well-defined intervention system that 
is highly effective for meeting the needs of 
students, while also operating efficiently for 
the adults. 

In a well-functioning MTSS, the 
multi-tiered instruction and intervention 
model is well defined throughout the STP. 
Teachers do not have to agonize over the 
identification and delivery of effective 
interventions for individual students, 
because vetted, evidence-based interventions 
proven to work well for most students with 
specific areas of need have been pre-
designated and described in the standard 
treatment protocol. When developing STPs, 
district and school MTSS Teams 
thoughtfully explore and clearly define 
intervention programs, resources, and 
instructional guidance so that educators and 
staff can easily carry out small group or 
individual interventions. To do so, additional 
considerations are necessary for the STP to 
be applied in a practical and effective 
manner by school teams and staff. These 
considerations include determining 
intervention entry and exit rules, examining 
the fidelity of intervention, and ascertaining 
the effectiveness of intervention. The 
following paragraphs describe a few of the 
components particular to successful 
implementation of an intervention system. 
 
Professional Development 
 
If staff are expected to know how to deliver 
interventions outlined in the standard 
treatment protocol, then they need to be 
adequately trained to do so. Part of building 

an effective, efficient intervention system 
includes determining the professional 
development needed to support those 
educators implementing intervention and 
designing a PD and coaching plan to address 
those training needs.  

When planning intervention systems 
at the school level, school MTSS teams 
examine patterns in their student data to 
determine trends by areas of need, grade 
level, etc. They also study school schedules, 
staff capacity to deliver the STP (expertise 
and availability), and inventory the 
resources available to support the provision 
of interventions. Just as the District MTSS 
Team needs a professional development plan 
to ensure successful intervention, so should 
the school. Throughout the year at both 
district and school levels, teams will need to 
re-evaluate and update their PD plan as 
capacity is built, feedback is gathered, 
and/or new needs are identified. 
 
Intervention Entry Rules   
 
In order to create effective intervention 
groups, districts set guidelines for 
identifying academic, SEB, and attendance 
risk, utilizing the assessment tools they have 
available. Based on district-wide data and 
the technical specifications of screening 
tools, districts may generate 
recommendations that specify thresholds, 
where students falling below a certain level 
or score on a screening assessment should 
be considered “at risk”. These general 
guidelines are used by school problem-
solving teams as they determine how 
support will be provided within their schools 
and which students are most likely to need 
supplemental or intensive instruction.  

The level of risk present within each 
school or grade level will need to be 
examined by school MTSS teams. Students 
considered for potential risk do not always 
immediately receive support through 
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supplemental or intensive intervention. In 
some situations, the number of students 
identified for intervention may be so great 
that it makes most sense to provide support 
to all students through intensifying core 
instruction. This is helpful in situations 
where the number of students not meeting 
grade-level expectations exceeds the 
school’s resource and staffing capacity to 
provide intervention through small group or 
individual instruction. In cases like these, 
the intervention support is then pushed into 
the core classroom, where a greater number 
of students will have access to and benefit 
from the intervention. By intensifying core 
instruction for all students and focusing 
supplemental and intensive intervention 
resources on students with the greatest need, 
schools can create more manageable 
intervention systems, and have confidence 
that students identified for supplemental and 
intensive support are receiving both quality 
core instruction and well-designed 
intervention to meet their needs.   

Furthermore, certain intervention 
programs may have their own 
recommendations for intervention 
appropriateness (entry) and schools must 
work with their students and staff to adhere 
to those as strongly as they can. Teachers 
should not make student support decisions in 
isolation. NC MTSS recommends the use of 
team-based decision making using clear 
intervention entry guidelines. One example 
of this is to set additional criteria for 
intervention entry through what is known as 
multiple gating. This involves using existing 
data to determine risk and then using 
another piece of data to confirm that risk or 
match to intervention. In this situation a 
team may look first at an adaptive 
computerized assessment to determine risk. 
If there are larger number of students 
presenting with risk, the team may need to 
adjust core and look to another data source 
(or gate) to determine how intervention 

resources will be tiered. Intervention 
resources may then be designated to only 
those students presenting at risk on the 
computerized screening assessment and not 
passing an end of grade test. This guidance 
to look at multiple gates or data sources in a 
given scenario should be defined ahead of 
time as part of the intervention system so 
that when needs arise, school teams know 
how to quickly adjust and make decisions.  
 
Intervention Integrity 
 
Once plans for professional development 
and intervention entry have been 
established, school teams must also consider 
measures to ensure intervention integrity. 
What does intervention integrity mean? 
Simply stated, it means that a specific 
intervention plan or program is implemented 
exactly as designed. Educators and staff 
providing instruction demonstrate 
intervention integrity by providing 
intervention per the guidance of the standard 
treatment protocol and in alignment with the 
training they received for that specific 
intervention. Instruction is delivered as 
shown on the intervention plan, with close 
attention to intervention frequency, session 
duration, group size, and adherence to 
instructional protocols.   

School MTSS teams should then 
monitor intervention delivery, continuing to 
support teachers and staff by observing the 
intervention in practice and providing 
feedback as needed.  This can be 
accomplished by school MTSS teams setting 
a schedule for routine checks and 
observations. Additionally, time should be 
allocated for school MTSS teams to analyze 
the intervention observation data and 
problem solve any barriers preventing staff 
from delivering interventions as intended. 
Challenges in intervention fidelity may link 
back to the intervention requirements of the 
STP, complications with the school 
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schedule, or the need for more professional 
development. All of these aspects need to 
work together systematically, thus 
illustrating the need for district and school 
MTSS teams to spend adequate time, 
attention and resources to building an 
intervention system rather than simply 
creating a menu or list of interventions.   
 
Intervention Effectiveness   
 
Once school teams feel confident that 
interventions are consistently implemented 
with integrity, as previously described, they 
can then begin to examine the effectiveness 
of the interventions provided. In order to 
make this determination, district and school 
MTSS teams need access to consistently 
collected implementation data and student 
progress monitoring data. The specific data 
to be collected should be described within 
the standard treatment protocol for each area 
of need.   

As staff provide intervention and 
collect data, school based MTSS teams 
periodically review the data. First teams 
examine implementation data, considering 
whether the intervention has been provided 
as prescribed in the STP. For example, the 
team may examine school-wide or grade 
level specific data to assess whether the 
number of intervention sessions provided 
and intervention session time matches the 
number of sessions and session time 
described in an intervention group’s 
instructional plan. They may consider the 
number of days students or staff were absent 
or if there were natural disruptions such as 
holidays or long breaks during the 
intervention cycle and discuss how this 
impacts student growth. 

After examining the implementation 
of the intervention protocol itself, teams can 
assess intervention effectiveness data. When 
a school utilizes a certain intervention 
protocol, they want to determine if that 

intervention is being successful for the entire 
group or population that is receiving that 
intervention. For example, if 100 students 
across grades 6-8 are receiving a fluency, 
vocabulary and comprehension intervention, 
the team would ask, “Are the majority of 
students receiving this intervention showing 
progress?” This is to ensure the efficacy of 
the intervention as a whole. In order to say 
that an intervention is effective, the majority 
of the students (75-80%) should be making 
progress. If the majority of students are not 
making progress, then the team should 
collaboratively problem-solve to address 
issues with the design or implementation of 
the intervention protocol before making 
decisions regarding individual students. 
(Data/Evaluation in a Multi-Tiered System 
of Support, 2022) 

If the intervention is effective for 
most of the students in the group, then teams 
can further examine the intervention 
effectiveness for smaller groups or 
individuals. Generally, assessment and 
progress monitoring tools provide graphable 
data that visually indicates a student’s 
response to the instruction provided. This 
data can be utilized to study growth across 
groups of students or individual students, 
compare student progress to state or national 
norms, and examine rates of improvement, 
or other criteria. District/School MTSS 
teams specify tools to monitor interventions 
within an STP, and then they must further 
establish data decision rules and guidance 
for how the data is to be utilized within their 
system of support. 

When making student support 
decisions, it is important to note that all data 
(e.g. classwork examples, tests, intervention-
based work, progress monitoring data, 
computer adaptive assessment, observation 
data) gathered regarding student progress is 
relevant and should be given equal 
consideration. Additionally, current research 
indicates that length of time of intervention 
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rather than number of data points collected 
should be the primary method of 
determining when to assess a student's 
response to intervention. “Data point rules 
are used to see if they made progress or not 
but these decisions cannot be made if the 
student has not been given enough time in 
the instruction to make progress 
(Data/Evaluation in a Multi-Tiered System 
of Support, 2022). 

Teachers and/or staff deliver 
interventions, collect data, and contribute as 
an important member of the decision-
making team, and ultimately determine the 
effectiveness of the instructional support 
offered to students. These roles are most 
easily accomplished when district and 
school MTSS teams create an intervention 
system which includes data decision rules 
and guidance based on instructional research 
and the recommendations of the assessment 
tools that they are utilizing.  

A clearly defined intervention system 
enables MTSS teams to effectively utilize 
data to recognize the need for adjustments to 
core instruction, pinpoint potential risk and 
student need for additional intervention, and 
determine how to best deliver intervention. 
Just like our beautiful summer gardens 
which take time to sprout and grow, 
intervention systems must be carefully 
planned and cultivated in order to produce 
fruitful outcomes. NC MTSS recommends 
both district and school teams work together 
to build a framework that best meets the 
needs of teachers and students. The North 
Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 
employs Integrated Academic and Behavior 
Systems (IABS) Consultants that partner 
with district and school teams to implement 
MTSS. A great first step in the work of 
implementing MTSS or in building an 
intervention system is to take part in the 
Facilitated Assessment of MTSS (FAM). 
There is a facilitated assessment for both the 
district team (FAM-D) and for school teams 

(FAM-S). These facilitated self-assessments 
enable school teams to look deeper at a 
series of items aligned with successful 
MTSS implementation and then pinpoint 
both areas of relative strength and potential 
spaces for growth. With this information in 
hand, districts and schools may then craft a 
school improvement plan designed to 
facilitate student growth.  
 
For more information on NC MTSS, visit: 
https://www.dpi.nc.gov/districts-
schools/districts-schools-
support/integrated-academic-behavior-
systems 
 
**It is important to note that when 
individual students are discussed, the 
problem-solving team has an obligation to 
consider whether the student is suspected of 
having a disability.  If so, the continuum of 
teaming extends/expands to include the IEP 
Team for an initial referral. 
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Jade Tornatore is a 20+ year North Carolina educator who has dedicated himself to the “on the 
ground” implementation of a multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) serving as part of the 
Integrated Academic and Behavior Systems (IABS) Team at NCDPI. 
 
Holly Williamson believes in the implementation of the MTSS framework to support student 
needs and promote overall school improvement. An educator since 2001, she currently serves as 
a regional consultant with NCDPI’s Integrated Academic & Behavior Systems (IABS) Team, 
assisting districts and schools with this effort. 
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COLUMN: BETWEEN TEACHERS 
 
Sharing and Celebrating the Leadership of North Carolina’s 
Teachers 
 
Author: Sarah Lefebvre 
 
Across North Carolina, teachers and other 
school staff are stepping into leadership 
roles that extend beyond their classrooms, 
transforming education for their students 
and peers. This leadership takes many 
forms, from creating innovative peer 
observation systems to spearheading 
projects that address specific challenges in 
schools. These efforts not only improve 
educational outcomes but also inspire others 
to take on leadership roles of their own. As 
the 2024 Burroughs Wellcome Fund 
Southwest Region Teacher of the Year, I’ve 
had the privilege of observing these 
impactful practices firsthand and reflecting 
on how teachers can harness their potential 
as change agents. 
 

Teacher Leadership Across North 
Carolina 

 
In my role, I’ve been able to visit schools 
and witness the extraordinary work of 
teachers and staff throughout the Southwest 
region and the state of North Carolina. 
These experiences have underscored the 
creativity and resilience of educators who 
are finding solutions to complex problems. 
For example, at Lincolnton Middle School, 
the school social worker, Marsha Beattie, 
has created a mentoring program that 
focuses on real-world skills with a social-
emotional component. The members of 
Team Beattie support one another in 
reaching academic and behavioral goals 
while learning life skills that help them give 
back to their school community, including 
cooking breakfast for the school staff during 
teacher appreciation week. At A.L. Brown 

High School teachers are finding creative 
ways to incentivize reaching academic and 
attendance goals, which includes an in-
house barber shop experience for students. 
Brandon Lane, the music teacher at Landis 
Elementary, has exponentially increased 
community involvement in curriculum night 
by tying it to a student-led contra dance.  

There are many commonalities that 
tie NC’s public schools together. At every 
school I’ve visited, I’ve seen staff who are 
extremely passionate about the profession 
and their students. But I am also seeing first-
hand how each school, district, and region 
has its own unique personality and its own 
unique challenges. As a teacher in a large 
district, I never imagined the issues faced by 
schools like Ocracoke School, the Pre-K 
through 12 schools on Ocracoke Island. 
When touring the school, Principal Jeanie 
Owens opened my eyes to issues like taking 
the four-hour ferry to away basketball 
games, having the whole school go home for 
lunch each day, and meeting the curricular 
needs of all students with a small staff. On 
the other side of the state, I spoke to teachers 
and principals in Waynesville, 
Rutherfordton, Asheville, and Boone, who 
were pulling together to contact students and 
provide resources and shelter in the wake of 
Hurricane Helene. These school leaders face 
adversity head-on and are prime examples of 
how teachers step up to meet the needs of 
their students and communities.    

My journey as a Regional Teacher of 
the Year has also deepened my 
understanding of how to advocate for my 
students and the teaching profession. I have 
been given opportunities to speak to and 
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encourage hundreds of high schoolers who 
are considering education as a profession. I 
have also gotten to speak with local civic 
groups, like the Kiwanis and Rotary clubs, 
about the ways they can support local 
schools. This title allowed me to share my 
passion for relevance in middle-grade math 
instruction through NCDPI’s Promising 
Practices Clearinghouse and a Lunch and 
Learn session at the AIM conference last 
fall.  

My team is learning more about 
educational policy through our participation 
in the Educational Policy Fellowship 
Program. This experience has been 
transformative, equipping me with the tools 
to advocate for policies that support teachers 
and students alike. Engaging with 
stakeholders, analyzing policy impacts, and 
collaborating with other fellows have shown 
me how educators can play a pivotal role in 
shaping the systems that govern their work. 
In the coming year, I’ll take this knowledge 
to Raleigh, NC and Washington, D.C., 
where I’ll have the opportunity to speak 
directly with lawmakers about the realities 
of education in our state. 

None of these incredible 
opportunities have been experienced alone. 
The NC Teacher of the Year process is 
unique to other states. While only one 
regional finalist is ultimately selected as the 
state Teacher of the Year (the incomparable 
Heather Smith from the Western Region was 
recognized with this title from my cohort), 
we get to serve together as a team for a year 
of service. The other regional finalists are 
visiting schools across their regions as well, 
and we are using these experiences to 
inform our advocacy during our year of 
service and beyond.  
 

Emerging as a Leader 
 
Take Informed Action 
 

So, how can other teachers step into 
leadership roles and begin their own 
journeys? First, recognize that leadership 
doesn’t require a formal title! You do not 
need a plaque or trophy to address issues in 
your school or community. Leadership 
begins with identifying a need and taking 
action, like the teachers and staff I 
mentioned above. As a teacher, you are 
uniquely positioned to lead because you 
understand your students and community 
better than anyone else. Start small—
perhaps by leading a professional 
development session or organizing a school-
wide initiative or incentive. Consider 
partnering with local organizations 
(businesses, civic groups, religious 
organizations) to enrich student learning or 
meet student needs. It is also important to 
remember that you do not have to lead 
alone. Find a colleague or team of 
colleagues that share your desire for change 
and work together to accomplish your goal.  
 
Continue to Learn and Grow 
 
Second, seek opportunities for professional 
growth. Programs like the Educational 
Policy Fellowship can provide the 
knowledge and networks needed to expand 
your impact, but that is not the only option. 
Teachers can learn how to advocate through 
professional development opportunities like 
workshops, conferences, online courses, 
joining teacher advocacy organizations, 
collaborating with colleagues, and actively 
participating in school committees. Teachers 
can also stay up to date on issues and 
educational policies by following the work 
of EdNC and the Public School Forum. Each 
step in the learning process will help you 
deepen your understanding of the issues, 
sharpen your focus, and build the confidence 
to advocate for yourself and your ideas.  
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Share Your Story 
 
Finally, share your story. The first goal our 
Regional Teacher of the Year team set for 
ourselves was to use our voices to positively 
inform others about the great things 
happening in the public schools of North 
Carolina. We do that by sharing the stories 
of the teachers, schools, and districts we 
visit. One of the most powerful ways to 
inspire others to act is by sharing your 

journey, successes, and lessons learned. By 
doing so, you open others’ eyes to the needs 
of your students while inspiring them to 
advocate for their own students.  

Teachers are the backbone of our 
education system, and their leadership has 
the power to drive meaningful change. By 
observing, learning, acting, and sharing, you 
can have an incredible impact on not just 
your students but on public education as a 
whole. 

 

 
 
Sarah Lefebvre is a dedicated Curriculum Facilitator and Secondary Math Specialist in Union 
County Public Schools, from which she is a proud alumna. Sarah graduated from Monroe High 
School in 2001 and went on to earn a BS in Elementary Education and an MA in Special 
Education from Appalachian State University. 

With 17 years of teaching experience, Sarah has been recognized for her outstanding 
contributions to education. She works to ignite a passion for mathematics and to foster growth 
mindsets among her students and fellow educators. She was honored as a 2023 NCCTM 
Outstanding Secondary Mathematics Teacher and named the 2023 Union County Public Schools 
Teacher of the Year. Currently, Sarah serves as the 2024 Burroughs Wellcome Fund North 
Carolina Southwest Region Teacher of the Year. 

Beyond the classroom, Sarah enjoys spending quality time with her husband, daughter, 
and dog. They often bond over card games, road trips, and cheering on their favorite teams. To 
recharge, she loves doing all things crafty. 

 
 
 



(2025). NCMLE Journal, 36(1) 

 

71 

COLUMN: ADMIN CORNER 
 
Harold E. Winkler Middle School: An IB World School  
 
Author: Rebecca Phillips 
 
Harold E. Winkler Middle School, an International Baccalaureate (IB) World School, opened its 
doors in August 2011 with a mission to provide a high-quality, challenging, and globally minded 
education for students in 6th through 8th grade. Today, Winkler serves over 1,100 students and is 
home to a dedicated staff of more than 100 professionals. The school is named in honor of 
Harold "Butch" Winkler, the former superintendent of the district who served from 1990 to 2009. 
His vision of excellence in education continues to influence Winkler’s philosophy and its 
commitment to developing inquiring, knowledgeable, and caring students. 
 

 
 
At Harold E. Winkler Middle School, it is a 
common understanding that the process of 
learning is ongoing, and we are committed 
to growing together as a school community. 
We strive to ensure this is reflected in 
everything we do—from our inquiry-driven 
curriculum and collaborative professional 
development to our focus on service 
learning and extracurricular activities. 

Our IB World School status is a key 
component of our mission to provide 
students with a globally focused, high-
quality education. By fostering curiosity, 
critical thinking, and a commitment to 
making a difference, Winkler staff work to 

prepare students not only for success in 
school but also for the challenges and 
opportunities they will face in the world as 
their futures unfold. 

We are proud to be a school that 
values continuous growth, collaboration, and 
a deep commitment to both academic 
excellence and personal development. 
Whether it’s through our rigorous academic 
programs, professional development 
initiatives, or service-learning projects, 
Winkler is dedicated to helping students 
thrive in every aspect of their education and 
lives. 
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In addition to Winkler’s designation 
as an IB World School, the school has 
earned the honor of being named a National 
Forum School to Watch, an accolade that 
recognizes schools for their commitment to 
academic excellence, developmental 
responsiveness, social equity, and 
organizational structures and processes. This 
recognition highlights Winkler’s focus on 
providing a world-class educational 
experience that challenges students and 
supports their growth in all areas—
academic, social, and emotional. 

 

 
 

Being named a National Forum School to 
Watch is a testament to the hard work and 
dedication of our teachers, staff, and 
students. It reflects the collaborative culture 
at Winkler, where everyone works together 
to provide a safe, nurturing, and 
intellectually stimulating environment. 
Winkler continuously strives to be 
recognized for its innovation, high academic 
standards, and emphasis on creating a 
positive school climate. 

Many things make Winkler Middle 
School a unique place for staff, students, 
parents, and community partners. One thing 
that Winkler staff takes pride in is an 
emphasis on helping students understand not 
just what they are learning but why it 
matters. This approach is at the heart of the 
IB program, but also the heart of dedication 
to the growth and development of students. 
All students are encouraged to ask 
questions, make connections across subjects, 
and explore the broader implications of their 
knowledge in the world around them. 

The continuous goal is to develop 
critical thinkers who are curious about the 
world and can apply their learning to real-
world situations. This philosophy is central 
to Winkler's commitment to preparing 
students for success in an increasingly 
interconnected world. 

At Winkler, we also believe that 
continuous learning is essential for both 
students and staff. One of the distinctive 
features of our school is our commitment to 
professional development, which plays a 
vital role in ensuring that our teachers are 
always improving and innovating in their 
practice. Each Friday before school, our 
educators participate in Wolfpack 
Workshops, a series of staff-led professional 
development sessions. 

In these workshops, teachers take on 
the role of experts, sharing their knowledge 
and best practices with one another. This 
collaborative approach not only strengthens 
our teaching community but also enhances 
the overall learning experience for our 
students. By fostering a culture of shared 
expertise, we ensure that our staff remains at 
the forefront of educational strategies, 
making Winkler an inspiring place for both 
teachers and students to grow. 
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Harold E. Winkler Middle School teachers engaged in a Wolfpack Workshop. 
 

In addition to an academic focus, Winkler 
offers a variety of extracurricular activities 
to help students connect with their peers and 
discover new interests. Each month, Winkler 
students participate in Club Day, where 
students can choose from over 40 clubs, 
ranging from Robotics and Art to Cricket, 
Dance, History, and Community Service. 
These clubs allow students to explore their 
passions, develop new skills, and form 
meaningful friendships with others who 
share similar interests. 

Club Days provide a valuable 
opportunity for students to build 
relationships with their peers outside of the 
classroom, helping to foster a sense of 
belonging and community within the school. 
Whether they are working on a creative 

project, learning a new sport, or 
volunteering for a good cause, students have 
the chance to engage in activities that 
contribute to their personal growth and 
social development. 

Another belief shared at Winkler is 
that learning should extend beyond 
academic performance and include a 
commitment to community and service. As 
part of the IB program, Winkler emphasizes 
service learning as an integral part of 
students’ educational experiences. Service 
learning helps students understand the 
importance of making a positive impact on 
the world around them while developing 
skills such as empathy, leadership, and 
problem-solving. 
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One of the key components of our 
service-learning program is 8th Grade 
Community Projects. This year-long project 
challenges 8th-grade students to identify a 
social or environmental issue in their 
community, conduct research, and take 
meaningful action to address it. The project 
not only encourages students to apply their 
academic skills to real-world problems but 
also fosters a deep sense of responsibility 
and civic engagement. 

In addition to the 8th Grade 
Community Project, Winkler offers other 
service-learning opportunities across grade 
levels. These initiatives help students build a 
strong sense of social responsibility while 
contributing to the well-being of their local 
and global communities. 

 

 

In conclusion, Harold E. Winkler Middle 
School is more than just a place of academic 
learning; it is a collaborative, supportive 
community of scholars, staff, parents, and 
community members that encourages 
growth, inquiry, and service. Through our 
commitment to the IB philosophy, staff 
development, extracurricular activities, and 
service learning, we aim to create well-
rounded individuals who are ready to make 
a positive impact on the world.  
 

 
 

 

Rebecca Phillips is the proud principal at Harold E. Winkler IB Middle School in Concord, NC. 
With 18 years of experience in education, she has spent the last 9 years in middle school. 
Throughout her career, Rebecca has been dedicated to fostering a positive and nurturing learning 
environment where students and educators alike can thrive. She is passionate about promoting 
academic excellence, social-emotional growth, and preparing students to become responsible, 
engaged citizens in an ever-changing world. 
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COLUMN: RESOURCE ROUNDUP 
 
Narratives, Triangulation, and Tech: Proven Strategies for 
Application & Implementation to Keep History Relevant & 
Engaging in the 21st Century Middle Level Social Studies Classroom 
 
Author: Brett Little 
 
What on earth possessed John Adams to 
represent British soldiers in court after the 
Boston Massacre? When five American 
colonists were killed by British militia who 
fired into the crowd, Founding Father John 
Adams could have easily denied those men 
the right to fair treatment and representation. 
However, this is not what happened. The 
soldiers’ case was a question of character, 
dignity, and equal justice under the law for 
Adams, so he chose to represent them. This 
decision established a precedent that would 
later influence the principles the United 
States would found itself upon, including 
due process, civility, and fairness. It also laid 
the groundwork for future actions of Adams, 
including the establishment of the peaceful 
transfer of political power from one party to 
another for generations to come (Sanchez & 
Mills, 2005). 

The point of this anecdote is that 
these are exactly the type of compelling 
stories that middle level educators could be 
leading the day’s lessons off with. Not only 
do these value-laden chronicles hook our 
students—inviting them to investigate 
history for themselves—but the presentation 
of ethical dilemmas within them reveals 
important insights about our nation’s past. 
Furthermore, they create opportunities for 
teachers to use the lessons of history to 
highlight admirable traits modeled by 
individuals like John Adams. Narratives like 
these have a powerful effect because they 
nudge adolescents toward behaviors like 
being fair and treating others with respect, 
while at the same time teaching them a bit of 

interesting history. They impart a bit of 
wisdom into real life complexities and 
human qualities because decency is at the 
center of the story, and when done right, the 
art of storytelling, in terms of civil 
discourse, “has a huge payoff if done 
properly and consistently” (Sanchez & 
Mills, 2005, p. 274). 

Stories such as these reflect current 
challenges present in relevant contemporary 
issues and accomplish what a textbook 
excerpt cannot—serve as an example of how 
to treat people respectfully-both personally 
and professionally. Even still, according to 
the American Historical Association’s 
survey of U.S. history teachers in 2023, 52% 
of teachers use a hard copy textbook to teach 
U.S. history (American Historical 
Association, 2024). But whereas a textbook 
may point out the date, weapons used, or 
what took place preceding the Boston 
Massacre, that textbook might miss those 
dramatic personal accounts that make 
investigating historical narratives so 
engaging by drawing from primary sources 
such as letters or diaries like where the 
Adams narrative is derived from. Often, 
these sources color in empty spaces 
historians have questions about, which is 
why organizations like the Library of 
Congress and the Smithsonian Institute now 
provide primary source professional 
development modules and inquiry kits/sets 
for educators. Additionally, scholastic 
experts have been increasingly trending 
toward a primary-source-based pedagogy 
(Garcia et al., 2019), so there are now many 
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digital academic databases that are easily 
accessible, and these archives can provide 
clearer answers than a textbook ever could. 
And wouldn’t it be convenient for teachers 
to have a comprehensive list of these 
databases all in one place? Well, this is 
exactly what I have attempted to do by 
creating a website that contains these 
resources and more—so that first year social 
studies teachers can have some sense of 
direction. 

 
Introduction 

 
My name is Brett Little, and the story 
concerning John Adams was found in one of 
many valuable scholarly articles I came 
across for Appalachian State’s Middle and 
Secondary Teaching Graduate Certificate 
Program during the course of my research. 
This extensive investigation culminated in a 
paper and then a website which includes 
three specific middle level history teaching 
strategies, along with links to websites so 
that first year teachers will not be in the dark 
when they first set foot in a classroom. The 
creation of this website is my attempt to help 
other first year middle level teachers by 
providing a catalogue of ready-made 
resources to teach history, and the research 
process I used attempted to find solutions to 
two problem questions: 

● A. What are some specific 
pedagogical content knowledge best 
practice recommendations for 
teaching history to middle school 
students based on research from 
scholars in the field of education?  

● B. How can middle level students 
study history in a way that prioritizes 
empathy, objectivity, and 21st 
century digital engagement?  
One of the reasons I chose “History 

as Stories vs. History as Events” (Little, 
2024) for my research topic is because there 
has never been a greater need for this area of 

focus, and subsequent debate about it, than 
right now. “Just 20% of fourth graders, 18% 
of eighth graders, and 12% of twelfth 
graders achieved proficiency in U.S. history 
on the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress” (Robertson et al., n.d., Primary 
section). Additionally, The Nation’s Report 
Card indicates a decline in average U.S. 
History scores for 8th graders by nearly 10 
points since 2014 (pre-Pandemic!) (The 
Nation’s Report Card, 2023). This result 
held true for the themes of democracy, 
culture, world role, and technology, and the 
declines were especially pronounced among 
lower-performing students. A final, but 
important piece of evidence for the need for 
this research is that “Eighth grade U.S. 
history scores continued a previous pattern 
of decline, reaching the lowest levels since 
the mid-1990s, and civics scores 
declined for the first time ever" (Kaufman & 
Diliberti, 2023, para. 1).  

In response to these and other 
challenges facing middle grades social 
studies education, I designed my website 
around three strategies that my research 
found aligned with the North Carolina 
Standard Course of Study, especially with 
regard to the Inquiry Strand for grades 6-8. 
Narratives, triangulation, and science/tech 
are the three methods, according to experts, 
that keep history relevant and engaging. 
“Assessing the credibility of primary and 
secondary sources”, “constructing 
compelling and supporting questions”, 
“identifying central themes/lessons”, and 
utilizing a “range of civic approaches” are 
all inquiry indicators which tie-in to each of 
the three strategies listed on my site 
(NCDPI, 2021, p. 2). Students in the 21st 
century might not become historians, but 
they still need to learn how to “find valid 
information, analyze it from multiple 
perspectives, and communicate it clearly” 
(Cooper, 2014, Symphonic section). 

 

https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/highlights/ushistory/2022/
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/highlights/ushistory/2022/
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/civics/
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/civics/
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The Importance of Historical Narratives 
 
Many educators recognize, and research 
supports, that incorporating narrative into 
the classroom is conducive to improving 
student learning and engagement (Ramsey, 
2017). This means museum/historical site 
visits, book clubs, read-alouds, and creative-
writes that bolster critical thinking truly 
work. These activities invite students to put 
themselves in someone else’s shoes to see 
what something might’ve meant to a person 
in a certain time period (Ramsey, 2017). 
Focusing on individual stories is a credible 
strategy because, for instance, instead of 
generalized military tactics, reading about it 
from the perspective of someone who was 
there is better. “Describing what trench 
warfare entailed is one thing but reading a 
firsthand account of a soldier who lived 
through it-exposed to rats and standing in 
frigid water amidst piled-up bodies-is 
another” (Leonard, 2024, Individuals 
section). For example, Rosa Parks’ refusal to 
give up her seat, John Brown’s raid on 
Harper’s Ferry, or the assassination of Franz 
Ferdinand are all stories with riveting 
starting points that center on one individual. 
Similar to the Understanding by Design 
method Wiggins and McTighe (2005) 
advocate, teachers can work backward, then 
upward through the taxonomy levels. “This 
approach is similar to a TV crime show that 
reveals the body in the first minute and then 
spends the rest of the show assembling 
evidence” (Leonard, 2024, para. 15). 
Furthermore, according to Sarah Cooper of 
MiddleWeb, “Adolescents see history 
through the eyes of individuals and then 
move outward to larger implications and 
patterns” (Cooper, 2014, Symphonic Skills 
section). Author Daniel Pink (2006) supports 
this as well and points out that students must 

learn the concept of symphony, or “putting 
the pieces of a puzzle together” by 
understanding individuals’ motivations or 
fears at a particular moment in history (Pink, 
2006). 

Elias (2010) found that fictional 
books about history engage middle 
schoolers by providing students with greater 
feelings of understanding through 
perspective-taking, and a more 
comprehensive knowledge of the historical 
period. So along with mastering 
transferrable skills for the real world like 
research, teamwork, and presenting orally, 
they were also able to analyze and 
contextualize their research. Elias concluded 
by stating that students exhibited 
“substantial engagement, investment, 
connection to the material, and very high 
scores on class work, scrapbooks, and their 
final performance scores” (Elias, 2010, p. 
53). The students under observation also 
displayed empathy and compassion after the 
fact (likely a positive byproduct of the 
narrative approach). 

Benjamin Barbour of Edutopia 
advocates the use of fictional books as well. 
He utilizes dystopian novels like 1984, 
Brave New World, Fahrenheit 451, The 
Giver, or Hunger Games to teach the Bill of 
Rights. He explains that when James 
Madison wrote it, “he attempted to prevent 
the very future that many dystopian authors 
fear” (Barbour, 2019, par. 3). These fears 
had to do with propaganda, restrictive laws, 
and state-sanctioned violence. And so, by 
connecting the freedoms we often take for 
granted to the rights lost in the novels, it 
gives students the opportunity to explore 
topics like the right to privacy, freedom of 
the press, the right to protest, and examine 
controversies around laws such as the Patriot 
Act.  

A final way that students can learn 
through historical narrative is by bringing in 
familial artifacts like authentic documents or 
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heirlooms which may spur newfound 
understanding between different cultures in 
a classroom or even forge lasting bonds with 
family members. AMLE recommends that 
middle schoolers dig into memorabilia, 
letters, or photographs like these so they can 
wrestle with complicated issues in a 
legitimate way (AMLE, n.d.). 
 
Triangulation as an Instructional Strategy 
 
Educators can also teach history using a 
method called triangulation, which is events-
based. Johns Hopkins historian Nathan 
Connolly wants humans to evolve from 
arguing from one perspective’s point of view 
to progress to what contemporary scholars 
are doing more often—primary source 
triangulation (Keiger, 2018). This is the 
process of bringing in different points of 
view on the same event in order to be as 
accurate as one can. Gifford’s (2011) 
research concluded that history is 
interpretive, not objective, so one must 
corroborate and synthesize from multiple 
sources that contain different perspectives to 
understand what truly occurred. One can do 
this by bringing up voices in history that 
have been traditionally suppressed, and by 
“balancing various accounts” through 
rigorous investigation to see which sources 
are the most reliable (Keiger, 2018, para. 4). 
Additionally, Yilmaz (2008) supports the 
assertion that “every historical event is open 
to multiple interpretations” (p. 45), and that 
it is not just subjective, one-person stories 
that are biased, so to always be vigilant. 
Therefore, my website has enumerated a 
variety of archives for historical literacy to 
empower students to become more objective 
citizens and have more informed 
discussions. The Inquiry Strand states that 
students must investigate “multiple 
perspectives” and the “origin and authority” 
of sources, and the resources on my site 

invite them to do just that (NCDPI, 2021, p. 
2). 

One such resource I list, the Zinn 
Education Project, offers alternative voices 
from history that students can triangulate 
from like lesser-known civil rights leaders 
and civilian perspectives from poverty in 
war-torn countries (Zinn Education Project, 
2023). The Gilder Lehrman Institute, Yale’s 
Avalon Project, and the National Archives 
are all examples of databases I have 
catalogued which offer credible primary 
sources where students can practice 
triangulation. Teachers can also use these 
nonpartisan sites for Webquests, interactive 
notebooks, or portfolios for inquiry-based 
learning units. 

In addition, I have embedded links 
for primary sources on the website that are 
not traditionally seen in social studies 
classes that reflect diversity and inclusion. 
Sources such as Chinese Commissioner 
Lin’s letter to Queen Victoria on the opium 
trade, Benjamin Banneker’s letter on slavery 
and human equality, and a Francis Ellen 
Watkins Harper poem on education during 
Reconstruction-all examples from the site 
TeachersPayTeachers.com. Practicing this 
sort of primary source analysis in order to 
“connect emotionally and understand 
another person’s perspective and 
motivations” works wonders for forging 
empathy and understanding (Robertson et 
al., n.d., Empathy section). 

In summary, triangulation helps 
students become more open-minded, helps 
repair strained relations between cultures, 
and gets students to see things in a broader 
fashion than just a strict dichotomy of good 
and evil. With all of this comes greater 
historical accuracy and a larger historical 
archive to work from. By trying to 
understand an individual’s thought process 
and the complexities of events in prior time 
periods, students can hopefully begin to take 
“informed civic action” to affect meaningful 
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change in their communities, which is an 
important goal of the NC Inquiry Strand 
(NCDPI, 2021, p. 2). 

 
Integrating Technology into Social 

Studies 
 
The Inquiry Strand states that a “range of 
civic approaches” should be used, so 
utilizing technology/internet applications 
and stressing science and innovation 
throughout history is the final impactful 
strategy featured on my site (NCDPI, 2021, 
p. 2). Fisher (2012) offers up an insightful 
approach to ingraining historical lessons, 
concepts, and figures into young 
adolescents’ minds. One major detail Fisher 
(2012) noticed is that students were very 
interested in the idea of technological 
advancement. Adolescents are surrounded 
by cars, computers, iPhones, social media, 
and AI-and are usually interested in it. They 
are also excited about possible progress in 
tech, and in their view, if a culture did not 
have it, then that culture was ignorant. 
Therefore, Fisher says to focus on the 
scientists, inventions of different cultures, 
and to emphasize technology in order to 
keep students engaged (Fisher, 2012). 

One benefit of utilizing technology is 
that it can more readily gain/keep 
adolescents’ attention. Discussion apps I list 
on the site such as YoTeach, Voxer, or 
Mentimeter can be used to stimulate recall, 
brainstorm, practice civility, or conduct 
polls/surveys. Adolescents are also 
somewhat competitive by nature, so any site 
that includes history games will help foster 
the type of engagement Fisher (2012) refers 
to. On my site, I have catalogued a wide 
variety of game-based resources on the 
“Tech/Science” tab that are tailored to the 
NC standards. iCivics.com and 
Mr.Nussbaum.com offer digital civic 
libraries that have curriculum resources, 
educator tools, and video games that 

improve civic skills and dispositions. ICivics 
encourages taking informed action to 
address national and global challenges 
which the NC Inquiry Strand (NCDPI, 
2021) advocates, and iCivics lessons can 
also be tailored specifically to NC standards. 
Additionally, I have catalogued 3D museum 
galleries and exploratory sites like the 
Louvre, Be Washington, Google 
Expeditions, Rekrei, Mission US, and 
Nearpod which satisfy the “investigation” 
Inquiry indicator through exploration of 
specific times and places in history (NCDPI, 
2021, p. 2). 

Finally, Sciencehistory.org’s 
scientific biographies page is listed on my 
site, which can engage students by focusing 
on inventions from history, as well as teach 
about the lessons and struggles from various 
scientists’ life stories in terms of what to do 
or not to do in order to be successful. This 
satisfies the indicators of “secondary 
sources,” “evidence-based claims,” and 
“multiple perspectives” from the Inquiry 
Strand (NCDPI, 2021, p. 2), while at the 
same time keeping students engaged. 
 

Key Concepts and Conclusion 
 
It is vital for educators to review the 
consequences tab on the website about how 
each of the three strategies presented 
manifest in society and the real world. These 
insights contain information about how 
interdisciplinary overlap is possible, how 
more civility can be achieved, and the 
positive and negative impacts of 
implementing a certain solution in the 
classroom. Seeing how the implications of 
each strategy tie-in to the NC Professional 
Teaching Standards (NCDPI, 2018) of 
promoting a respectful environment, 
teaching life/career skills, and giving back to 
one’s community through leadership, can be 
helpful for choosing how to implement a 
given strategy, and for seeing how each 
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strategy fits into the North Carolina 
Standard Course of Study (NCSCOS). 

One especially useful part of the 
website is that it gives a list of 20 key 
concepts and terms that middle level social 
studies teachers could use more often in the 
classroom. Concepts like historical literacy, 
grey areas, historical consciousness, 
historical empathy, and historiography. 
These traditionally under-utilized terms and 
concepts help to make sure students 
understand why history is important and 
how to better connect with and contextualize 
disparate people, places, and events over the 
arc of time. “Credibility,” “context”, and 
“reliability” are all terms specifically used 
by NCDPI in the NCSCOS Inquiry Strand 
that are defined on my site (NCDPI, 2021, p. 
2). So by incorporating these terms into 
assessments, projects, and class discussions, 
students can practice the media, digital, and 
information literacy skills that are so vital to 
careers in the 21st century. Knowing the 
specific lexicon encompassing history is 
also quite useful in examining evidence 
more critically in research and helps with 
being able to discern fact from fiction in the 
ecosystem of social media misinformation 
and disinformation we currently inhabit. 

I sincerely hope that my website can 
offer useful solutions for helping other first 
year middle level social studies educators 
teach such a broad subject like history. I 
truly want to aid middle school students in 
growing and developing into model citizens 
who contribute in meaningful ways to their 
communities. I also strongly believe that 
providing educators with access to resources 
through strategies like historical narrative, 
primary source triangulation, and a 
technology/science-based focus can help 
bridge the gap between teachers feeling 
overwhelmed into teachers feeling 
comfortable. These may be new ideas, but 
sometimes adaptation and innovation in 
response to the changing world around us is 

the name of the game. As famed education 
reformist John Dewey once said, “If we 
teach today’s students as we taught them 
yesterday, we rob them of tomorrow” 
(Dewey, 1915, p. 20). 
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COLUMN: COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS 
 

Elusive Culture 
 
Author: Kevin Cassidy1 
 
Every school wants to improve culture, but 
what exactly is culture? It’s hard to define 
and equally hard to implement. Even if you 
establish a “better” culture in your school, 
what does that even mean? What metrics do 
you use to establish that a school’s culture 
has improved? If it’s hard to define, hard to 
implement, and hard to measure objectively, 
why are schools spending so much money 
and energy chasing it? 

Let’s dive headfirst in search of this 
white whale and see if we can catch it.   

Kids would define culture as a 
“vibe,” which isn’t that far off. It’s 
subjective enough to make it hard to define 
but palpable enough to feel in the air around 
you. Great sports teams have this vibe. It’s 
derived from a shared vision, a clear goal, 
and a cohesive and passionate work ethic to 
achieve the goal and realize the vision. The 
key word here is passion. Many schools 
have a “shared vision” and a “cohesive work 
ethic,” but without the passion, it is just 
some vague words on a mission statement 
and never really translate into the type of 
culture we envision.  

The relationship between culture and 
vibe is that culture is the vision, and vibe is 
the passion behind the vision. So, how does 
a school establish or improve its culture and 
vibe?  

We need to start with the boring but 
more straightforward part of defining what 
culture means in our school, then move to 
the more nuanced part and build passion 
around living up to the culture we just 
defined. This definition of culture closely 

 
1 Kevin Cassidy: KCassidyconnect@gmail.com 

resembles a mission statement or a 
philosophy school post on their website. 
Still, those are typically very broad and have 
no real accountability. The definition needs 
to have tangible metrics against which to be 
measured.   

The dictionary defines culture as 
“the customs, arts, social institutions, and 
achievements of a particular nation, people 
or other social groups” (Merriam-Webster, 
n.d). This is an excellent start mainly 
because one could establish objective 
metrics for this definition. What customs 
does your school have, and should you 
modify or improve on these customs? What 
arts and social institutions are valued at your 
school, and what are you doing to show this 
value? What are the tangible achievements 
that have been made, and what are the goals 
and paths to achieve those goals moving 
forward? 

What do you value, and how are you 
holding yourself and your school 
accountable for living up to those 
values? These are the core tenets of culture. 

It is possible to build a great culture 
at your school, but the leadership must be 
very intentional about what that means by 
creating a mission statement with a clear 
path to accountability. If this is truly a 
priority for the school, it must invest time 
and money into cultivating it. Things like 
having X amount of pep rallies—and not 
just for sports—sometimes for no reason. 
Celebrating small wins around the school 
that point back to the definition you 
establish. Wins by students and staff, 
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school-wide competitions, celebrating 
charity work, organized support for the 
school community, a program that lifts 
students who are down (whether socially, 
academically, or emotionally), and so many 
other actual programs can not only be 
established but need to be openly valued to 
build your culture.  

Once the school defines its desired 
culture and values (mission statement), 
create a checklist to see what is being done 
that supports this mission. It needs to focus 
on building a passion for this mission. Once 
the passion is shared by much of the school, 
it becomes a vibe. Passion is something you 
can’t fake, though. Students and staff will 
sniff out anyone going through the 
motions. If that happens, it’s very hard to 
regain trust and build momentum. The most 
important part of this process is not to rush 
it. You must put the right people in the right 
places and hire the right people to fill the 
inevitable holes that will exist. This is 
assuming your leadership is already 
passionate about changing this area. If going 
through the motions is already the status quo 
for your school's leadership, it will be very 
hard to change.    
 Establishing or changing a school's 
culture is a personal thing and must be done 
at a personal level. Any school can make 
kids go to a pep rally, give prizes for 
achievements, or create a few clubs that 
contribute to the mission, but if the staff 
leading those endeavors aren’t passionate 
and devoted, it will always be an uphill 
climb.  Hiring the right people is key. These 
great staff members need to be rewarded as 
well. Which is tough with limited budgets, 
but I don’t know anyone who went into 
teaching for the money. These people must 

feel valued and given authentic leadership 
opportunities and a long leash to try new 
things and create new traditions. If you have 
money, I am certain they would not turn it 
down. 

I understand that all schools have 
more significant problems, limited staff, and 
an even more limited budget, but once this 
culture/vibe exists in your school, you can 
do so much more with so much less. It is 
always worth the investment in the long run, 
if it’s done right.   

Every school has different needs, and 
the leadership needs to know what needs to 
be filled to create the most significant 
cultural change. The passion must be passed 
down from teachers to students, and then 
once it takes, something magical 
happens. The students become the source of 
energy, and they refuel the staff. When done 
right, a self-sustaining energy loop is 
created, and culture becomes a vibe.   

Again, to change or establish a 
positive culture at your school, you must 
create a cultural definition or mission 
statement with a clear path for 
accountability. You must place and/or hire 
passionate people and give them some 
power to make changes. You must be patient 
and not rush through the process.   

It can be done. In many cases, it 
must be done. When it’s done, your school 
becomes a better place to learn and work. 
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