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About Our Cover Image 

 

Joe Girard, a successful author, motivational speaker, and salesman, once said, 
“The elevator to success is out of order. You'll have to use the stairs... one step 
at a time.”  

 

We hope that Mr. Girard is not correct.   Just as elevator call buttons allow us to 
select a variety of locations and move between them with ease, we hope that 
Betwixt and Between will cover a variety of middle level issues and elevate our 
collective ability to improve middle level education for all learners.    It is our 
hope that becoming informed about current issues, engaging in research, and 
learning from others will help our middle level community move from novice  
to expert across many areas more quickly than going it alone.  So, go ahead, 
take the elevator with us .    

 

Thank you for joining us in our quest to lift up all middle level learners.  We 
hope our journal will  provide something new  to enhance the professional 
development of each of our readers.   
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Did you know This We Believe: Keys 

to Educating Young Adolescents 

(2010), published by the Association 

for Middle Level Education, identifies 

“Courageous and Collaborative Lead-

ers” as essential element of success-

ful middle level institutions?   

 

The publication states, “Leaders un-

derstand that successful schools 

committed to the long-term imple-

mentation of the middle school con-

cept must be collaborative enterpris-

es. The principal, working collabora-

tively with a leadership team, focus-

es on building a learning community 

that involves all teachers and places 

top priority on the education and 

healthy development of every stu-

dent, teacher, and staff member.” 

 

Learn more about the  

16 Characteristics of Effective Schools 

by visiting the AMLE website at http://

www.amle.org/AboutAMLE/

ThisWeBelieve/tabid/121/

Default.aspx#122516-the-16-

characteristics 

 

PAMLE is a proud affiliate of AMLE. 

Using Collaborative Inquiry  
to Analyze Student Performance Data  

with Middle School Teachers 
Terry R. Barry 

Introduction 
 

Since the inception of No Child Left 
Behind (NCLB; 2001), educators have 
had to navigate an ever-increasing 
amount of student performance data 
with little or no direction in how to use 
it (Earl & Katz, 2006). To compound 
this issue, President Obama recently 
introduced Race to the Top as part of 
his American Recovery and Reinvest-
ment Act (2009). Race to the Top not 
only mandated schools to use student 
performance data but it directly linked 
student performance data to teacher 
and administrator evaluations. Conse-
quently, educators who continue to 
ignore the instructional benefits of  
using student performance data may 
very well face its consequences on 
their annual evaluations.  
  

One middle school principal in north-
eastern Pennsylvania has found an in-
genious way to analyze student perfor-
mance data with his teachers. Accord-
ing to this principal, “I meet with     
interdisciplinary teams of teachers 
once per month to review student per-
formance data, share instructional 
strategies, and collectively develop 

plans for improvement. Our system 
works extremely well because we not 
only include the grade-level teachers 
but we also include our related arts 
teachers. The collective knowledge of 
our group is focused on the instruc-
tional needs of our students.”  
 

What the principal was referring to is a 
process known as collaborative inquiry. 
As defined by Weinbaum et al. (2004), 
collaborative inquiry is a systematic 
process where teachers gather togeth-
er to explore issues about teaching and 
learning that they identify as             
important. While this definition is fairly 
simplistic, this informal study revealed 
that the implementation of successful 
collaborative inquiry at the subject 
school required a great deal of        
planning, knowledge, and leadership 
on the part of the building principal. 
Accordingly, this informal study reveals 
how one building principal successfully 
implemented collaborative inquiry 
with his teachers to analyze the        
instructional needs of students, sculpt 
instructional decisions, and positively 
impact the academic achievement of 
the students in his school.  

 

Abstract  
 

Since the inception of NCLB, educators have had to navigate an ever-
increasing amount of student performance data with little or no direction 
in how to use it. Recently, President Obama’s Race to the Top legislation 
compounded this issue. This legislation not only required educators to 
use student performance data, it directly linked it to their annual perfor-
mance evaluations. In Pennsylvania 30% of a teacher’s annual evaluation 
is now linked to student performance data. One middle school principal in 
northeastern Pennsylvania has found an ingenious method to analyze and 
use student performance data with his teachers. This principal used a pro-
cess called collaborative inquiry. This informal case study revealed how 
this building principal used collaborative inquiry with his staff to analyze 
student performance data, make instructional decisions, and positively 
impact the academic achievement of students.  
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 A Middle Level Essential 
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Nature of the Study 

This informal study employed a case 
study research design. Using this de-
sign, a researcher selects one bounded 
case in an effort to search for meaning 
(Merriam & Associates, 2002). Accord-
ingly, a middle school in northeastern 
Pennsylvania was selected for this 
study due to the fact that the principal 
and his teachers had been successfully 
using collaborative inquiry to analyze 
student performance data and make 
instructional decisions since the 2008 – 
2009 school year.  

In order to elicit primary source data, 
the principal and the members of the 
collaborative inquiry teams were inter-
viewed regarding their use of the col-
laborative inquiry process as it related 
to data acquisition, data analysis, pro-
fessional discourse, and instructional 
planning. In addition to these data, 
observations of the collaborative in-
quiry meetings were conducted and 
unobtrusive documents were collect-
ed. Finally, the interview data, obser-
vational data, and data related to the 
unobtrusive documents were analyzed 
and triangulated to validate findings.  

Background and Limitations  

This investigation was framed within 
the context of a rural public middle 
school in northeastern Pennsylvania. 
The subject school serviced 630 stu-
dents.  The subject school was com-
prised of six teams of teachers. Seven 
teachers were on each team. The eth-
nicity of the school’s students was rela-
tively homogeneous. The student pop-
ulation was 95% white, 1% black, 3% 
Hispanic, and 1% Asian. Thirty percent 
of this school’s students were consid-
ered low socio-economic as defined by 
their qualification for free or reduced 
lunch. Twenty-seven percent of the 
school’s population was identified spe-
cial education. Accordingly, when re-
viewing the results of this informal 
study one should consider them within 
the limitations outlined above.  
 

 

Collaborative Inquiry 

David (2009) defined collaborative in-
quiry as teachers working together to 
identify and solve common challenges 
through the analysis of student perfor-
mance data and the implementation of 
instructional strategies. Kasl and Yorks 
(2010) echoed this notion, sharing that 
collaborative inquiry is a systematic 
means of research where individuals 
use their past experiences and exper-
tise to solve problems in a collective 
manner.  

This informal study revealed that the 
process of collaborative inquiry at the 
subject school was cyclical and in-
volved (a) the development of  collabo-
rative inquiry teams; (b) the analysis of 
student performance data; (c) time, 
support, leadership, and discourse re-
lated to instructional methodology; (d) 
follow-up analysis of student perfor-
mance data to determine the effective-
ness of instructional decisions; and (e) 
the modification of instructional direc-
tion if needed. This process is outlined 
in figure 1 below.  

Figure 1. Collaborative Inquiry Cycle at Subject School 

As its name implies, the success-
ful use of collaborative inquiry at 
the subject school required a 
great deal of professional dis-
course and collective decision 
making. As noted by David 
(2009), the process of collective 
decision making may seem some-
what counterintuitive to Ameri-
can educators who have histori-
cally planned and taught in isola-
tion. As such, for collaborative 
inquiry to succeed, the culture of 
one’s school must support it.  

School Culture: 

This study revealed that a careful 
evaluation of the culture of one’s 
school must be the starting point 
for the implementation of collab-
orative inquiry.  

 

Continued on page 10 
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Continued from page 8 
 
The culture of a school is defined by 
the beliefs and behaviors of the indi-
viduals within the school and how they 
are inclined to act in given situations 
(Lindsey, Roberts & Campbell-Jones, 
2005). The principal, at the school un-
der investigation, went to great lengths 
to ensure that the culture of his school 
was conducive to collaborative inquiry.  
 
According to the principal, “There are 
several things that must be valued in 
one’s school for the process of collabo-
rative inquiry to work correctly. First of 
all, the school’s culture must support a 
situation where teachers are trusted to 
make instructional decisions and are 
not afraid to share their ideas with one 
another. Second, the school’s culture 
must embrace the use of student per-
formance data and understand the 
benefit of using student performance 
data to one’s advantage. Third, there 
must exist a simplistic way to retrieve 
and organize student performance da-
ta. Fourth, the principal must ensure 
common time, adequate time, and a 
place for the collaborative inquiry 
meetings to take place.” 
 
School cultures that support collabora-
tive inquiry are framed by trust, collab-
oration, discourse, shared leadership, 
accountability, and high expectations 
for student achievement among staff 
members (Cooper, Ponder, Meritt, & 
Mathews, 2005; Seng et al., 2000; 
Weinbaum et al, 2004). Schools whose 
cultures supported collaborative in-
quiry operated in an environment 
where people worked together, felt 
safe to share ideas with one another, 
and felt responsible for student learn-
ing. As one teacher in this school not-
ed, “Our principal trusts us to do what 
is best for our students. Our principal 
knows that we understand our stu-
dents best and that we are going to 
work together to do whatever it takes 
to make sure they succeed.”  
 
 
 

Team Development: 
 
Once an honest evaluation of the cul-
ture of one’s school has been conduct-
ed and one is satisfied that the culture 
will support collaborative inquiry, care-
ful consideration must be given to the 
development of the collaborative in-
quiry teams. According to the principal 
“The structures of middle schools align 
really well with the needs of collabora-
tive inquiry. Common planning times, 
common meeting times, expectations 
for collaboration, and multi-disciplinary 
instructional teams are all elements 
that contribute to successful collabora-
tive inquiry. These elements alone, 
however, are insufficient. To be suc-
cessful the personality of the team is 
also critical.”  

 
Collaborative inquiry teams should, 
naturally, consist of teachers who have 
students in common; however, consid-
eration must also be given to (a) who 
would work well together in a demo-
cratic manner, (b) the rules that govern 
the group’s operations, and (c) the ex-
pertise and values (Blair, 2004) each 
member brings to the table. As noted 
by one teacher at this school, “I think 
the most unique element of our collab-
orative inquiry team is that every 
teacher teaches the students that we 
are talking about – the core teachers 
and the arts teachers. I think what’s 
also beneficial is that we all get along 
and work well as a unit.”  
 
Performance Data:  

As mentioned above, NCLB (2001) 
mandated that all states administer 
high quality assessments to students 
for the purpose of evaluating perfor-
mance. Additionally NCLB required all 
states to provide the results of these 
assessments to schools so that this in-
formation could be used by them to 
inform instruction in the classroom. As 
such, state assessment data is available 
to schools by mandate. State assess-
ment data alone, however, is not 
enough. Along with state assessment 

data, successful collaborative in-
quiry requires the use of ongoing 
benchmark assessment data, curric-
ulum-based assessment data, and 
data such as attendance records 
and discipline records. (Anfara, 
2010). It is also imperative that this 
data is easily accessed. This usually 
occurs via a computing warehous-
ing system.  

State Assessment Data 
 

State assessment data are sup-
plied to schools as both a 
means to assess the school’s 
compliance with the perfor-
mance mandates of NCLB and 
also as a means to determine 
the instructional needs of stu-
dents (Anfara, 2010). These 
results are generally reported 
by overall performance in each 
subject as well as by the skill 
sets within each subject.  

According to the building princi-
pal, “we review state assess-
ment data, but this data is only 
supplied to us one time per 
year. Successful collaborative 
inquiry requires ongoing perfor-
mance data so that discussions 
and decisions can be modified 
as the year progresses. As a re-
sult, we also use benchmark 
assessments. The benchmark 
assessments are administered 
during the first week of the 
school year and then again 
quarterly thereafter. Using 
benchmark assessment infor-
mation, we can see the pro-
gress of our students and the 
effectiveness of our decisions.”  

Benchmark Assessment Data 

Benchmark assessments are state
-correlated examinations that are 
administered to students at mul-
tiple intervals throughout the 
year (Donhost, 2010). According 
to Li, Marion, Perie, and Gong 
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 11 (2010), the main uses of benchmark 
assessments are to identify the in-
structional needs of students so that 
teachers can make informed instruc-
tional decisions in the classroom. 
Benchmark assessments provide 
teachers ongoing information 
throughout the school year regard-
ing their students’ progress. 

 The Success for All Foundation 
(2009) reported that the 4Sight 
Benchmark Assessments are one of 
the most popular benchmark assess-
ments used by school districts. These 
assessments supply student perfor-
mance data for overall performance 
in reading and mathematics as well 
as the anchor assessment standards 
that make up each subject. As with 
state assessments, the 4Sight Bench-
mark Assessment can be disaggre-
gated by race, sex, socio-economic 
standing, and a myriad of other de-
mographic categories. Multiple stud-
ies indicated that the use of bench-
mark assessments for instructional 
decision-making is promising (Berry, 
Johnson, & Montgomery, 2005; 
Datnow, Park, & Wohlstetter, 2007; 
Hollins, McIntyre, DeBose, Hollins, & 
Toowner, 2004; Strahan 2003; Sy-
monds, 2004).  

 

According to one member of this 
school’s collaborative inquiry team, 
“we review the students’ performance 
on their 4sight Assessments as the 
year progresses. These assessments 
breakdown performance by the an-
chor standards within each subject. 
For example, we may know a student 
is struggling in math, but the bench-
marks reveal what skill within math 
the student is struggling with. Is the 
student doing well with Numbers and 
Operations but struggling with Meas-
urement? These assessments drill 
down to the very skills we need to ad-
dress in our classrooms.”  

 

Professional Discourse 

Successful collaborative inquiry is un-
derscored by teachers sharing ideas 
and strategies with one another to ad-
dress the identified learning needs of 
students. This investigation revealed 
extremely rich discourse among the 
teachers as they shared instructional 
strategies with one another that were 
designed to meet the identified learn-
ing needs of their students. Of particu-
lar note was the fact that each mem-
ber of the team represented different 
instructional disciplines. As such, the 
team shared ideas and strategies from 
the perspective of their content area. 
Sergiovanni wrote that “too often com-
petence is divided among different 
people. The consequence of this divi-
sion is to dilute what each individual 
knows and to ignore the collective in-
telligence that schools might otherwise 
have” (p. 117). Middle school teams 
are naturally interdisciplinary. Taking 
advantage of this through collaborative 
inquiry makes perfect sense.  

One teacher at this school shared “I 
remember one meeting when we were 
discussing the fact that the students 
were struggling with measurement. 
The Family Consumer Science teacher 
said that she could teach measurement 
in her class through recipes, the sci-
ence teacher was working on timelines 
and said that he could have the stu-
dents measure each section of the 
timeline; the history then added that 
he would have his students measure 
scales on a map. The interesting part 
was that the math teacher did not 
change his instruction at all. He kept to 
his pacing guide. When the students 
took their next benchmark assessment, 
their scores in measurement increased 
dramatically.”   Using collaborative in-
quiry, the collective intelligence of the 
group is recognized and celebrated.  

Instructional Decision-making 

Once the collaborative inquiry teams 
analyzed the instructional needs of 

their students (through the use 
of student performance data) and 
shared strategies to address them 
(through discourse), their instruc-
tional decisions took on many 
forms.  Some decisions used flexi-
ble grouping of students within 
classrooms to provide direct ex-
plicit instruction by anchor stand-
ard. Other decisions used technol-
ogy-based instruction or a partic-
ular instructional strategy that a 
member of the group used suc-
cessfully. Still other decisions in-
volved the related arts teachers, 
history teachers, or science teach-
ers incorporating specific skills 
into their lessons. Whatever the 
decisions, a common thread 
clearly emerged through this in-
vestigation. The team’s analysis of 
student performance data drove 
their discourse, the team’s dis-
course molded their instructional 
decisions, and the team’s instruc-
tional decisions were specific to 
the anchor standards the student
(s) were struggling with.   

Conclusion: 

The designs of most middle 
schools are tailor-made for collab-
orative inquiry. The school under 
investigation in this informal 
study was a perfect example. The 
school’s culture was defined by 
collaboration, shared decision-
making, trust, and teamwork. This 
culture set a foundation for col-
laborative inquiry to succeed.  
The principal carefully developed 
collaborative inquiry teams con-
sisting of educators who worked 
well together and had students in 
common. Once the collaborative 
inquiry teams were developed, 
sufficient time was set aside for 
the teams to meet, analyze stu-
dent performance data, and share 
instructional ideas.  

Through rich discourse, the col-
laborative inquiry teams based all 

11 



Betwixt and Between:  Education for Young Adolescents ISSN 2333-0813 Volume 1, Issue 1, Spring 2014

 12 instructional decisions on their analy-
sis of state and benchmark assess-
ment data. Since the group repre-
sented teachers from varying instruc-
tional disciplines, they all took own-
ership of their decisions. The collec-
tive intelligence of the group was 
celebrated and instructional deci-
sions were sound. Once the instruc-
tional decisions were enacted in the 
classroom(s), follow-up benchmark 
assessment data were analyzed to 
determine their effectiveness. In-
structional decisions that worked 
well were continued; instructional 
decisions that did not work well were 
altered.   
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 13 Developing Deliberative Democracy Skills  
in Middle Level Classrooms:  

A Pedagogical Model  
Jason T. Hilton  

Successful  middle level teachers 

know that active learning doesn’t 

happen by accident.  Teachers must 

be committed to effectively using 

instructional practices that place 

students at the center of the learn-

ing process. This article provides a 

model to assist teachers as they  

plan for active learning.  In addition, 

the author makes the case for ac-

tive learning as a mechanism for 

developing the ability to hypothe-

size, to organize information into 

useful and meaningful constructs, 

and to grasp long-term cause and 

effect relationships.  These skills 

allow students to play a role in their 

own learning and develop skills that 

will transfer into their adult lives.     

 

 

Learn more about the  

16 Characteristics of Effective Schools 

by visiting the AMLE website at 

http://www.amle.org/AboutAMLE/

ThisWeBelieve/tabid/121/

Default.aspx#122516-the-16-

characteristics 

 

 

PAMLE is a proud affiliate of AMLE. 

Introduction 

Modern politics and mass media are 
overrun with symptoms of adversarial 
democracy, with individuals holding 
fast to entrenched positions and for-
ward progress stymied by dogma and 
rhetoric. All too often young adoles-
cents enter classrooms with similarly 
steadfast beliefs, seemingly unable to 
hear and consider those views that 
differ from their own. If these students 
are going to grow into adults capable 
of respecting diversity of thought and 
advancing society, they need the 
chance to practice a different brand of 
democracy in the classroom – the de-
liberative democracy. 

This article seeks to describe a model 
for the implementation of a classroom 
deliberation process based on a delib-
erative democratic political ideal. This 
analysis begins by defining deliberation 
and breaking it down into the neces-
sary steps of the deliberative process. 
This is followed by a description of the 
role deliberation can play within an 
educational setting, including a num-
ber of key gains for students, and a 
brief discussion of the middle level 
setting as the place most appropriate 
in which to first introduce students to 

the deliberative process. The article 
moves on to describe a model for de-
liberation in a middle level classroom 
environment, paying close attention to 
the structure of the deliberative pro-
cess and the specific needs of young 
adolescents. 

What is Deliberation? 

While in common conversations be-
tween teachers, terms such as deliber-
ation and debate might be used inter-
changeably to describe a discussion in 
which prolonged attention is paid to a 
single topic, in classroom settings 
where a specific deliberative approach 
is sought, it is important to begin by 
differentiating between these practic-
es. Deliberation is not a debate where 
individuals act as advocates and de-
fenders of an entrenched position, nor 
is it an alternating set of monologues 
where individuals talk, but others often 
do not listen (Goodin & Stein, 2008; 
Parker, 1997). Instead, deliberation is a 
form of democratic participation in 
which measures are taken to ensure 
equal participation through both 
speaking and actively listening to oth-
ers; focusing on a process of under-
standing and accounting for alternating 
viewpoints, with a goal of achieving a  

 

Abstract  
 

This article describes a model for the implementation of a classroom pro-
cess based on a deliberative democratic political ideal. This analysis in-
cludes delineation of the deliberation process and specific gains to be 
made by including deliberative practices within middle level educational 
settings. Following this theoretical background, the article moves on to 
describe a pedagogical model for employing deliberation within class-
rooms serving young adolescents. 
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common course of action through 
compromise (Beck, 2005; Goodin & 
Stein, 2008; Levinson, 2003; Reich, 
2007). 

 Deliberation has deep historical roots. 
The practice dates back to the 5th cen-
tury B.C.E. in ancient Athens, where 
Aristotle advocated for a process in 
which citizens would publicly discuss 
and justify proposed laws to one an-
other through a practice of weighing 
different ideas to come 
to common solutions 
(Gutmann & Thompson, 
2004; McGregor, 2004). 
While the right to citizenship was very 
limited in ancient Greece, in the cur-
rent period, deliberation has been 
brought back into popular discussion 
through the scholarship of Jurgen Ha-
bermas, who incorporates a more 
democratic vision in which everyone 
ought to have the capacity to partici-
pate in deliberative politics (Gutmann 
& Thompson, 2004; Levinson, 2003). 
While deliberation may be articulated 
differently by different scholars, “each 
definition stresses the fundamental 
purpose of deliberation as communica-
tive, designed to resolve issues of con-
tention among citizens in a forum that 
promotes dialogue, understanding, 
and an appreciation of differ-
ence” (McGregor, 2004, p. 92). 

There are a number of important quali-
ties of a deliberation. First, a delibera-
tion must involve communicative be-
haviors that promote thorough group 
discussion, ensuring that all members 
of the group have equal access to par-
ticipation so that a range of viewpoints 
and possible solutions can be evaluat-
ed (Burkhalter, Gastil, & Kelshaw, 
2002; Gutmann & Thompson, 1996, 
2004; Kosnoski, 2005; Levinson, 2003). 
Second, the deliberation must incorpo-
rate different forms of knowledge, 
making room for competing claims 
based on reason, emotion and person-
al experience (Burkhalter, et al., 2002; 
McGregor, 2004). It is essential during 

reason-giving that claims of multiple 
epistemologies be both accessible and 
comprehensible to participants 
(Gutmann & Thompson, 2004). This 
requirement to hear and understand 
all claims in the deliberation allows 
participants to move beyond rationali-
ty of reason, to make room for the ex-
periences and interpretations of partic-
ipants as social beings (McGregor, 
2004). Third, deliberation requires that 
participants identify a variety of possi-

ble courses of action that attempt to 
address a diversity of needs both of 
deliberation participants and of society 
at large (Burkhalter, et al., 2002). Iden-
tifying possible courses of action re-
quires reciprocity in the presenting of 
ideas, so that each participant feels 
responsible and accountable during 
the formulation of a final decision 
(McGregor, 2004; Reich, 2007). Fourth, 
the deliberation must create evaluative 
criteria on which to base a group deci-
sion that are either universally or 
broadly accepted (Burkhalter, et al., 
2002). Finally, the deliberation ends 
when a decision is made using the es-
tablished evaluative criteria to pursue 
a common course of action 
(Burkhalter, et al., 2002; Gutmann & 
Thompson, 1996, 2004). This decision 
requires members to move past their 
disagreements to work with one an-
other for a common good, a process 
that is often more difficult than it 
sounds but valuable as a method for 
determining a just course of action 
(Beck, 2005; Gutmann & Thompson, 
2004). 

As opposed to adversarial democracy, 
deliberative democracy allows society 
to accomplish a number of goals. Alt-
hough very demanding to implement 
fully (Burkhalter, et al., 2002), delibera-
tion fosters cooperation and mutual 
understanding, provides voice to all 
rather than just the powerful, allows 

those with power to make deci-
sions based on ‘public’ reasons, 
rather than individual prejudices, 
and allows decisions to be chal-
lenged in the future through the 
transparency of the method 
through which decisions were 
made (Gutmann & Thompson, 
2004; Levinson, 2003). The inclu-
sive practices of deliberation are 
essential elements in a democra-
cy that overcomes its adversarial 
leanings in order to respond to 

and be account-
able to the 
needs of the 
public. As Kos-

noski (2005, p. 656) explains, the 
“goal of deliberative democracy is 
the transformation of partici-
pants’ political interests and val-
ues through actual communica-
tion with others.” 

Deliberation as an  
Educational Practice 

 
While we, as a society, may strive 
for deliberative practices as an 
ideal form of democratic govern-
ance, these deliberative practices 
can present more utilitarian uses 
within educational settings. Those 
who research deliberative de-
mocracy as educational practice 
build on Dewey’s notion that stu-
dents need to participate in pub-
lic and semipublic discourses to 
form arguments and opinions on 
current political events, evaluate 
consequences of earlier deci-
sions, and introduce new topics 
(e.g. McDevitt & Caton-Rosser, 
2009; Reich, 2007). Schools repre-
sent ideal places to safely nurture 
the democratic values needed for 
living and participating in a demo-
cratic and diverse society; oppor-
tunities that ought to be seized 
by teachers (Beck, 2005; Levin-
son, 2003; Parker, 1997). For 
these practices to be successful, 
teachers need both an appropri-
ate understanding of how best to 

“There are a number of important qualities of a deliberation.” 
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involve students in a deliberative pro-
cess and the commitment to provide 
the time necessary to create and im-
plement a rich deliberative experience 
for his/her students. While there are a 
variety of ways to approach delibera-
tion in the school or classroom setup, 
there is no evidence to suggest that 
one particular way is better than oth-
ers (Reich, 2007). Instead, the use of 
widely varied deliberative practices 
which focus on problems of interaction 
and/or academic controversies that 
exist in core subjects presents an op-
portunity for students and teachers to 
move beyond the focus on non-
controversial instruction that has be-
come common in educational settings 
(McDevitt & Caton-Rosser, 2009; Par-
ker, 1997). By focusing on more con-
tested and controversial subject matter 
in a fair and balanced way, deliberation 
presents an opportunity for lessons 
that are more active and engaging for 
students. 
 

Through participation in deliberations 
within the classroom, students learn a 
number of key lessons that may bene-
fit them later in life. Lessons that en-
gage students in adversarial demo-
cratic practices, such as debating a key 
classroom concept, cause students to 
focus more on individual achievement 
in a competitive manner. Such lessons 
often exclude those students who may 
be less likely to speak up, less quick to 
generate responses, or less capable in 
arguments with their peers. By instead 
focusing on a deliberative model, stu-
dents must account for the views of all 
of their peers, creating an inclusive 
environment in which the thoughts of 
each student can be heard. One of the 
most important benefits of choosing a 
deliberative model rather than an ad-
versarial debate model is that students 
must improve their active listening 
skills in order to be successful (Reich, 
2007). This active listening includes not 
just hearing what others are saying, 
but improving one’s ability to under-
stand differing views through the use 
of “reflexive thinking” – the ability to 

analyze a position from multiple per-
spectives before issuing a response 
(Burkhalter, et al., 2002; Gutmann & 
Thompson, 2004; McDevitt & Caton-
Rosser, 2009; Parker, 1997; Reich, 
2007; Wilhelm, 2009). As Levinson 
(2003, p. 38) explains, “it requires that 
children learn how to listen to each 
other in such a way that they actually 
‘hear’ the import of claims that on the 
surface may seem bizarre, irrational, 
unappealing or confused.”  

Additionally, deliberation fosters a mu-
tual respect between deliberation par-
ticipants. Through the use of turn-
taking and active-listening, delibera-
tion promotes the ability to interact 
with others to solve problems, an im-
portant skill in later democratic life 
(Beck, 2005; McDevitt & Caton-Rosser, 
2009). Students learn to control their 
own desire to interrupt during passion-
ate discussion and they gain the oppor-
tunity to practice controlling their body 
language to avoid giving off inappropri-
ate cues – both skills that enable a de-
liberative group to work more effec-
tively toward a solution (McDevitt & 
Caton-Rosser, 2009; Reich, 2007). Tied 
to this is a need to communicate one’s 
own positions effectively, teaching stu-
dents to justify their positions in ways 
that others find easier to understand 
(Gutmann & Thompson, 2004; Levin-
son, 2003; Parker, 1997; Reich, 2007).  

Because deliberation is not just about 
discussion and position taking, the 
need to propose, evaluate and select 
possible courses of action creates im-
portant gains for students as well. In a 
classroom deliberation, for students to 
be successful they must learn to criti-
cize ideas rather than people, a pro-
cess that allows participants to main-
tain their trust that others are working 
toward a solution even in the presence 
of disagreement (Burkhalter, et al., 
2002; Gutmann & Thompson, 2004; 
McDevitt & Caton-Rosser, 2009; Par-
ker, 1997; Reich, 2007). They learn to 
make decisions based on members of 
the deliberation coming together to 

select a course of action that is 
most beneficial to the group, 
engendering a sense of responsibil-
ity and accountability to the group 
(Gutmann & Thompson, 2004; 
Reich, 2007). 

Finally, participation in deliberation 
makes students more likely to em-
ploy such a process in the future as 
they begin to see deliberation, ra-
ther than adversarial democratic 
practices, as a more effective way 
to solve disagreements (Burkhalter, 
et al., 2002; Reich, 2007). They 
begin to take on approaches to 
problems that allow them to think 
about gains beyond their own. As 
Gutmann & Thompson (2004, p. 
12) explain,  

When citizens bargain and 
negotiate, they may learn 
how better to get what they 
want. But when they deliber-
ate, they can expand their 
knowledge, including both 
their self-understanding and 
their collective understand-
ing of what will best serve 
their fellow citizens.  

Deliberation for Middle  
Level Students 

Young adolescents are uniquely 
positioned to benefit most from 
participation in classroom delibera-
tion. Because young adolescents 
are in a period of gradual and spo-
radic cognitive growth in which 
they may struggle both to grasp 
more abstract concepts and to pro-
duce reasoned arguments, it is ap-
propriate to make use of more con-
crete and experiential learning ac-
tivities (Association for Middle Lev-
el Education, 2010; Piaget, 1964; 
Snowman & McCown, 2012) The 
challenges of cognitive develop-
ment are made more complex for 
middle level students by an increas-
ing importance of peer opinions 
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and pressures. Young adolescents are 
at an critical transitional period be-
tween two stages in psychosocial de-
velopment, shifting from a focus on 
developing socially-acceptable compe-
tencies to a need to establish unique 
personal identities (Erikson, 1993). 
Classroom deliberations assist in this 
transition by helping students to be-
come competent and contributing 
group members through a process de-
signed to build upon the unique 
thoughts and opinions of peer group 
members. Finally, middle level stu-
dents deeply hold a sense of fairness 
and justice (Meyer, 2011), making 
them more open to the respectful and 
fair-solution orientation of deliberative 
democracy. 

Classroom deliberation represents 
practices more often found within 
highly successful middle school 
settings. Within these settings, there is 
a decreased focus on direct instruction 
and an increased focus on cooperative 
learning and inquiry teaching (McEwin 
& Greene, 2010). Deliberation func-
tions as both a collaborative effort be-
tween students and a learning activity 
that fosters cognitive growth through 
the practice of logical problem solving 
(Piaget, 1964) – a key feature of the 
more democratic inquiry learning activ-
ities suggested by Dewey (1938). Class-
room deliberations also serve as sites 
where students can struggle with larg-
er issues and imagine possible out-
comes, key traits of formal operational 
thinking (Piaget, 1964; Snowman & 
McCown, 2012). These challenges al-
low young adolescents to increase 
both their social consciousness and 
personal agency – important lessons 
called for by Meyer (2011) as neces-
sary improvements to current middle 
level education.  

The Association for Middle Level Edu-
cation (2010) has also suggested a 
number of best practices that can help 

classroom teachers to achieve. These 
include, 

 Solving complex problems in a col-
laborative fashion 

 Assisting student in formulating 
positive moral principles 

 Examining various assumptions 
and viewpoints that allow class-
room issues to come alive for 
young adolescents 

 Posing and answering questions 
that allow students to capitalize on 
their cultural, experiential, and 
personal backgrounds 

 Embedding of egalitarian concepts 
in the classroom, so that students 
of all diversities feel that they are 
genuine and contributing learning 
community members 

As the Association for Middle Level 
Education (2010) argues, “the future 
of individuals and, indeed, that of soci-
ety is largely determined by the nature 
of the educational experiences of 
young adolescents during the forma-
tive years.” By using deliberative class-
room activities, schools and class-
rooms filled with young adolescents 
who may gain the skills that allow 
them improve their future. 

A Model for  
Middle Level Deliberation 

While there is no one best way to cre-
ate or implement a deliberation within 
the classroom, what follows is a sug-
gested model designed to allow delib-
eration to be incorporated into a class-
room of young adolescents.  

The process begins when teachers de-
cide at what points in their lessons to 

include a deliberation. Delibera-
tions are best suited to either the 
study of controversial topics or to 
challenges in course content that 
lend themselves to multiple cours-
es of action (i.e. peace process in 
the Middle East or designing an 
architectural model). While this 
means that teachers may find it 
easier to make room for delibera-
tive practices in humanities cours-
es, there certainly are disagree-
ments and multi-solution problems 
in science and math as well. Re-
member that in a deliberation, the 
goal is not to reach one final solu-
tion, but to identify commonalities 
within an issue and collectively de-
cide on a course of action for the 
group (Goodin & Stein, 2008). 
Therefore, before choosing to use a 
deliberative approach, the teacher 
ought to be sure that a variety of 
different answers will still be equal-
ly correct and useful for the pur-
poses of the lesson. 

Although it is possible to hold a 
deliberation that is class-wide or 

The process begins when teachers decide at what points in their lessons to include a deliberation. 
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larger, the author prefers small group 
deliberations – including three or four 
members – for a number of reasons. In 
smaller groups, it is easier for all stu-
dents to have an equal opportunity to 
participate and to be heard, which is 
essential for the deliberation process 
to reach its maximum democratic po-
tential (Burkhalter, et al., 2002; 
McGregor, 2004; Parker, 1997; Reich, 
2007). Not having to compete to par-
ticipate reduces inequalities within 
group setting, creates space for individ-
uals to fully embrace a participatory 
social role (Erikson, 1993), and increas-
es motivation by providing enough 
time for each member to fully contrib-
ute (Kosnoski, 2005; Levinson, 2003). 
Additionally, because each member is 
afforded the opportunity to speak and 
be heard, the chances increase that 
students will perceive a potential to 
come together around shared lan-
guage, understandings, or judgments 
(Burkhalter, et al., 2002). Parker (1997) 
indicated that richness of deliberation 
comes in the ways that students frame 
problems, search for related info, ref-
erence materials, seek diverse view-
points, judge strength of arguments, 
adjudicate competing interpretations, 
and weigh alternative courses of ac-
tion. The increase in individual partici-
pation time brought on by the de-
crease in deliberation participants in a 
small group setting enhances this rich-
ness.  

For young adolescents who require a 
more concrete-logical approach 
(Piaget, 1964), it is important that the 
deliberation be structured to follow a 
set of distinct, sequential stages. Typi-
cally, the first of these stages is the 
opportunity for students to get to 
know the problem or controversy to 
which they are going to offer solutions. 
In a classroom, this would include ei-
ther a whole-class introduction to the 
issue at hand, or exposure to materials 
that allow the students, on an individu-
al level, to begin to think about the 
topic of the deliberation. It is im-
portant at this introductory stage that 

students focus on developing their 
own perceptions and thoughts about 
the topic of study; therefore, interac-
tion between students during this ini-
tial stage should be avoided. It is useful 
at this point to explain to students 
both what a deliberation is and how 
they will proceed (Burkhalter, et al., 
2002). To help students collect their 
thoughts during the introductory peri-
od, suggesting that they write down 
some of their first impressions may 
better prepare them for the sharing 
stages that follow. 

The next stage in the deliberation is 
perhaps the most crucial, where stu-
dents will speak and listen to one an-
other. This requires a great deal of 
structure on the part of the teacher, 
who is filling the role of moderator in a 
deliberative democracy by guiding stu-
dents through the process in an order-
ly fashion that ensures equal access to 
participation (Gutmann & Thompson, 
2004; Kosnoski, 2005). Careful atten-
tion must be paid to how groups are 
progressing to make sure students are 
treating one another in a way that is 
respectful of the individual ideas and 
contributions of each group member 
(Erikson, 1993). 

At the middle level, this can be 
achieved through the use of timed 
speech acts within the small groups. In 
each timed speech act, one student 
within the group talks and the other 
students must remain silent. What 
teachers will want to avoid, however, 
is a situation in which students are 
sitting quietly and appearing to listen, 
but are, in fact simply thinking of what 
they will say next (Kosnoski, 2005). 
One solution is to hold students ac-
countable to their group members for 
what was said, either through having 
students repeat back to the speaker 
what they think they heard or by hav-
ing students write brief notes on the 

speaker’s position. Group partic-
ipants are more likely to believe 
they are accountable to the group if 
they feel the group is respectful and 
accountable to them (Reich, 2007). 
While students are going through 
this process, each taking turns shar-
ing their thoughts and positions, it is 
important for the teacher to remain 
neutral, only stepping in to guide 
the deliberation along in an orderly 
fashion, rather than reinforcing or 
dismissing any claims made by stu-
dents (Goodin & Stein, 2008; Kosno-
ski, 2005). 

During this turn-taking stage, it is 
normal for some students to make 
arguments based on passion and 
emotion rather than on reason. In 
many ways, this mirrors the reality 
of how decisions are made in a de-
mocracy and provides the oppor-
tunity to acknowledge that individu-
als participating in a democratic sys-
tem come to understand issues in a 
variety of ways (Gutmann & Thomp-
son, 2004; McDevitt & Caton-
Rosser, 2009). Careful monitoring of 
each deliberative group is necessary 
to ensure that social inequalities 
that may be present because of the 

diverse backgrounds of students are 
not replicated in the way group 
members interact with one another 
(Gutmann & Thompson, 2004; Lev-
inson, 2003; Reich, 2007). Replica-
tion of these inequalities often re-
sults from a failure of majority 
group members to understand the 
claims of minority groups and the 
failure of majority group members 
to recognize their own normative 
discourses that create power imbal-
ances (Beck, 2005; Levinson, 2003; 
Reich, 2007). Even in well-designed 
deliberations, the differences in ma-
jority and minority group experienc-
es can erode deliberative equality. 

The next stage in the deliberation is perhaps the most crucial, 
where students will speak and listen to one another.  
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Teachers should help members of 

the majority group to better hear mi-
nority claims and help members of the 
minority group to better communicate 
claims in language understandable by 
the majority (Levinson, 2003). By en-
couraging open-mindedness and re-
spect during the deliberative process, 
students are better able to “hear” 
what others are saying and perhaps, 
ultimately, some students may come 
to a wider acceptance of other views 
or changes in their own views 
(Burkhalter, et al., 2002; McGregor, 
2004). 

Following the turn-taking stage is the 
necessity of establishing criteria on 
which to evaluate possible courses of 
action for the issue or topic of the de-
liberation. In this stage, it is largely im-
possible to get the entire group to 
agree on each and every criteria – nor 
is this the goal. Instead, the delibera-
tive group should only establish evalu-
ative criteria that take into account 
issues on which the group can come to 
an agreement or reach consensus 
(Burkhalter, et al., 2002). It sometimes 
is the case that students will become 
more volatile around an issue they feel 
strongly about, which can cause trou-
ble in reaching consensus. In this case, 
the teacher will need to moderate the 
discussion to move students to a point 
where they can agree to accept their 
differences (McDevitt & Caton-Rosser, 
2009). It is useful to remind students 
that the deliberation seeks solution-
oriented goals, rather than victory-
oriented goals – that ultimately their 
performance is judged not on who con-
vinced others of their positions, but on 
the ability of the whole group to come 
to a well-thought-out course of action 
(Levinson, 2003). Because this stage 
represents a break from a more tradi-
tional adversarial process of just trying 
to defeat views that run counter to 
one’s own, for students engaging in 
deliberation for the first time, it is use-
ful to model a process of coming to an 
agreement to establish evaluative cri-
teria. In this case, it may be most help-

ful to have the class watch as the 
teacher works with one group to de-
termine on which criteria each mem-
ber can agree, paying special attention 
to showing peaceful ways to move be-
yond differences to reach consensus. 

Just after the evaluative criteria stage, 
it is important for students to begin to 
suggest courses of action. It is possible 
for the students to suggest such ac-
tions before the evaluative criteria are 
established; in fact their own position 
taking will often hint at these. Howev-
er, in middle level settings, the author 
advocates the positing of courses of 
action after the creation of evaluative 
criteria, allowing students to logically 
shape their offered ideas to better fit 
these concrete criteria (Piaget, 1964). 

This often makes it easier for young 
adolescents to choose based on group 
consensus as the courses of action 
offered will have already been tailored 
to meet this goal. 

The final stage of the deliberation is 
one in which the students must choose 
a course of action based on the evalua-
tive criteria they have established. 
While successful deliberation always 
ends in a decision, there is not a single 
way of reaching that decision 
(Gutmann & Thompson, 2004). Stu-
dents could vote; they could discuss 
with one another; they could system-
atically apply their evaluative criteria 
to each proposal, etc. For teachers, it is 
useful to delineate the differences be-
tween reaching a final solution and 

reaching a course of action, a pro-
cess which may require the teach-
er to again model decision-making 
with one demonstration group. By 
indicating to students that they are 
deciding “what to do”, rather than 
“what the right answer is”, teach-
ers make it easier for young ado-
lescents to reach agreement while 
still protecting their own passion-
ate positions toward the issue at 
hand. Though uncommon, it may 
be the case that a group is unable 
to reach a consensus on a course 
of action because one student ap-
pears to be holding out against the 
group. In these cases, it is im-
portant for the teacher, as the 
moderator, to step in, making 
room for the student to articulate 
their position and objections while 
moving the rest of the group to-
ward a final course of action. 

When groups have reached a 
course of action, having each 
briefly share their decision with 
the class is a useful practice. The 
members of the group become 
accountable to each other and to 
the class through this sharing pro-
cess. Additionally, by having 
groups acknowledge that they 
reached the goals of the delibera-
tion by working together to ulti-
mately decide on a course of ac-
tion, students are more likely to 
see the possibilities of success 
within deliberative practices and 
may be more confident about en-
gaging in such a process in the fu-
ture (Burkhalter, et al., 2002; Erik-
son, 1993; Gutmann & Thompson, 
2004; Reich, 2007). While the de-
liberation is fresh in the minds of 
students, having each student 
write about their experience can 
help them to reflect upon their 
cognitive process throughout the 
deliberation (Piaget, 1964). Stu-
dents should consider how each 
step in the process went, how their 
own thoughts may have changed 
as they worked with other group 

 

The final stage of the deliberation is 

one in which the students must choose 

a course of action based on the 

evaluat ive criteria they have 

established.  
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Student Deliberation Guide 

 
Directions: Use this guide sheet to progress through each of the five stages of the deliberation process. You will 

need scratch paper to write down your ideas and to take notes on what your other group members 
say. 

 

 
Stage 1: Identify the problem/challenge 
 

Write down what you already know about the problem or challenge you will be addressing.  
 
Guiding questions: What issue are you addressing? What do you know about the issue? What struggles 

might be encountered in solving the problem? What solutions seem obvious to you?  
 
 

Stage 2: Thoughts of others 
 

Listen to each of your group members explain their thoughts and write down quick notes to remember 
their ideas.  
 
Guiding questions: What do my group members think? How are their thoughts like yours? Where do you 

disagree? 
 

 
Stage 3: How to pick the best course of action  
 

Discuss with your group members how you are going to pick which final course of action to take. As a 
group, you will want to pick at least three things to look for that could help you to make your choice.  
 
Guiding questions: How can we figure out which course of action is the one we should choose? What 

does the group think must be a part of the plan? What would make one plan better 
than another? How would the group members convince outsiders that they had 
made the right choice? 

 
 

Stage 4: Establishing choices for a course of action 
 

Individually write your own suggestion for a course of action. Next, listen and take notes as each group 
member takes their turn sharing their course of action. 
 
Guiding questions: What course of action do you think would work? What courses of action do other 

group members suggest? 
 

 
Stage 5: Making a choice 
 

Using the “things to look for” that were picked in stage 3, as a group, decide on a final course of action. 
Feel free to combine parts of different courses of actions group members suggested in order to create 
the best plan. Be prepared to explain how the group made a final decision. 
 
Guiding questions: Which course of action did our group decide on? Why did the group choose this 

course? 
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members, and what they have learned 
by engaging in a deliberative process.  

Conclusion 

Middle level educational settings pro-
vide an excellent location for the intro-
duction of deliberative practices. 
Young adolescents, who thrive when 
lessons are concrete, experiential, col-
laborative, social, and inquiry-based 
can find each of these facets of learn-
ing combined within a classroom delib-
eration. By being introduced to, and 
learning how to achieve within a delib-
eration setting, middle level students 
avail themselves of the opportunity to 
participate in a democratic form of dis-
course that fosters equal participation, 
accounts for alternative viewpoints, 
and allows students to work together 
to achieve common goals. Of particular 
value for students is the capacity for 
deliberation to make room for a wider 
diversity of viewpoints and to give 
voice to all participants, most im-
portant for young adolescents who are 
at a period in their lives where their 
social stature and being is both so cru-
cial and so vulnerable.  

Participation in classroom deliberation 
further sets the stage for a better fu-
ture. Through deliberation, young ado-
lescents learn to hear one another and 
to respect diverse opinions and posi-
tions. They learn to move past the 
differences that can bog down 
attempts at progress and to work to-
gether to realize common goals and 
common courses of actions that re-
spect individual differences. Finally, 
they develop a comfort and a belief 
that a process of deliberative democra-
cy can work to solve contentious prob-
lems, allowing them to move away 
from the often inept adversarial politi-
cal functioning that has come to mark 
the current era.  
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"Do not worry if you have 

built castles in the air. They 

are where they should be. 

Now put the foundations 

under them."  
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Cooperative Learning is not  
 Having students sit side-by-side at the same table.  
 Assigning a report to a group of students where one 

student does all the work.  
 

Cooperative Learning  
 Involves much more than being physically near other 

students, discussing material, helping, or sharing material 
with other students.  

 Uses small teams, each with students of different levels of ability, 
participating in a variety of learning activities to improve their 
understanding of a subject.  

 Each member of a team is responsible not only for learning what is 
taught but also for helping teammates learn, thus creating an 
atmosphere of achievement. 

 
Documented Results 
 Improved academic achievement,  
 Improved behavior and attendance,  
 Increased self-confidence and motivation, and  
 Increased liking of school and classmates.  

 
Source/Website:   

serc.carleton.edu/introgeo/cooperative/techniques.html 

Share a 

Strategy!   

 

Submit 

your best 

practice 

idea for 

publication 

in our next 

issue! 

This page sponsored by:  

Scan for proof that students 
love cooperative learning ;) 
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 23 Investigating Bullying at the Middle Level: 
Multiple Stakeholder Perceptions 

Carol E. Watson, Bridget Gargin, Julie Phegley,  

Steven Viglianti, Andrew Snyder 

by very different views.  Addi-
tionally, young adolescent stu-
dents tend to have very different 
perceptions from adults on al-
most everything (Association for 
Middle Level Education, 2010).  
Much is written about the issue 
of bullying using a dictated list of 
criteria as an assumed defini-
tion.  Some even go so far as to 
state that, in many cases, stu-
dents misunderstand exactly 
what bullying is (Bieber, 2013; 
Cornell & Mehta, 2011).  The 
new perspective we would like 
to bring to the forefront on this 
relevant topic is the valuable 
voice of real middle level stu-
dents.  Rather than dictate a 
definition to them, we suggest 
asking them to share their defi-
nition.  Only they can tell us how 
they feel, what is really happen-
ing, what works, what is ‘lame’, 
when it is unrealistic to expect 
kids to ‘snitch’ on others, and  

flicting needs to identify with a sup-
portive group/community and to de-
velop their own individual identity es-
tablish a prime situation for bullying 
issues to develop (Brighton, 2007; Cas-
key, 2010).  Ninety percent of 4th 
through 8th graders report being vic-
tims of bullying at some point 
(Sanchez, n.d.).    

Most middle schools have implement-
ed some sort of program or plan to 
address bullying issues and incidents 
that occur in their building.  Some are 
established programs created by edu-
cational professionals or groups adopt-
ed by many schools (such as Olweus), 
and others are individually developed 
for that particular school.  Either way, 
the vast majority are developed by 
adults, and consequently, based on 
adult perceptions of what the problem 
is and how best to address it (Green, 
2007; Limber, 2011).  Although both 
are adults, the perspectives of middle 
level educators and the parents of 
young adolescents are often motivated 

 
Abstract  

 
In recent years, the issue of bullying in schools has raised significant concern 
among parents and educators to the level of garnering national attention.  Par-
ticularly relevant at the middle level, most schools have implemented some sort 
of anti-bullying program to minimize incidents and encourage students to report 
them.  One blockade to the effectiveness of these programs is that teachers, 
parents, and students often have significantly differing perspectives.  This study 
sought to clarify how parents, students, and educators identify and define bully-
ing behaviors from their diverse group perspectives.  Data was collected using an 
electronic survey compiled separately for each stakeholder group.  Findings re-
veal several significant discrepancies among stakeholder group perceptions sug-
gesting that a commonly shared meaning of what constitutes ‘bullying’ has not 
even been established.  Clarification toward a shared understanding of bullying 
holds potential for more effective collaboration between stakeholders to more 
effectively address the problem. 

Introduction 

On August 27, 2013 after dismissal on 
the first day of school, Bart Palosz shot 
and killed himself following sustained 
years of bullying by peers.  On Septem-
ber 13, 2013, CNN reported the suicide 
of 14-year-old Rebecca Sedwick who 
jumped to her death from the tower of 
an abandoned cement plant after be-
ing bullied for an extended period of 
time (“Girl Jumps”, 2013).  The cultural 
practice of ‘bullying’ has become a na-
tional epidemic resulting in a wide vari-
ety of injuries extending to the level of 
death in some cases; both against oth-
ers and self-inflicted (Blosnich & 
Bossarte, 2010).  Incidences of various 
types of bullying behaviors have sky-
rocketed in the past decade (Basch, 
2011).  This disturbing trend is occur-
ring even more frequent in the context 
of middle schools (Cornell & Mehta, 
2011).  As young adolescents navigate 
multiple developmental changes dur-
ing this period of rapid and significant 
growth and exploration, their con-
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what might be done instead to make a 
more significant impact. 

Review of Literature 

Multiple researchers offer differing 
definitions of exactly what constitutes 
‘bullying’ behavior.  Dan Olweus, de-
veloper of a commonly used anti-
bullying program, defines bullying as 
“when he or she is being exposed re-
peatedly to negative actions on the 
part of one or more students” (Green, 
2007).  Cornell & Mehta (2011) de-
scribe bullying as “the use of one’s 
strength or status to injure, threaten, 
or humiliate another person”.  Bryn 
(2011) suggests “…bullying is aggres-
sive behavior that is intentional and 
involves an imbalance of power or 
strength.  It is also repeated over 
time” (p. 216).  Bullying is often de-
fined as unprovoked aggressive behav-
ior repeatedly carried out against vic-
tims who are unable to defend them-
selves (Smith, Ananiadou, & Cowie, 
2003; Whitted & Dupper, 2005).  
Emerging commonalities from the liter-
ature include differentiation between 
an aggressor and a victim, intent to 
harm or intimidate, and an imbalance 
of power. 

Many experts differentiate between 
forms or types of bullying, such as ver-
bal/physical/nonverbal-nonphysical 
(Yerger & Gehret, 2011), direct/
indirect (Green, 2007), and cyber-
bullying (Devoe, Murphy, and NCES, 
2011).  Causes for bullying are an on-
going focus of many studies, but seem 
to be connected to issues such as low 
self-esteem, or the need to ‘fit in’ or 
identify with a social group.  Many bul-
lies are demonstrating learned behav-
iors from their own home contexts, 
such as an ‘authoritarian’ or physical 
style of discipline (Yerger & Gehret, 
2011).  Bullying victims are usually 
identified by a characteristic that sets 
them apart from the dominant social 
group or the perceived norm such as 
diverse sexuality (Holmgren et al, 

2011), lower socioeconomic status 
(Alikasifoglu et al, 2007), or imma-
ture social skills (Yerger & Gehret, 
2011).  The combination of all of 
these contributing factors results 
in a very complex situation for ed-
ucators, parents, and students to 
manage successfully. 

This investigation seeks to identify 
and clarify varying stakeholder 
perceptions of exactly what consti-
tutes bullying.  This inquiry is 
based on the premise that in order 
to facilitate a productive discus-
sion among all stakeholders, there 
must be a shared understanding of 
what constitutes bullying behav-
ior; what is within the definition 
and what is not.  The goal of this 
study is that this clarification can 
lead to a more effective collective 
effort to address bullying behav-
iors in middle schools.  With these 
issues in mind, research questions 
guiding this investigation include: 

1. How do the perceptions of 
various groups of stakeholders 
(educators, parents, and mid-
dle school students) compare 
on what behaviors and situa-
tions constitute ‘bullying’? 

2. What are perceptions of 
various stakeholders on the 
effectiveness of the estab-
lished anti-bullying initiative 
currently in place at one 
sampled middle school? 

Method 

This investigation began with the 
informal inquiry of four under-
graduate teacher candidates in a 
middle level teacher education 
program sparked by involvement 
with research articles and discus-
sion about the research process 
in coursework.  Teacher candi-
dates expressed concern about 
the significant rise in bullying 
incidences across the country, 
particularly concentrated in the 
middle grades.  As they brain-
stormed how they could make a 
difference, they began to wonder 
about the effectiveness of bully-
ing programs currently being im-
plemented in middle schools.  
Continuing discussion focused on 
how much input student voices 
may or may not have in the crea-
tion, implementation, and effec-
tiveness of such programs.  Final-
ly, the group began to question 
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the existence of a shared meaning of 
what constitutes bullying behavior 
among teachers, parents, and stu-
dents.  We realized that a common 
understanding would certainly be a 
prerequisite on which to base effective 
communication about any issue. 

All participants were recruited from 
one middle school building identified 
for its location near the university, and 
its past willingness to participate in 
collaborative activities with the univer-
sity.  The population is historically 
white/middle class with the surround-
ing residential area rural/suburban.  
Student ethnicity in the district overall 
is as follows: 89% White, 5% Hispanic, 
3% Black, 2% Asian, and 1% Unspeci-
fied.  The percentage of students eligi-
ble for free or reduced lunch is 17%.  
The building includes grades five 
through eight with a total of 845 stu-
dents and 61 teachers.  The admin-
istration does have a program in place 
to address bullying.  

The questionnaire (see Appendix A) 
was designed to require participants to 
think deeply and in more specific detail 
about their own perceptions of what 
criteria identifies behaviors as bullying.  
Different types of questions were used 
to target the same information toward 
strong credibility.  Both open-ended 
and closed questions as well as a list of 
scenarios were employed.  Various re-
sponse formats to questions were also 
incorporated in an effort to mine a 
broad range of responses toward 
meaningful and revealing data.  These 
included:  yes/no, yes/no/not sure, 5 
point Likert scale, and open textboxes. 

Data was collected and compiled with-
in a secure website 
(www.instantsurvey.com) which is only 
accessible through the individual ac-
count of the advising professor/
researcher requiring name and confi-
dential password.  No identifying char-
acteristics were collected through the 
electronic survey except the role of the 

stakeholder (educator, parent, or stu-
dent).  Individuals within each of these 
categories are not identifiable by any 
criteria.  The e-mail sent to potential 
participants includes all pertinent in-
formation about the study in the mes-
sage before offering the link to the sur-
vey itself.  If participants did not wish 
to participate, they simply did not click 
on the link.  Clicking on the interactive 
survey link and responding to survey 
questions is considered consent to par-
ticipate.  This investigation was ap-
proved prior to being conducted 
through the IRB process of the partici-
pating university. 

Data analysis began with the research 
team examining feedback across the 
questionnaire items within each stake-
holder group independently for 
patterns to identify criteria they used 
to define bullying.  Subsequently, 
emergent themes defining each stake-
holder group were compared to the 
other groups to identify agreements 
and conflicts.  For the purpose of this 
study, the term consensus will be de-
fined as 75% or more in agreement.  
Merriam-Webster (n.d.) defines con-
sensus as “a general agreement” and 
“the judgment arrived at by most of 
those concerned.”  This percentage 
meets and exceeds these minimal defi-
nitions and was also found to be a nat-
ural break in the data.  Finally, the 
items specifically designed to address 
the second guiding question about the 
existing bullying program in this build-
ing (items 4-8) were examined for per-
ceptions and evidence of its level of 
effectiveness.  Although research team 
members read and reviewed all data 
individually prior to team meetings in 
order to be familiar, all identification of 
themes, patterns, and trends was de-
veloped during face-to-face team dis-
cussions. In this way, team members 
were able to question initial ideas, call 
for evidence to support themes, and 
develop consensus through a very col-
laborative process adding credibility to 
the results (Leedy & Ormrod, 2012; 
Merriam, 2001).  

Findings 

Educator Perspectives 

Although there is consensus 
among the educator respondents 
on six of the scenario items, signifi-
cant disagreement is reflected to-
ward the remaining four as to 
whether or not the situation con-
stitutes bullying (see Appendix B).  
Three of these four descriptions do 
not clearly indicate repeated inci-
dences of the behavior.  This may 
be a contributing factor since edu-
cators named this as important 
criteria, although several other 
descriptions without clearly de-
scribed repetition did reach the 
level of consensus as bullying.  The 
description provoking the largest 
percentage of ‘not sure’ involved a 
common practice for school ath-
letic teams.  A scenario depicting a 
common school practice with 
which they were familiar seemed 
to cause a great deal of uncertain-
ty among educators.  In fact, sever-
al scenarios reflected significantly 
high numbers choosing the ‘not 
sure’ option. 

The strongest consensus among 
educators was repetition; this cri-
terion seems to be the primary 
determinant identifying a behavior 
as bullying from their perspective.  
Many respondents were very hesi-
tant to call an incident bullying un-
less scenarios specifically described 
repetition over a period of time.  
Several responses rose to the level 
of becoming annoyed at being 
asked to consider a situation with-
out being provided this infor-
mation.  One example of this read, 
“Was the behavior occurring over a 
period of time???!!! Some of these 
did not fit that description!”  Alt-
hough it is mentioned in some lit-
erature definitions of bullying as a 
factor, most sources do not name 
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it as a requirement to identify bullying 
behavior.  Other emergent themes 
from educator perceptions are naming 
various types of bullying (such as physi-
cal, emotional, cyber, active, and pas-
sive), presence of an imbalance of 
power (also indicated by exerting pow-
er, vulnerable), and intentionality.   

Educator responses communicated a 
strong sense of formality through the 
vocabulary and language utilized.  
Many answers sounded like prepared 
phrases that had been learned and re-
peated from other sources as opposed 
to individual thinking.  For example, 
the sequence ‘physically, verbally, 
emotionally’ and the term ‘intimidate’ 
were used frequently.  The specific 
words ‘action’ and ‘behavior’ were 
used in almost every response.  Several 
responded to the scenarios with more 
of a checklist assessment hesitating to 
identify actual bullying unless all crite-
ria they deemed necessary was clearly 
stated in the description.  The overall 
theme of educator responses was 
identification (by specific, prescribed 
criteria) followed by management of 
the bullying incidence. 

Parent Perspectives 

Parent consensus on whether or not 
the scenarios constitute bullying is six 
out of ten in agreement.  These six par-
ticular scenarios are the same ones 
with which the educators are in agree-
ment.  Percentages indicated a rela-
tively decisive perspective on the part 
of most of the parents illustrated by 
low numbers in the ‘not sure’ choice 
across all of the scenarios, and higher 
numbers in the ‘yes’ and ‘no’ catego-
ries.  Although the four scenarios not 
reflecting consensus are the same ones 
as the educators, all four consistently 
reflect a higher percentage choice of 
‘yes’ indicating a tendency toward pos-
itively identifying situations as bullying. 

 

The primary pattern reflected in verbal 
responses from parents focuses on 
how the victim is made to feel.  The 
majority of responses when asked to 
identify the one criterion that deter-
mines whether or not a situation con-
stitutes bullying focuses singularly on 
the victim’s feelings often without 
even mentioning the bully’s behavior.  
Typical examples include: “anything 
that would intentionally cause dis-
tress,” “does it frighten, intimidate, or 
sadden the person to whom it is 
aimed,” “basically how it affects the 
child.”  The term ‘target’ was used by 
several parents to refer to victims of 
bullying behaviors.  Repetition of a be-
havior is also significantly evident in 
parent responses as a component of 
bullying.  This criteria to identify a be-
havior as bullying was communicated 
using a broad variety of vocabulary 
including constantly, continually, regu-
lar, repeatedly, more than once, re-
petitive, on a continuing/repeated ba-
sis, over a sustained period, consistent-
ly, and persistently.   

Parent feedback has a clear focus on 
differentiating between the aggressor 
and the victim, but not always directly 
using that terminology. For example, 
some were as simple as, ‘one kid pick-
ing on another,’ while others de-
scribed, ‘a person who takes advantage 
over someone who they deem is weak-
er than them.’  Some examples of this 
pattern are expressed through parent 
frustration that others may not focus 
on differentiating between the bully 
and the victim such as this question, ‘If 
a child starts a fight and the other child 
fights back, why do both get in trou-
ble? Are you supposed to let them 
beat the crap out of you?’  Many re-
sponses mention possibilities for the 
bully’s motivation and how the victim 
was made to feel.  Other prominent 
themes include an imbalance of power 
(communicated as weaker, inferior, 
exert control), and frustration with the 
issue in general.  One parent talked 
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about thinking about calling the police, 
while another suggested ‘a right hook 
to the nose.’  

Language used by parent participants 
is mostly informal and incorporates a 
wide range of vocabulary.   Descrip-
tions use words and phrases from com-
mon student talk such as pick on and 
mean as well as more sophisticated 
terminology such as intimidation, har-
assment, and ostracizing.  The overall 
theme of parent responses was frus-
tration on behalf of the victims of bul-
lying.  

Student Perspectives 

Student feedback indicates consensus 
on 7 of the 10 scenarios.  The 6 scenar-
ios that educators and parents both 
came to consensus on are included in 
the students’ 7 agreements.  Overall, 
the percentage of student responses in 
the ‘yes’ choice to positively identify 
scenarios as bullying is very high.  In 
nine out of ten of the scenarios, the 
student ‘yes’ percentage is higher than 
both the educators and the parents.  
Of the three remaining situations in 
which consensus is not reached, one 
involving a teacher in the potential bul-
ly role in very close to a positive identi-
fication.  The other two descriptions 
clearly evoke widely varying perspec-
tives as none of the groups is close to 
consensus.    

The overwhelming pattern found in 
student verbal responses is a very 
strong focus on feelings and emotions, 
primarily but not exclusively, of the 
victim.  Commonly used vocabulary 
reflecting this includes cry, upset, feel 
bad, mad, sad, angry, and fear.  One 
student indicates how crucial the vic-
tim’s feelings are in identifying bullying 
by stating that the only determining 
factor is, “if someone’s feelings are 
hurt.”  Several others suggest the bul-
lies’ motivation: ‘to make themselves 
feel good,’ ‘…for a laugh or for atten-
tion.’  Behaviors are described as 
hurtful, mean, cruel, menacing, and 
rude.  Many responses were focused 
on a description of resulting feelings, 
for example, ‘making others feel bad 
about themselves,’ and ‘being rude or 
mean to someone.’  Others communi-
cated in a more specific and somewhat 
graphic nature by listing examples of 
bullying behaviors.  Some of the typical 
examples include gossiping, name call-
ing, bad names, teasing, pressuring, 
embarrassing, making fun of, threaten-
ing, fighting, hitting, punching, and 
beating up.   

Most of the language used by the stu-
dent participants is short, concise, and 
informal.  It is almost always written 
from a first person perspective as indi-
cated by the liberal use of personal 
pronouns (I, me, my, we) indicating a 
direct and individual connection with 
the topic.  Several of the student re-
spondents chose to use various tools 

Table 1:  Bullying Criteria Identified by Stakeholders 

for visual emphasis.  All capi-
tals, multiple question marks 
and exclamation points, and mul-
tiple swear words were all em-
ployed throughout the student 
responses.  One explained, ‘IF 
THAT PERSON SAYS STOP!! and I 
continue … THAT IS BULLYING!!’  
Another pleads, ‘BULLYING IS A 
MAJOR PROBLEM PLEASE STOP 
BULLYING!!!!!!!’  A third simply 
suggests, ‘people should stop be-
ing asshole and be nice to each 
other.’  All of these examples sup-
port the overall theme communi-
cated by student feedback focus-
ing on feelings and emotions.  

Stakeholder Group Comparisons 

Although the three stakeholder 
groups were found to be very 
close to agreement with each 
other as far as which scenarios 
constituted bullying behavior and 
which did not, the values and per-
spectives toward the issue itself 
as communicated through open-
ended inquiry indicate significant 
differences.  Table 1 displays the 
main criteria to identify a situa-
tion as bullying and whether or 
not each stakeholder group in-
cluded it in their definition.  

Verbal feedback from the educa-
tor group seems to be focused 
specifically on systematically ana-

criteria educators parents students 

repetition/ongoing yes yes no 

imbalance of power yes yes no 

intent to hurt yes yes no 

identifies various types of 
bullying 

yes yes 

  

no 

clear differentiation be-
tween bully and victim 

no yes yes 

causing hurt no yes yes 
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lyzing the 10 scenarios at the beginning 
of the questionnaire with a goal to-
ward right or wrong conclusions.  One 
educator stated, “…repeated over 
time? Many of these examples did not 
have enough information to make that 
determination.”  Another questioned, 
“Were the comments meant to be 
helpful or…mean? Were the actions 
warranted or uncalled for?” Both com-
ments indicate that the answers to 
these questions would result in a clear 
yes/no determination of whether or 
not the scenario constituted bullying.  
From their perspective, it seems to be 
an exercise in checking off a set of pre-
determined criteria. 

Alternately, verbal feedback from par-
ents and students centers less on the 
artificial scenarios provided and more 
on real life examples from their own 
experiences.  There is more of a sense 
of open definition as opposed to label-
ing right and wrong answers.  Com-
ments are less rigidly tied to specific 
determining criteria and are more 
open to interpretation.  Some typical 
examples are as follows: “being mean 
or cruel to another person,” any action 
to make another person feel isolat-
ed…,” and “teasing, frightening, threat-
ening, or hurting others.”  

 The chart display makes clear that de-
spite the close agreement on specific 
scenarios among the three groups, sig-
nificant differences in thinking and per-
spectives exist.   As reflected on the 
chart, educators and students clearly 
think about whether or not a behavior 
constitutes bullying in very different 
ways.  Educators focused on it, while 
students didn’t even discuss it.  Alt-
hough the display visually looks like 
educators and parents agree with each 
other on these first four criteria, their 
ways of talking and thinking about it 
are very different.  Educators used the 
criteria as a tool to ‘rule out’ bullying 
as a conclusion, while parents tended 
to suggest that these were all elements 
related to the bullying issue, but not 
necessarily required to be present in 
any given situation to identify it as bul-
lying.   

The final criteria of the importance of 
identifying the bully from the victim is 
clearly a disconnect educators on one 
side, and parents and students on the 
other.  One educator stated, ‘When 
problems occur, the situation is dealt 
with by talking with the students in-
volved and contacting their parents’ 
indicating no differentiation between 
the aggressor and the victim.  On the 
other hand, parent comments center 

clearly on identifying and dealing 
with the bully.  One suggests, ‘…
expel the student that is causing 
the issue,’ while another expresses 
concern that others don’t differen-
tiate, ‘They sometimes blame the 
kids being bullied.’  One student 
comment goes beyond to clearly 
identify three roles in the bullying 
issue, ‘…especially involving bullies, 
victims, and witnesses.’   

Other patterns reflected among 
stakeholder groups indicating con-
flicting perspectives are displayed 
in the Table 2.  

Although it did not rise to the level 
of standing out as a pattern, the 
issue of teachers participating in 
bullying behavior was raised more 
than once in both the parent and 
student responses.  Several com-
ments were very strong for exam-
ple, ‘teachers are the BIGGEST bul-
lies and after screaming and coerc-
ing and intimidating children all 
day, they tell the kids NOT to bul-
ly.’  One student suggested, 
‘Teachers should be required to 
take bullying classes!’  In addition 
to verbal comments, a high level of 
uncertainty and lack of consensus 
was indicated in particular on the 

Table 2:  Additional Bullying Criteria Identified by Stakeholders 

patterns educators parents students 

language style/
perspective 

formal 

3rd person voice 

informal 

mixed voice 

deeply personal 

1st person voice 

role in relation to issue authority bystander victim 

descriptions general/removed 

“actions/behaviors” 

not specific/
personal 

“intimidate/
threaten” 

specific/
emotional 

“hurt/upset/cry” 

general perspective to-
ward the issue of bullying 

very complex 

methodical 

management pro-
cess 

  

frustrated 

very simple 

emotional 

just stop it 

focus on behaviors of all victim’s feelings victim’s feelings 
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‘They don’t really do a lot – depends on the student being bullied.’   

~Student perspective 
two scenarios that involved adults in the possible bullying 
role. Further investigation of instances and frequency of 
teachers participating in bullying behaviors toward stu-
dents may be useful. 

Current Anti-bullying Initiative 

Educators consistently reported that the school does have 
a program in place and described it in a very consistent 
way.  Several comments indicated knowledge and some 
frustration that incidences consistently go unreported by 
other students.  The focus described is on rewarding posi-
tive behaviors as opposed to addressing negative ones.  
Many offered additional ideas/suggestions that that 
seemed to be split between addressing the behavior itself 
(immediate consequences) and the futility of addressing 
just the behavior (you can’t legislate morality). 

Parent feedback on the school’s current bullying policy 
and program is mixed and inconsistent.  Most comments 
fall into two themes: don’t know, and lots of talk with no 
action.  Several parents shared lengthy personal experi-
ences, none of which had a positive ending.  The overall 
feeling seems to be frustration. 

Students report a wide variety of responses to the 
existence and effectiveness of anti-bullying practices 
currently at their school.  Some use the same words 
used by the educators such as zero tolerance, Pride 
program, assemblies, and bully slips (anonymous re-
porting system).  A few gave longer descriptions of 
these options available to students.  Several students 
indicated they were unaware of any program or prac-
tices to address bullying.  Many used the generic pro-
noun ‘they’ when talking about how bullying issues 
are addressed in their building.  Some comments indi-
cated significant dissatisfaction such as, ‘Teachers 
seem oblivious to it,’ ‘They only listen to certain prob-
lems and take care of very few,’ ‘talk about it in a gay 
way,’ and ‘They don’t really do a lot – depends on the 
student being bullied.’  Several student comments 
incorporated multiple curse words.  One student 
summed up, ‘they don’t do shit.’  

Discussion 

Many interesting disconnects emerged from compar-
ing scenario agreement both within and across stake-
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holder groups, as well as verbally com-
municated perspectives from the open
-ended questions.  It is clear that in 
many cases, each of these groups has a 
lack of consensus among its own mem-
bers.  But even more significant be-
tween the three groups are the varying 
perspectives in how they think about 
those behaviors and bullying as an is-
sue.  

Educator feedback communicates a 
sense of separation from the experi-
ence of being bullied in contrast to stu-
dent comments which reflect an inti-
mate, personal connection to the expe-
rience.  This is further illustrated by the 
fact that educator perceptions are 
communicated from a third person 
perspective (as a distanced observer) 
whereas students offered their com-
ments from a first person perspective 
(as an intimately involved participant).  
Parents seem to be somewhat caught 
in the middle between their children’s 
experiences and an effort to make 
sense of the situation.  Both adult 
stakeholder groups (educators and 
parents) describe bullying behaviors in 
a broad and generic descriptive man-
ner, while the students provide a list of 
specific actions they define as bullying.  
The adult stakeholders also both focus 
on the behavior, action, or incident 
itself, while the students focus much 
more directly on the resulting feelings/
emotions.  

All three groups clear view the same 
issue from a significantly different per-
spective.  If all were to sit down to dis-
cuss bullying as an issue (perhaps as a 
prerequisite to determining what can 
be done about it), participants would 
not even be working with a commonly 
shared meaning of what was under 
discussion.  Based on the findings of 
this investigation, they would not be 
talking about the same thing.  How can 
anything valuable or effective come 
from such a level of miscommunica-
tion?   

To address the secondary issue of 
existing bullying initiatives, unless 
all perspectives were solicited, 
considered, and incorporated into 
the design of an anti-bullying pro-
gram, it seems unlikely to hold any 
hope of having an impact to ad-
dress the issue.  Further, it is least 
likely that young adolescent stu-
dents themselves are commonly 
instrumental in the design and 
implementation of such initiatives; 
whether created by a publisher for 
broad use or designed specifically 
for a single middle school.  Stu-
dents are the people most inti-
mately involved in the issue, but 
most often the least consulted 
when looking for solutions.   

Further study focusing on the 
differing stakeholder perspectives 
toward bullying is clearly warrant-
ed.  Similar investigations involving 
varied demographics (ethnic, socio
-economic, and/or population 
density diversity) would enhance 
these findings toward our under-
standing of how bullying affects all 
stakeholders in different settings. 
A broader study incorporating a 
larger participant sample could 
add credibility to these original 
findings.  In thinking about further 
research, we do want to point out 
that this methodological design 
incorporated both quantitative 
and qualitative data in order to 
arrive at the conclusions dis-
cussed.  Both contributed a signifi-
cantly unique part toward under-
standing the overall issues under 
examination.  It is the opinion of 
this research team that without 
the combination of both modes of 
data collection, the insights shared 
would not be nearly as significant. 

Based on findings of this study, 
previously conducted research, 
and strong middle level philoso-
phy, it is our premise that nothing 
is more important than the young 
adolescent voice.  If we expect to 

make a difference for victims, 
witnesses, and bullies, we need 
to understand the issue from 
their perspective.  We need to 
ask, listen, and respect their voic-
es before we can find ways to 
empower all middle level stu-
dents to build a more positive 
environment in collaboration 
with us for the benefit of every-
one. 
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Appendix A 

questionnaire items 

1. What is your definition of ‘bullying’? (textbox) 

2. Identify whether or not you consider each described situation to be bullying. (yes/no/not sure) 

a)  Susan walked up to a lunch table to sit down, but several of the girls moved their backpacks to the seats so there was no place for her to sit. 

b)  Steven sent Julie a text message that said, “You’re ugly and stupid and nobody likes you!” 

c)  As Nick was climbing onto the bus, two girls in the front seat said, “You’re too fat to sit in a seat on this bus” and then laughed. 

d)  Mr. Franklin held Maria after the other students left class and suggested she get tutoring to catch up with the rest of the class. 

e)  Mark picked a fight with Javier in the lunch room because he talked to Mark’s girlfriend. 

f)  Everyday before practice, the freshmen were required to clean up the locker room after practice. 

g)  As Erika walked to class, Abe waited for her and tried to yank her pants down every day. 

h)  Mrs. Blair made a comment to a student in the hall between classes about their clothes not being clean. 

i)  Kelly called 7 girls invited to Jillian’s birthday party and told them not to go because Jillian lived in a trailer and had lice. 

j)  Fred tried to hit Alex in the head with a snowball every day on the way home from school. 

3. What are some determining factors you use to decide whether or not a behavior is bullying? (textbox) 

4. Have you experienced being bullied in the past year? (yes/no) 

5. Have you seen someone else bullied in the past year? (yes/no) 

6. To what level do you think bullying is a problem at your school? (Likert scale) 

7. How does your school address bullying issues? (textbox) 

8. What do you think should be done to address bullying issues? (textbox) 
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structional lesson which includes 
a summary of the book we read 
and the steps we followed dur-
ing the instructional lesson.  
Next, we discuss our data collec-
tion methods as well as our data 
analysis.  This is followed by pre-
senting our findings from this 
inquiry.  We close by discussing 
the implications for the future.  

Authentic Literature 

According to Merriam-Webster’s 
Dictionary (2005), the word au-
thentic means “real, genu-
ine” (p. 32).  Authentic literature 
is often defined as text present-
ed in the original language of the 
author (Routman, 1991).  In oth-
er words, literature that is not 
rewritten and is not presented in 
a condensed manner.   

There are numerous benefits to 
utilizing authentic literature in 
the classroom.  When teachers 
use authentic literature in the 

Continued on page 34 

This was a common reply from the 
content area teachers we talked to 
when we asked them if they used au-
thentic literature in their content area 
classroom.  These feelings were not 
just contained in middle school social 
studies classrooms, but were also 
shared in science, math, and even lan-
guage arts.  It reinforces the belief that 
American schools have embraced the 
notion of covering curriculum (Daniels 
& Zemelman, 2004).  Like the teacher 
in the opening vignette, teachers often 
feel pressure to cover material in a 
timely manner.  This pressure often 
occurs as teachers prepare students 
for high stakes tests (Ness, 2009).  Alt-
hough the teachers we talked to un-
derstood that there were benefits to 
using authentic literature, such as nov-
els with their students, they just didn’t 
feel that they had enough time.  

Even though teachers feel pressure to 
“cover” the content in their classroom 
and may believe “content is 
king” (McCoss-Yergian & Krepps, 2010, 
p. 5), there is also pressure to incorpo-
rate literacy into history/social studies, 
science, and technical subjects 
(Schoenbach, Greenleaf, & Hale, 2010) 
because of the nationwide implemen-
tation of  the Common Core State 
Standards for English language arts 
(National  Governors Association Cen-
ter for Best Practices and Council of 
Chief State School Officers, 2010).   

We were asked by a sixth grade social 
studies teacher to work with her stu-
dents in a manner that would also al-
low her to meet the requirements of 
the district and the state while also 
utilizing authentic literature.  We ea-
gerly accepted her invitation and share 
our experience here.  We conducted 
an instructional lesson where students 
would read a “Book in an 
Hour” (Childrey, 1980) in a collabora-
tive manner.  

We begin by presenting the definition 
of authentic literature as well as the 
benefits of utilizing authentic litera-
ture.  We continue by sharing the in-
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 I would love to use novels to teach 

in my social studies class, but I just 

don’t have time. I have to make sure 

I cover the curriculum. 

              --8th Grade Teacher 

Book in an Hour:  

A Way to Utilize Authentic Literature In the Content Area Classroom  
Lisa Ciecierski and Bethany L. Scullin  

Abstract  
 

Authentic literature is often not incorporated into middle school content 
area classrooms because of the length of time needed for students to read 
and discuss the text. This study investigates how three sixth grade social 
studies classrooms respond to a lesson utilizing the Book in an Hour 
format. The authors conducted the Book in an Hour lesson using a piece of 
authentic literature, The Macaroni Boy (Ayers, 2003), which directly 
corresponds with the students’ current unit of study on The Great 
Depression. Using constant comparative analysis, student and teacher interviews, 
students’ written reflections, and student artifacts were analyzed to develop five 
overarching themes: understanding of the content and the book, active 
engagement, feelings of accomplishment and success, positive perception of the 
activity, and literacy behaviors.  
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Instructional Lesson 

As in any type of lesson, preparation 
was needed.  To begin, we chose a 
novel that we felt was characteristic of 
authentic literature, was relevant to 
students, would fit into the curriculum, 
and would provide the opportunity for 
literacy connections.  We also made 
sure the novel was between 150 to 200 
pages.  Although it is possible to use a 
novel of greater length, this would re-
quire more time, and may span into 
two class periods.  In addition, we 
wanted to choose a novel which stu-
dents might be able to connect with 
and find relevant.   

In this sixth grade classroom, students 
learn about world cultures.  We chose 
the book Macaroni Boy (Ayres, 2003) 
for several reasons.  First, we felt this 
book was characteristic of authentic 
literature.  It is realistic fiction and set 
during the time of The Great Depres-
sion.  The book shares the story of 
Mike Costa whose family has immigrat-
ed into the United States from Italy.  
The characters in the book are lifelike 
and easy to relate to.   Mike Costa, the 
main character, is about the same age 
as the sixth grade students we were 
working with.  In addition, the Costa 
family resides in the warehouse and 
factory district in Pittsburgh, Pennsyl-
vania.  Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania is a 
mere two-hour drive from where the 
students live, giving students the op-
portunity to make “real world” connec-
tions.  Mike is tormented by a school 
bully, Andy Simms, who calls him 
“Macaroni Boy.”  An element of mys-
tery is added when dead rats begin to 
show up on the streets and Andy 
changes his nickname for Mike to “Rat 
Boy.”  At about the same time as the 
dead rats appear, Mike’s grandfather 
becomes very ill.  Throughout the 
book, Mike tries to solve the mystery 
so his grandfather can be well again, 
and the bully plays an interesting role 
in this dilemma.  The story is told in a 
manner that encourages students to 
connect to what they are reading.  We 

felt reading this book would provide 
multiple opportunities for the teach-
er to make literacy connections to 
her social studies curriculum.  Fur-
thermore, the book is 177 pages 
long, just about the length appropri-
ate for a one day lesson.     

Our next step in preparing the les-
son was to physically tear the book 
apart.  We noted how many stu-
dents were in each of the class peri-
ods and prepared our books accord-
ingly.  For example, there were 
twenty-five students in three of the 
five periods.  So for these three peri-
ods, we divided the book into twen-
ty-six sections, leaving one section 

to be modeled for students.  Next, 
we typed the page ranges and high-
lighted the section each student 
would be responsible for (see figure 
1). These small sheets of paper were 
attached to each section.  We also 
prepared directions for the foldable 
that students would complete after 
they read the book  (see figure 2).   
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 classroom, there is an increase in en-
thusiasm, motivation, and interest 
(Billman, 2002; Broemmel & Rearden, 
2006; Chick, 2006; Lindquist, 2002; 
Soalt, 2005; Zambo, 2009).  Sparking 
interest and motivation in students is 
increasingly important in middle 
school.   

When students learn with authentic 
literature, they are able to build their 
vocabulary (Fang & Wei, 2010; Gareis, 
Allard,  & Saindon, 2009).  Although 
the words are not identified for teach-
ers, as they are in an anthology, au-
thentic literature provides multiple 
opportunities to incorporate vocabu-
lary instruction, teaching the same 
types of skills:  prefixes, suffixes, root 
words, synonyms, antonyms, para-
phrasing, and so on (Gareis, et al., 
2009).   

Authentic literature has the potential 
of engaging students in higher order 
thinking (George & Stix, 2000; Villano, 
2005) and bringing content area mate-
rial alive (George & Stix, 2000), while 
also offering the potential to maximize 
students’ understanding of the content 
being studied (Atkinson, Matusevich, & 
Huber, 2009; Shelly, 2007; Taliaferro, 
2009; Villano, 2005).  Interest and mo-
tivation often contribute to how stu-
dents learn.  They are able to connect 
to the topics being studied when learn-
ing through authentic literature and 
their learning is often beyond the lit-
eral level.  Therefore, students’ under-
standing of the topics and concepts 
being taught are often deeper.   

In conclusion, the benefits of utilizing 
authentic literature to teach in the 
content areas are multiple.  Finding 
ways to incorporate authentic litera-
ture into the middle school classroom, 
while still meeting district and state 
expectations is a prospect worth ex-
ploring.  We decided to do just that as 
we engaged students in reading a book 
in an hour.  
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When we visited the classroom, we 
modeled the procedures students 
would proceed through to participate 
in the Book in an Hour activity.  Stu-
dents would have approximately 
fifteen to twenty minutes to read their 
section.  Their purpose while reading 
was to capture the events of their sec-
tion.  This was to include the facts of 
the story as well as the feelings of the 
characters.   In order for students to do 
this, they had to effectively summarize 
their section so that students were 
able to holistically understand the 
events, story context, and characters.  
We reminded students that summaries 

are short, include the most important 
ideas, and must be written in their own 
words (Friend, 2001).  It was important 
for students to understand the pur-
pose of reading the book was not only 
to gain information but also for enjoy-
ment.  Finally, we let students know it 
was perfectly fine and even expected 
for them to have questions while they 
were reading.  They should wonder 
what happened before and after their 
section.  Students were provided with 
paper in order to jot down notes while 
they were reading to aid in their sum-
marizing task.  After they finished read-
ing, students prepared a short, one to 

two minute summary sharing what 
they read with the entire class.  
Once everyone had completed this, 
they were ready to collaboratively 
read the book in an hour. 

To guide their collaborative read-
ing, a few guidelines were shared.  
Students should always read with a 
purpose (Neufeld, 2005) and this 
experience was not any different.  
While students listened to the oth-
er sections, they wrote facts about 
the time period they heard along 
with questions or wonderings they 
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selves and what was shared by their 
fellow classmates to create a foldable.  
This foldable encompassed a variety of 
skills and standards to include vocabu-
lary, facts gained from the story about 
the time period, connections students 
made, inferences and conclusions, as 
well as predictions and extensions.  
The foldable and the students’ person-
al summary served as an evaluation 
tool to measure students’ comprehen-
sion on their section as well as the rest 
of the book (see figure 3). 

Data Collection and Analysis 

Seventy-five sixth grade students from 
an urban school in northwestern Penn-
sylvania participated in this naturalistic 

interpretive research study.  Stu-
dent and teacher interviews, stu-
dent artifacts, and student reflec-
tions were all sources of data.    

The first author interviewed teach-
ers and students.  These interviews 
were conducted in a manner that 
would encourage open dialogue 
and establish rapport (Rubin & Ru-
bin, 2005).  Although conversation-
al in style, focused interview ques-
tions were prepared ahead of time.  
These initial questions were added 
to as needed.   

While participating in the lesson, 
the teachers wrote down their ob-
servations of their students, their 
mannerisms, and their participa-
tion levels.  We also collected the 
students’ foldable (Zike, 2008), or 
interactive graphic organizer, 
where students shared their inter-
action with the text and reflected 
on the Book in an Hour activity.   
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had, thoughts they consid-
ered, and conclusions and 
inferences they drew.  This 
way, students were active 
participants in all parts of the 
book, not just their own sec-
tion.  We also made sure stu-
dents were aware of how 
important it would be for them to 
speak loudly and clearly while they 
shared their summary.  When students 
were not sharing their piece, they 
needed to make sure they had their 
eyes on the speaker to help them focus 
and add to the community of learners 
(Watkins, 2005) we were hoping the 
learning experience would foster. To 
model, I (first author) read the sum-
mary I created of the first section of 
the story.  After I was finished, the sec-
ond student shared their summary, 
followed by the third student, and so 
on.  We continued until we read the 
entire book.   

Once we read the book, students com-
bined the information they read them-

“It felt like we were more involved 

with each of us sharing our summaries 

and writing the questions.” 
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The data was analyzed using constant 
comparative analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 
1994).  We read and reread teacher and 
student interviews, teacher observations, 
and student reflections to find emerging 
themes from both the students’ and the 
teachers’ responses. We developed five 
overarching themes as we analyzed the 
data.   

Findings 

As we analyzed the interviews, reflec-
tions, observations, and the foldables, 
we drew several conclusions which rep-
resent five themes:  understanding of the 
content and the book, active engage-
ment, feelings of accomplishment and 
success, positive perception of the activi-
ty, and literacy behaviors.   

Understanding of the Content  
and the Book 
 

Many students felt reading the book in 
this format made the book and the mate-
rial easier to understand for several rea-
sons.  One student talked about how the 
characters helped him understand the 
time period.  We felt this was important 
to note.  First, textbooks are often the 
primary mode of instruction in content 
area classrooms (Vacca, Vacca, Gove, 
Burkey, Lenhart, & McKeon, 2009) even 
though many students find them too 
difficult and/or too boring (Ivey, 2002).  
Additionally, students often have a diffi-
cult time connecting to the textbook 
when it is used in isolation.  This student, 
and several others, communicated that 
they were able to understand the con-
tent because of how the characters were 
portrayed in the book.  One student 
shared, “I never would have known what 
I learned from reading the social studies 
textbook.  The textbook is just too gen-
eral” and another shared what they 
learned but in a more enjoyable way, 
“we learned about the Great Depression 
but had fun doing it instead of reading a 
boring textbook.”  These responses 
demonstrated students’ ability to com-

prehend what they had read in order 
to build on what they already under-
stood about The Great Depression.  

They were also able to make connec-
tions to what they had learned in their 
social studies class.  One student 
shared, “We were learning about this 
in social studies class.  I understand the 
time period better now.”  Another stu-
dent explained that they were able to 
understand everything while they par-
ticipated in the activity.  They shared, 
“I learned a lot of events from the 
book.”  We noticed this activity 
strengthened their understanding of 
The Great Depression because it con-
tinuously built on their previous 
knowledge of this important era in his-
tory.  

Students also found value in the type 
of thinking they needed to do while 
participating in book in an hour.  “I 
thought book in an hour helped break 
down the main ideas in the book so 
that the book was easier to under-
stand.  It really helps you relate to the 
book, and allows you to use your imag-
ination.”   

While we are not advocating for the 
total abandonment of content area 
textbooks, we are proposing that sup-
plementing experiences, such as Book 
in an Hour, can promote a deeper un-
derstanding of the content.  

Active Engagement 

We learned by observing students, that 
they were actively engaged in the pro-
cess.  Once students understood what 
was expected of them, they quickly 
began the task.  After all, they had a 
limited amount of time to produce a 
summary that would contribute to the 
class’s understanding.  In analyzing 
various forms of data, we learned that 
students felt more involved during the 
entire process.   

While students were listening to 
the summaries, they jotted down 
questions they had.  One student 
said, “It felt like we were more in-
volved with each of us sharing our 
summaries and writing the ques-
tions.”  Another stated, “I also felt 
that we were more involved in the 
reading of the book.”  Students lis-
tened attentively to the other stu-
dent’s summaries so they could see 
how they all fit together.  “You got 
to see how the story pieced together 
like a puzzle.”  The teacher also no-
ticed how focused her students 
were.  In some cases, she was sur-
prised and pleased.   

Feelings of Accomplishment  
and Success 

An overwhelming majority of stu-
dents noted that they experienced a 
feeling of success after they com-
pleted the book in an hour activity 
with Macaroni Boy (Ayres, 2003).  
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“This was kind of cool be-

cause it would usually take 

a week to read a book, but 

it only took an hour.” 
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could be extended into so many areas 
based on the purpose of the lesson.  
For example, for our purposes, we 
focused on questioning and pre-
dicting.  You could bring in many oth-
er literacy skills such as speaking and 
listening skills or connecting with the 
text.  The teacher also shared, “I love 
how the students could share what 
they knew in so many ways.”  This 
occurred even though we set up 
guidelines prior to beginning. 

Another aspect of the activity was the 
ease in time and manageability.  
Many students appreciated that it did 

not take an exorbitant amount of 
time to write their summaries and 
then collaboratively read the book.  
They enjoyed the “shortcut” the activ-
ity provided, “the process of reading 
the book,” and the amount of time it 
took.  “This was kind of cool because 
it would usually take a week to read a 
book, but it only took an hour.”  They 
were also thankful that the activity 
was creative and timely, “Book in an 
hour was a very creative process that 
took little time at all.”  Many were 
surprised by what they were able to 
accomplish in such a short amount of 
time and expressed the desire to re-
peat the activity in the future.  One 
student shared, “I feel like Book in an 
Hour should be used more often in the 
classroom.”  We thought it was prom-
ising that students not only enjoyed 
the experience but also wanted to 
repeat it in the future.   

Reading Behaviors 

We recognize the importance of 
integrating literacy into all as-
pects of the curriculum.  We also 
recognize that all learning experi-
ences must be more than just 
“fun” and must be directly con-
nected to academic standards.  
While analyzing the results we 
found a combination of both. As 
previously discussed, we found 
that students thoroughly enjoyed 
the experience.  We also found 
they were able to learn, practice, 

and demonstrate their 
proficiency of various 
reading behaviors.   

To begin was the skill 
of summarizing.  Alt-
hough this often times 
seems like a simplistic 
skill, it is sophisticated.  
This situation was not 
any different.  Students 
not only had to pro-
duce a summary that 

effectively summarized their sec-
tion, they also had the responsi-
bility of including the facts as well 
as the feelings of their characters 
comprised in their portion of the 
novel.  We told students how im-
portant this was and that not only 
were we reading this book to 
learn but also for enjoyment.  
Students rose to this task.  As pre-
viously noted, the students’ sum-
maries were detailed; conse-
quently, students were able to 
comprehend the entire book as 
students shared their summaries.  
They were also able to experience 
the emotions of the story.  One 
student shared, “I felt like I really 
felt the emotions of the story 
while we were sharing.”  Several 
students echoed this feeling of 
understanding how the charac-
ters were feeling throughout the 
story.   
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Many students mentioned reading a 
book in an hour was not something 
they ever thought they could do.  One 
student shared, “I never knew that you 
could read a book in an hour and un-
derstand the whole thing!” while an-
other stated, “I still can’t believe I read 
a book in an hour.  Not many people 
can say that they have read a book in 
an hour.”  Student expressed that they 
were “proud” of their accomplishment 
and felt that what they had done was 
“impressive.”   

Several studies have been conducted 
exploring the connection between stu-
dents who experience aca-
demic success and their atti-
tudes towards reading.  
These studies found that 
students who experience 
academic success possess 
more positive attitudes to-
ward reading and higher lev-
els of reading related self-
esteem (Kaniuka, 2010; Vi-
tale & Kaniuka, 2009).  While 
many struggling readers do 
not have the opportunity to 
experience academic success, the Book 
in an Hour activity might be a way to 
not only provide a space for struggling 
readers to feel successful at reading, 
but also have the opportunity to par-
ticipate in this success with the entire 
class.  

Positive Perception of the Activity 

The teacher and the students ex-
pressed they thoroughly enjoyed par-
ticipating in the activity.  There were a 
few reasons for these positive percep-
tions.  First, teachers and students 
alike were thankful for the length and 
the manageability of the activity.  The 
teacher shared that she loved it be-
cause it was so easy to implement it.  
She wrote, “It doesn’t take very much 
time to prepare, and at the end of the 
hour, you have read an entire book.”  
The teacher also liked how the activity 

Students citing textual evidence to support their thinking 

is a major component of the English Language Arts and 

History and Social Studies Common Core State 

Standards (National Governors Association Center for 

Best Practices and Council of Chief State School 

Officers, 2010).  We learned that this may be another 

avenue for students to practice this important skill. 
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 39 Questioning defined as self-generated 
requests for information within a sub-
ject, relies on considering what is 
known and what is unknown about a 
topic and making an effort to develop 
existing knowledge of the topic 
(Taboada & Guthrie, 2004).  Learners 
who create and answer their own 
questions are identified as playing an 
active role in the learning process 
(Collins, Brown, & Newman, 1989).  In 
the Book in an Hour activity, students 
wrote questions they had while read-
ing their section.  Formulating ques-
tions while reading is a natural process 
for students which helps monitor com-
prehension.  Students should have 
questions in this situation because 
they were only reading a portion of 
the text.  The questions students for-
mulated were written on a variety of 
levels to encourage a variety of types 
of thinking.  Students could then moni-
tor their comprehension while they 
listened to the book to see if they 
were able to answer the questions 
they formulated.  They also added new 
questions as they were listening.  One 
of the students commented specifical-
ly on this process, “I think it was good 
because it was easier to read because 
you are writing summaries and asking 
questions so it makes it less hard.” This 
active reading is a practice with many 
benefits and one we hope students 
will utilize in the future.    

It is important for students to make 
connections while they are reading to 
deepen their learning.  Students were 
asked to identify one character who 
they felt that they connected to the 
most.  As we analyzed students’ arti-
facts, we found students made mean-
ingful connections between the char-
acters in the book and themselves.  
Some of these connections referred to 
the stamina of the main character and 
his belief in not giving up and the re-
sponsibility of some of the characters.  
In the past, these students had a diffi-
cult time understanding character 
traits.  However, they demonstrated 
their understanding of character traits 

in a natural, unprompted manner 
while making these connections.   

Another way we assessed if students 
comprehended the entire book was 
by having them write a sequel for the 
book as a whole.  Overall, students 
demonstrated their ability to write a 
prediction that reflected their com-
prehension of the book they had 
read.  Duke and Pearson (2002) note 
that good readers frequently make 
predictions about what should come 
next. The students’ sequels directly 
connected to Macaroni Boy (2004), 
while their predictions were in-
sightful, interesting, and often 
demonstrated the students’ interest 
in the book.  

Students citing textual evidence to 
support their thinking is a major com-
ponent of the English Language Arts 
and History and Social Studies Com-
mon Core State Standards (National 
Governors Association Center for Best 
Practices and Council of Chief State 
School Officers, 2010).  We learned 
that this may be another avenue for 
students to practice this important 
skill.   Without prompting, we noticed 
many students cited the reason for 
their thinking.  One example of this 
was shared by a student talking about 
what a difficult time this was for 
many people.  “I learned that it was a 
very hard time period for most peo-
ple.  First, the fact that Mike got paid 
to clean out the rat traps, and that 
was part of the money their family 
lived off of.  Also, people were living 
off of the fish from the river.  One 
more thing is that some people actu-
ally had to steal food from places to 
stay alive.”  As the students drew 
conclusions of the facts they learned 
about the time period from the book, 
they naturally cited evidence to sup-
port their conclusions and the facts 
they wrote.  This is important for stu-
dents to practice in a variety of ven-
ues.  

Thoughts for the Future 

As with any inquiry project, there 
are always aspects that should be 
thought of for the future.  Overall, 
this was a successful project.  How-
ever, there are several factors we 
think educators should take into 
consideration when implementing 
the Book in an Hour activity. First, 
we noticed some apprehension 
when we first introduced and ex-
plained the procedures for the ex-
perience.  We heard murmurs of 
disbelief as we announced the idea 
of reading a book in an hour.  Some 
were concerned they would not 
understand the book unless every-
one produced a quality summary as 
explained by one student, “…if one 
kid doesn’t give a good enough 
summary then the whole book 
could be messed up.”  None the 
less, we explained that we would 
be monitoring each student’s ver-
bal summary for accuracy and com-
pleteness.  For example, when a 
student forgot to mention a partic-
ularly important fact, we prompted 
the student to explain the specific 
part before continuing.  In another 
instance, a lower performing stu-
dent struggled with providing clari-
fication of a character’s actions.  
We politely interjected and provid-
ed a deeper explanation of a char-
acter’s actions in a non-threatening 
manner.    

Another concern that surfaced was 
that several students wanted to 
read the book on their own.  While 
this is a good thing, it is not the 
purpose of the Book in an Hour ac-
tivity.  We suggest providing several 
copies of the book in its original 
form, if funds permit, in order to 
provide the opportunity for stu-
dents to read the book inde-
pendently, should they so choose. 
We also suggest going to the 
school’s library and consulting the 
librarian to provide students with 
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available book titles from the same 
time period or topic.  

While we acknowledge ways to 
strengthen the Book in an Hour expe-
rience, we also conclude that overall, 
this was a successful learning experi-
ence that elicits numerous positive 
results.  It is a strategy worth consid-
ering, especially by teachers who 
want to consider utilizing authentic 
literature in their classroom coupled 
with the feeling of not having time 
because they have to cover the curric-
ulum.  After all, an hour is a small 
amount of time to spend when con-
sidering the potential benefits.  
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The impact of limited concrete 
mathematical learning experiences 
is especially troubling for PSTs. It is 
widely accepted that teachers’ 
knowledge of content influences 
the way in which their students 
learn mathematics (Ball, Thames, 
& Phelps, 2008). Teachers who rely 
upon a procedural knowledge of 
mathematics, but lack conceptual 
understanding, may struggle to 
form clear explanations and make 
appropriate connections, which 
results in a less effective learning 
environment (Borko et al. , 1992). 
Furthermore, the way in which 
teachers themselves learned math-
ematics as a student also serves to 
influence their own pedagogical 
practice. This phenomenon, de-
scribed by Lortie (1975) as the ap-
prenticeship of observation, sug-
gests that if teachers’ experience 
learning mathematics revolves 
around rote memorization, these 
same instructional approaches 
may appear in their own teaching 
practice. Therefore, providing op-
portunities for PSTs to engage in 
concrete learning opportunities 
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Abstract 
 

This study examines an intervention designed to impact the knowledge of volume held by pre-service middle 
grades mathematics teachers. The inquiry based intervention focused on examining the relationship in volume 
between geometric figures as a means of deriving volume formulas. Initial data collected suggests that the pre-
service teachers in the study were limited in their ability to recall volume formulas. Following the intervention, 
participants showed significant progress in their knowledge of volume, which may also have implications for their 
instructional decisions. 

Addressing Pre-Service Middle School Mathematics  

Teachers’ Understanding of Volume  

Through an Inquiry Based Approach 
 

Brian Bowen 

Introduction 

For several semesters I have taught 
a geometry class designed for pre-
service middle grades mathematics 
teachers (PSTs). During this time an 
issue that has continued to surface 
is the way in which these PSTs 
speak about their past experiences 
learning mathematics during their 
middle grades experience. For 
many, the use of rote memoriza-
tion was often the primary way in 
which content was conveyed from 
teacher to student. For example, 
when the PSTs were asked to de-
scribe the way in which they 
learned formulas related to vol-
ume, many described being 
“handed a piece of paper and told 
to memorize.”  Research suggests 
that these experiences may not 
only have a negative effect on the 
mathematical knowledge held by 
the PSTs, but also on the pedagogi-
cal approaches they will choose 
once they themselves become 
classroom teachers (Ball, 1998; Lor-
tie.1975). The study described here 
is an examination of an interven-
tion, applied in my undergraduate 
geometry class, to provide pre-

service teachers concrete learning 
models in an area where their prior 
experiences were predominately fo-
cused on rote memorization. 

Theoretical Background 

Research on learning mathematics 
strongly supports pedagogical ap-
proaches that support active learning 
built on concrete experiences (e.g., 
Boaler, 1997).  For middle grades 
learners this is especially critical be-
cause most are in what Piaget de-
scribed as the concrete operational 
stage of development (Piaget, 1965; 
Shayer, Küchemann,, & Wylam, 1976). 
Within this stage students are “better 
able to cognitively grasp higher-level 
principles when ideas are taught with 
the use of hands-on activities and real 
materials rather than presented in a 
lecture” (Brown and Knowles, 2007, p. 
30). Therefore, when middle grades 
learners are not afforded the oppor-
tunity to engage in learning their long 
term conceptual understanding may be 
negatively impacted.  
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Table 2.  
Percentage Able to Correctly 
Identify Relationship in Volume 

 

The third question from the pre-
assessment questionnaire shift-
ed the focus from content 
knowledge of mathematics to 
the learning experiences the 
PSTs engaged in while studying 
volume of three dimensional 
figures. The responses indicated 
that very few PSTs participated 
in any form of constructivist ac-
tivities when learning volume 
formulas, instead rote learning 
was more often the norm.  The 
following responses are repre-
sentative of many of the PSTs’ 
descriptions. 

  “Volume was taught to me 
by memorizing formulas and 
using them on the test” 

 “I was provided with formu-
las and told to memorize 
them. Please help!” 

 “Most of the concepts 
taught to me were through 
memorization” 

 “Given equations also given 
information then told to 
plug the given information 
into the equation     and 
solve” 

  “More use of formulas and 
memorizing them first ra-
ther than fully understand-
ing” 

Shapes Percent  
Correct 

Cube and Pyramid 70% 

Cylinder and Cone 88% 

Cylinder and Sphere 12% 
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has the potential to impact their own 
conceptual understanding and peda-
gogical practices.  

The study described below examines 
an intervention in my undergraduate 
geometry class that provides an oppor-
tunity to engage in concrete learning 
experiences related to the volume of 
three dimensional figures. Volume on 
the middle grades level is a rich area 
for research as the Common Core State 
Standards has established knowing and 
applying formulas for volume as an 
eighth grade standard (CCSSM, 2010). 
At the same there is a limited amount 
of research on middle grades teachers’ 
knowledge of geometry (Jones, 
Mooney, & Harries, 2002).  

Study  

Overview 

The participants for this study were 33 
pre-service middle grades mathematics 
teachers in either their sophomore or 
junior year. These PSTs had previously 
taken at least three college level math-
ematics courses on route to earning a 
certification to teach mathematics in 
grades four to eight. The study took 
place over three class periods during a 
college level geometry class designed 
for teachers. The principal investigator 
for this study was also the instructor 
for the class.  

The choice of a geometric topic to fo-
cus on for this study was largely driven 
by the course in which the intervention 
took place. The decision to focus spe-
cifically upon formulas related to vol-
ume came from observations of  PSTs 
in prior semesters. When provided for-
mulas for volume, PSTs were very com-
fortable in performing calculations. 
However, many students struggled in 
their ability to recall the formulas and 
discuss the ways in which they were 
derived.  Thus, the purpose of the in-

tervention was to engage PSTs in a se-
ries of lessons that would afford an 
opportunity to engage in concrete ac-
tivities that would build their concep-
tual understanding of these volume 
formulas. 

Pre-Intervention Data Collection  

The study began by gathering data re-
lated to PSTs knowledge and experi-
ences related to volume formulas. The 
first set of tasks asked the PSTs to pro-
vide the formula for the volume of a 
rectangular prism, pyramid, cylinder, 
cone, and sphere. Results (Table 1) in-
dicated that the PSTs’ ability to recall 
formulas for the volume three dimen-
sional figures was limited at best. 

 
Table 1.  
Correctly Identify Volume Formula 

 

 

The second set of tasks from the pre-
assessment asked the PSTs to compare 
the relative volume of pairs of three 
dimensional figures. For example, the 
first question asked what would hold 
more a cube or pyramid given they 
have the same base and height. The 
results (Table 2) indicated that many of 
the PSTs were able to identify the rela-
tionship between a cube and pyramid 
and a cylinder and cone, but were less 
successful when comparing a cylinder 
to a sphere.  

 

Shape Percent Correct 

Prism 27% 

Pyramid 9% 

Cylinder 9% 

Cone 9% 

Sphere 6% 
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The next step in the intervention was 
to examine the volume of a pyramid. 
This was a significant shift for the PSTs 
as some knew the formula for the vol-
ume of a rectangular prism, but very 
few knew the formula for a pyramid. 
PSTs began their exploration of the 
volume of a pyramid by constructing a 
pyramid from a net that had the same 
area base and height as the cube from 
the previous work. The PSTs were 
tasked with examining the relationship 
between the volumes of the two fig-
ures. Using cereal, PSTs began to use 
the volume of the pyramid as a unit of 
measure. Using the pyramid as a scoop 
(Figure 2), the PSTs began filling the 
cube with the pyramid, arriving at the 
observation that it took the volume of 

three pyramids to equal the volume of 
one cube. Using their observations the 
PSTs extrapolated that the volume of a 
pyramid is one-third that of a cube or 
that the volume of a pyramid can be 
stated as 1/3 bh where b is the area of 
the base of the pyramid. 

Volume of cylinder and cone. In the 
next step of the intervention the PSTs 
constructed a cylinder and cone from 
nets. Each of these figures had the 
same height and base. We initially fo-
cused on developing the formula for 
the volume of the cylinder. PSTs were 
tasked to identify similarities in the 
characteristics of rectangular prism 
and cylinder, particularly in the way in 
which volume was determined in the 
previous activity. PSTs reasoned that 
both the rectangular prism and cylin-
der have layers of equal sized repre-
senting the height. (A pyramid is an 
example of a shape whose layers 

45 
would not remain constant). From 
this observation the PSTs rea-
soned that once the area of the 
base was found they would need 
then to multiply this by the num-
ber of layers or height which then 
can be restated as the area of the 
base (πr2) times the height. 

 The next task was to derive the 
formula for the volume of a cone. 
Given the work from the previous 
day the PSTs began using the cone 
as a unit of measure and filling the 
cylinder (Figure 3). The PSTs dis-
covered that it took the volume of 
three cones to fill the cylinder. 
This was the same pattern that 
emerged from their work with the 
relationship between a rectangu-
lar prism and pyramid. The PSTs 
reasoned that the volume of a 
cone was 1/3 bh where b is the 
area of the base of the cone. 

Volume of a sphere. The final part 
of the intervention focused on the 
volume formula for a sphere. Un-
like the previous steps in the inter-
vention, creating a sphere from a 
paper net is rather difficult. In-
stead each group was given a half 

sphere constructed from half of a 
whiffle ball. The PSTs constructed 
a cylinder from a paper net that 
had the same diameter and height 
as a whole whiffle ball. PSTs began 
their investigation by using the 
half sphere as a unit of measure 
and filling the cylinder (Figure 4). 
The PSTs found that it took the 
volume of three half spheres to fill 
the cylinder.  

Data from the pre-assessment suggest-
ed that the PSTs did possess a general 
understanding about the relationship 
in volume between two sets of three 
dimensional figures. However, PSTs 
were very limited in their ability to re-
call formulas or able to derive these 
formulas from past learning experienc-
es. PSTs description of their past learn-
ing experiences suggested activities 
that focused largely upon memoriza-
tion. 

Description of Intervention 

Volume of Rectangular Prisms and 
Pyramids. The intervention began by 
focusing on the meaning of volume in 
terms of cubic inches. PSTs constructed 
multiple cubes from paper nets each 
with the dimension one by one by one 
inch. The PSTs then used these cubes 
to fill a larger cube with dimensions 
four by four by  

four inches also constructed from a 
paper net (Figure 1). After physically 
completing the task, PSTs were asked 
to make a connection between the 
filling of the larger cube and what they 
knew of the formula for rectangular 

prisms. While some PSTs described the 
volume of the rectangular solid as 
length x width x height, others were 
also able to view the volume as the 
area of the base times the number of 
layers or the height of the prism. This 
observation was useful in the later dis-
cussion deriving the volume formula 
for a cylinder. 

Figure 3. Volume of Cone 

Figure 2. Volume of Pyramid 

Figure 1. Volume of Rectangular Prism 
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Unlike the work comparing the volume 
of pyramids to cubes and cones to cylin-
ders, PSTs struggled with defining the 
volume of a sphere in terms of the vol-
ume of cylinder. After several efforts 
drawing out the process of filling the 
cylinder PSTs described the volume of a 
sphere as 2/3 the  volume the cylinder 
or  2/3 bh where b is the area of the 
base. An example of one group of PSTs’ 
reasoning for this is given below. 

 We know it takes 3 halves of a 
sphere to fill 1 cylinder.  

 We are looking for the volume of a 
sphere… 1 sphere = 2 halves.  

 This means 1 sphere is 2 out of the 
3 halves needed of the volume of a 
cylinder. 

The finding of the formula for the    vol-
ume of a sphere to be  2/3 bh or  2/3 
πr2h proved to provide some disequilib-
rium as the formula presented in most 
mathematics textbooks for the volume 
of sphere is 4/3πr3. The difference be-
tween the formulas that most puzzled 
the PSTs was the change of 2/3  to 4/3 
as this would seem to indicate that the 
volume of the sphere is larger than that 
of a cylinder. To address this issue the 
PSTs began to look at how the height of 
a sphere could be described in terms of 
diameter. The substitution of diameter 
(d) for height (h) did not completely 
resolve the difference in formulas. The 
next step was to substitute twice the 
radius (2r) for diameter (d), which re-
sulted in the following algebraic manip-
ulation to the more common formula 
for the volume of a sphere. 

 2/3 b h 

 2/3 π r2 h 

2/3  π r2 d 

 2/3 π r2 2 r 

 2/3 π r3 

Data and Data Analysis      

Post-intervention was collected at two 
points, once immediately following the 
intervention and then again six weeks 
later. The purpose of the second post-
intervention data collection was to de-
termine if the intervention had the po-
tential for a long term impact on PSTs’ 
knowledge. The use of the second-post 
intervention data also partially ad-
dresses the limitation involved in using 
identical pre and post data collection 
instruments. At both points PSTs were 
asked the same questions from the pre
-assessment- recall formulas for vol-
ume and identify volume relationships. 
In addition PSTs were also asked to 
discuss insights gained and connec-
tions made to their future instructional 
practice. 

Data collected immediately after the 
intervention (Table 3) showed a signifi-
cant improvement in the PSTs’ ability 
to identify the formula for the volume 
of the four shapes. As this data was 
collected after three days of activities 
around this topic, improvements were 
expected. Six weeks following the in-

tervention, during which volume 
was not reviewed, these improve-
ments were largely maintained. 
This suggests that the intervention 
may have a lasting impact. 

Pre-assessment data suggested 
that the majority of PSTs incorrectly 
identified the relative volume of a 
cylinder and sphere. Nearly 90% of 
the PSTs responses indicated that 
when given a sphere and cylinder 
with the same height and diameter, 
that the sphere would have the 
greater volume. In the immediate 
and six week post intervention as-
sessments PSTs showed a signifi-
cant improvement in this compari-
son (Table 4), as well as a modest 
improvement in the comparison of 
the comparison of the cylinder and 
cone. 

Data collected post-intervention 
also examined the way in which the 
PSTs perceived the lesson im-
pacting their own knowledge. 
When asked to describe significant 
insights gained from the interven-
tion, many PSTs spoke of how the 
concrete approach provided an op-
portunity to make sense of the vol-
ume formulas.  The idea of sense 
making was often exhibited in 
terms of PSTs describing the inter-
vention as building their under-
standing of how or why.  
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Figure 4. Volume of a sphere 

Shape Pre-

Assessment 

Immediate Post-

Assessment 

Post-Assessment at 

6 Weeks 

Prism 27% 97%* 84%* 

Pyramid 9% 84%* 81%* 

Cylinder 9% 87%* 94%* 

Cone 9% 84%* 81%* 

Sphere 6% 87%* 77%* 

Table 3. Percent of Pre-Service Teachers Able to Correctly Identify Volume 
Formulas 

*Statistically significant relative to pre-assessment at .05 significance  
level  
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The quotes below are examples of this 
sense making. 

 “Yes, I learned not only what each 
of the volumes were for these fig-
ures, but learned why the volumes 
are what they are.” 

 “Using the models really helped 
me understand the meaning of the 
formulas so I could grasp the con-
cepts more easily.” 

 “I can remember how to find vol-
ume more easily now that I have 
worked to figure them out. No 
more memorization of formulas.” 

PSTs were also asked what elements of 
the intervention they would integrate 
into their own instruction. That is, giv-
en that most PSTs described their prior 
experiences in this area as focused on 
memorization, would this inquiry 
based approach impact their preferred 
way to present this topic to their fu-
ture students. Nearly all PSTs’ respons-
es discussed using an approach that 
involved the use of models and student 
exploration. Several PSTs, including the 
one quoted below, made an explicit 
connection between the ways in which 
their own learning experiences differed 
from this intervention.  

“I will definitely use the concrete 
activity of filling actual objects to 
have them solve for volume. I 
struggled immensely with geome-
try in 9th grade and would have 
loved to be able to actually tac-

tilely learn as opposed to just 
jotting down formulas.” 

Discussion and Implication 

The results of this study suggest two 
positive implications. First, direct 
interventions using an inquiry based 
approach may significantly impact 
PSTs’ knowledge of previously held 
mathematical ideas. The PSTs in this 
study began with a disjointed 
knowledge of volume formulas. The 
use of concrete learning experiences 
provided an opportunity for the PSTs 
to discover connections between the 
volumes of the figures. Discovering 
these connections allowed the PSTs 
to derive the formulas and relation-
ships between shapes, building con-
ceptual knowledge of content that 
was prior relegated to memoriza-
tion. 

A second implication of this type of 
intervention is the potential to influ-
ence the pedagogical approaches of 
future middle level mathematics 
teachers. Providing PSTs with learn-
ing experiences that differ (in a posi-
tive manner) from their own k-12 
experience may serve as an impetus 
for PSTs to reconsider their own ap-
proach to mathematical instruction. 
PSTs’ post intervention responses 
support this implication. However, 
further investigation is warranted to 
determine the extent to which these 
PSTs actually integrate concrete 
learning experiences into their in-
struction when they become in-
service middle grades teachers. 
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bring emotion into learning situ-
ations because daily experiences 
are handled by the emotional 
center of the brain—the amyg-
dala—instead of by the slowly 
developing prefrontal cortex 
(Giedd, 2004).  

Socialization challenges, as well, 
dominate the thinking of young 
adolescents as they seek emo-
tional safety in a newfound jun-
gle of social threats and fears 
that didn’t exist in their elemen-
tary years (NMSA, 2010). Doda 
and Knowles (2007) reported 
the following comment from a 
student describing the social 
challenges of middle school: 

I think every middle school 
teacher should know, or try to 
understand the social whirlwind 
of statuses that forms and so 
quickly hardens with every stu-
dent in their [sic] place. What 
may seem, to a teacher, a class-
room full of students peacefully 

Introduction 

Debates on what effective teaching 
entails have occurred for years—some 
advocating that teachers are merely 
“born” perhaps implying that teaching 
is an art; others pinpointing an empha-
sis on pedagogy—teaching as a science 
(Stronge, 2002; Thomas & Wingert, 
2010). Many educators believe that 
quality teachers are effective because 
they command both the art and sci-
ence of teaching (Burden, 2003; Chis-
nall & Brown, 2013; Stipek, 2006). One 
of the components of effective teach-
ing is demonstrating care for stu-
dents—an attribute that may be con-
strued as an “art” of teaching; yet, con-
tinues to be found as well, an essential 
aspect of effective pedagogy 
(Cameron, 2012; Hurd, 2012; Payne & 
Slocumb, 2011). 

Learning is never as simple as pre-
senting content and expecting students 
to merely regurgitate it on demand for 
homework, quizzes, or tests. That per-
spective implies that learning is merely 

a cognitive process. Learning is an 
equally social and emotional activity as 
much as it is a cognitive event—
particularly during young adolescence 
(Brown & Knowles, 2007; NMSA, 2010; 
Sousa, 2010; Walsh, 2004). Every learn-
ing situation is punctuated by social, 
emotional, and cultural thoughts and 
experiences embedded before, during, 
and after learning occurs. Neuroscien-
tist David Sousa noted, “Schools tend 
to be so focused on academics and 
testing that they are often unaware of 
the powerful effect that social and cul-
tural forces have on students” (p. 16).  

The emotional component of learning 
is especially influenced via the brain 
development of young adolescents. 
The prefrontal cortex, found in the 
frontal lobe of the brain, is responsible 
for reasoning, preplanning, making 
mature decisions, reflecting on behav-
iors, and controlling impulses: basic 
behaviors required for genuine learn-
ing. If young adolescents’ prefrontal 
cortexes were completely grown, 
learning might be a more cognitive 
process. Young adolescents, instead, 
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How Demonstrating Care for Young Adolescents  

Improves Learning  
Dave F. Brown 

Abstract  

 

The transition from elementary school to the middle level creates stress 
for many students due in part to increased academic expectations. These 
unprecedented transitional and developmental changes negatively affect 
their academic performances in ways that can be ameliorated through 
educators’ purposeful demonstrations of care. The author of this treatise 
provides the rationale for demonstrating care in middle schools based on 
a compilation of research on young adolescents’ developmental traits and 
the impact of care on their learning. Students describe the components of 
care that positively affect their attitudes toward learning. The author 
provides numerous strategies that teachers should utilize to demonstrate 
care for students, and describes the positive effects of care on students’ 
learning.  
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middle level teachers are the antidote 
for young adolescents’ challenging be-
havioral changes—and no other peda-
gogical strategies have a more striking 
impact on learning (Cameron, 2012; 
Goodman, Sutton, & Harkevy, 1995). 
One set of researchers discovered that 
caring for students “ . . . promoted 
learning and overpowered the compar-
ative effects of instructional methodol-
ogies” (Goodman, Sutton, & Harkevy, 
p. 696). Another researcher noted, 

“Caring did not sub-
stitute for learning; 
caring established an 
effective culture for 
learning” (Lipsitz, 
1995, p. 666). Caring 
for students enhanc-

es and builds mutually respectful rela-
tionships between teachers and their 
students and a resultant high level of 
trust needed to promote cognitive 
growth. 

It may seem to some that caring for 
students is a natural character trait of 
all teachers; but, students reveal that 
many teachers don’t demonstrate 
care. Stipek (2006) reported that 64 
percent of students from a 1997 Public 
Agenda survey proclaimed they would 
learn more if their teachers demon-
strated care for them as people. Only 
30 percent agreed that their teachers 
actually care about them in this man-
ner. Students of diverse ethnic back-
grounds felt less care from teachers 
than their European-American White 
classmates.  

Students whose academic skills are 
lacking need the most care; but better 
students actually receive more demon-
strations of care from teachers than 
those who struggle (Stipek, 2006). 
Studies with dropouts reflect the lack 
of concern among teachers for stu-
dents who need it the most (Cameron, 
2012; Hurd, 2012; Payne & Slocumb, 
2011). Cameron stated in her inter-
views with high school dropouts, 

The dominant theme to emerge 
from every conversation was 
each young person’s sense that 
their (sic) school experiences and 
relationships neglected the com-
plexity of their lives and mini-
mized them as individuals. They 
felt they were not known as 
whole persons, and not being 
known was an overarching factor 
in their decisions to leave school 
early” (p. 7) [italics in original]. 

“Knowing” students is a critical 
aspect of care that students re-
vealed in several research studies 
conducted over many years. 
(Brinthaupt, & Lipka, 2002; Eccles 
& Midgley, 1989; Goodman, 
Sutton, & Harkevy, 1995; Lipsitz, 
1995; Stipek, 2006). Knowing stu-
dents may the most essential 
component of care because of its 
role in creating mutually re-
spectful relationships between 
students and teachers.  

Greater Academic Expectations = 
More Student Stress 

Middle school can be daunting at 
times for young adolescents be-
cause of greater academic expec-
tations and the accompanying 
stress that students experience 
from attempting to adjust. Pres-
sure exists for former elementary 
children as they hear adults com-
monly use the phrase, “Middle 
school is a critical time because 
we have to get students ready for 
high school.” Many parents expe-
rience panic in believing that their 
children’s futures will be deter-
mined by their middle school aca-
demic performances—which at 
some point are almost always 
lower than their elementary 
grades (Alspaugh, 1998). Other 
parents who are feeling as frus-
trated as their children secretly 
hope that their children don’t 
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working, may be exactly the opposite 
to a student. It becomes a room full of 
pitfalls, danger signs, and safe havens 
situated carefully in familiar territory. 
Every student, boy or girl, has their 
[sic] place, their territory, their paths, 
the people they can stay with on their 
level. While some students may not be 
directly aware of it, they always have a 
subconscious understanding of where 
they fit. (p. 29)  

The significant cognitive growth occur-
ring during young adolescence creates 
a hyperawareness of social standing, 
abilities, and misgivings among stu-
dents in middle school.  

All learning, therefore, is affected by 
students’ social and emotional states 
of mind. The adolescent learning expe-
rience is never a simple process of 
providing content and expecting imme-
diate transfer into long-term memory. 
Effective middle level educators initiate 
learning experiences with an inviting 
psychological environment, created 
especially for young adolescents—an 
environment predicated on a philoso-
phy and practice of care. Researchers 
have discovered that caring for stu-
dents is an essential teacher behavior 
that has a critical impact on students’ 
attitudes toward learning and their 
ability to learn (Caine & Caine, 1994; 
Cameron, 2012; Chaskin & Mendley 
Rauner, 1995; Sousa, 2010). Teaching 
is both science and art; and, effectively 
demonstrating care requires teachers 
utilizing both of these aspects 
(Stronge, 2002).  

Young adolescents experience many 
developmental processes that accentu-
ate social and emotional needs that 
continuously affect learning. Caring 

Students whose academic skills are lacking 

need the most care 
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decide to drop out due to the challeng-
es of middle level (Cameron, 2012). 
Young adolescents hear about and are 
keenly aware of their parents’ greater 
expectations.  

Teachers’ expectations are greater, 
too, for students’ academic behaviors 
such as improved abilities in organiza-
tional skills, study habits, note taking, 
and test taking proclivities. Year-after-
year of informal surveys with middle 
level teachers yielded a common com-
plaint and goal for their students: to be 
better organized (Brown, 2003). This is 
a humorous expectation considering 
young adolescents’ under-developed 
prefrontal cortex, responsible for or-
ganizational abilities. Yet, encouraged 
by the intent to fully prepare young 
adolescents for future high school de-
mands, teachers challenge middle 
schoolers to “get their act together 
before they risk failure in this class.”  

As students rush to their lockers, fran-
tically try to open them in less than a 
minute, and attempt to grab the 
“right” materials for the next class, 
they often come up short—entering 
class with the wrong folders, no writing 
utensil, and missing their homework—
lost somewhere in the morass of their 
lockers. Caring teachers understand 
the locker challenge; and grant stu-
dents permission to return and rectify 
the problem; but many teachers pride 
themselves on the traditional punish-
ment at middle school—another “F” 
for forgetting their materials and a les-
son in the perils of acting irresponsibly.  

The student traps continue as some ill-
informed middle level teachers contin-
ue to “lay down the law” demon-
strating their unresponsiveness to 
young adolescents’ traits and needs. 

Brown and Knowles (2007) describe 
other examples of insensitive teacher-
behaviors such as  

•  “refusing to lend a pencil, protrac-
tor, or paper to students; 

•  using quizzes to ‘catch’ students 
who may not understand material; 

•  applying punishment to an entire 
class for one student’s mistake; 

•  threatening students; 

•  making fun of students”; 

•  inappropriately using sarcasm; 

•  rushing lesson delivery even 
though students don’t compre-
hend principles being taught; and, 

•  designing lessons in which infor-
mation is taught too abstractly for 
young adolescents. (adapted from 
p.93)  

It is common for some middle level 
teachers to use unresponsive practices 
based on an inherent belief that 
“We’re not an elementary school; so 
don’t try to make us into one.” Young 
adolescent characteristics occur when 
students are between the ages of 10 – 
15—they need caring teachers precise-
ly at this point of their lives, no matter 
which schools they attend or what 
they’re named (elementary, middle, or 
junior high). 

Added academic expecta-
tions occur during middle 
school as teachers often 
have less time to provide 
individualized assistance to 
struggling students due to 
seeing 100 – 150 students a 
day in short 45 minute peri-
ods. Middle level students, 
as a result, are likely to re-

ceive less feedback and teacher 
intervention than they did in their 
self-contained elementary classes 
(Eccles & Midgley, 1989; Roeser & 
Lau, 2002). Many teachers ulti-
mately expect young adolescents to 
be proactive in asking for help; alt-
hough students often lack the so-
cial skills and assertiveness to do so 
(Cameron, 2012; NMSA, 2010). 
With large teaching loads, an im-
personalized learning environment, 
and expectations to complete unre-
alistic volumes of abstract content, 
middle level teachers often create 
an unprecedented level of stress 
for students—stress that can be 
partially alleviated by demon-
strating care (Brinthaupt, 2013).  

The issuing of grades during middle 
level years is the first experience 
that many fifth or sixth grade stu-
dents have with traditional letter 
grades. Letter grades create a level 
of comparison much more public 
than many elementary children 
recognized prior to entering middle 
school. Two researchers discovered 
that middle level teachers 
“emphasized social comparison and 
competition more  . . . and were 
less trusting and more controlling 
of students compared to the ado-
lescents’ elementary teach-
ers” (Eccles & Midgley, 1989, cited 
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Each teacher is responsible for eliminating stress in his or her classroom. 
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Low Self-esteem  

and Its Effect on Learning 

The combined stress of greater aca-
demic demands, challenging content, 
and a focus on social rather than aca-
demic concerns are components of 
young adolescent age and growth that 
lead to a drop in self-esteem (Harter, 
2005). Their growing cognitive abilities 
result in self-awareness and an in-
crease in reflective processes. As 
young adolescents more acutely notice 
their social worlds, from classmates to 
movie stars to pop singers and to top 
athletes, they can’t help wanting to be 
different. Young adolescents’ intro-
spection manufactures a self-scrutiny 
often accentuated by dissatisfaction 
with many personal traits, and natural-
ly, negatively affecting self-esteem 
(Harter, 1999).  

Young adolescents want to be different 
in many ways. They want to 

•  be taller 

•  be skinnier 

•  have long curly blond hair 

•  have straight brunette hair 

•  have more muscles and be able 
to run faster 

•  have straight and whiter teeth 

•  have larger breasts 

•  have nicer clothes 

•  shorter feet 

•  longer hands 

•  darker or lighter skin, and 

•  know exactly what to say when 
they meet that person with 
whom they are most enam-
ored. 

As students travel the halls throughout 
the day, it is unlikely that their teach-
ers recognize or respond to their stu-
dents’ self-criticism. Personal criticism, 

however, takes it toll on self-
esteem, as middle level students’ 
lack of self-confidence affects be-
havior and academic performance 
(Brinthaupt & Lipka, 2002).  

An enhanced self-esteem is a re-
quirement for optimal effort to-
ward learning; but without confi-
dence, many young adolescents 
lose their previous academic risk-
taking skills that led to elementary 
school successes. Research clearly 
indicates that risk-taking is an es-
sential requirement for further 
academic growth (Brinthaupt, Lip-
ka, & Wallace, 2007; Caine & 
Caine, 1994; Walsh, 2004).  

Students’ Perceptions of Care 

Teachers may not be able to clear-
ly articulate their philosophy of 
education; but their students rec-
ognize it from the first meeting 
and everyday following without 
any formal teacher declarations. 
Teachers’ philosophies are evi-
dent in the way they speak to stu-
dents, listen to students, structure 
the classroom, deliver lessons, 
and provide feedback to students’ 
academic efforts. Every verbal and 
nonverbal response is an oppor-
tunity for students to recognize 
whether teachers care about 
them. Each lesson delivered and 
paper returned demonstrates 
teachers’ attitudes toward stu-
dents. Whether teachers care is 

52 

in Roeser & Lau, 2002, p. 110). Tradi-
tional grades, a loss of decision-making 
opportunities, and a tightly-structured 
daily routine make middle schools a 
more stressful and often uncomforta-
ble environment—described by one 
student as, “ . . . like a prison” (Brown 
& Knowles, 2007, p. 67).  

Experiencing stress limits one’s cogni-
tive functioning. Stress affects students 
during the learning process by  

 •  creating a sense of helplessness; 

•  slowing or blocking cognitive pro-
cessing ability; 

•  reducing the amount of risk-taking 
during learning; 

•  preventing the brain from forming 
permanent new memories; and, 

•  reducing task focus and flexible 
problem solving abilities (Sousa, 
2010).  

Each teacher is responsible for elimi-
nating stress in his or her classroom. 
Often traditional classroom environ-
mental conditions such as desks ar-
ranged into rows, strictly individualized 
learning, and impersonal relationships 
among teachers and students exacer-
bate stress rather than eliminate it. 
Sousa (2010) summarized the negative 
effects of stressful classrooms on learn-
ing: 

 “Unless the perception of threat is 
reduced, the brain persists in doing 
its primary job—protecting the in-
dividual from harm. During fear, 
sadness, or anger, neural activity is 
evident in the lower brain, and the 
reflective, cognitive brain 
[prefrontal cortex] does not re-
ceive the sensory input of im-
portant items, such as the content 
of the day’s lesson.” (p. 50)     

Genuine learning is based on building trusting relationships with students; and knowing students 

well is the most reliable method to developing trust. 
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never a mystery to their students; and 
teachers can’t hide their feelings for 
students. 

When asked how they know teachers 
care, Bosworth (1995) reported that 
students responded by noting that 
teachers 

•  “Walked around the room talking 
to everybody to see how they were 
doing and to answer questions; 

•  helped students with school work; 

•  noticed and inquired about chang-
es in behavior; 

•  recognized different learning styles 
and speeds; 

•  sought to know students as unique 
human beings; 

•  showed respect for students 
through actions such as ‘talking in a 
quiet voice or talking to you in pri-
vate or alone’; 

 [did] a good job of explaining the 
content area, making sure that all 
students understand; and 

•  encourage[d] students to im-
prove.” (691-92) 

Cameron’s (2012) interviews with high 
school dropouts revealed similar needs 
for teacher involvement in their lives: 
“ . . . when asked what they most liked 
about school, each participant re-
sponded with stories about teachers 
who cared well for them” (p. 12). 

Interviews by Ladsen-Billings (1994) 
with middle level students revealed 
the following indications that their 
teacher cared about them: 

• ”She listens to us! 

• She respects us! 

•  She lets us express our opinions! 

•  She looks us in the eye when she 
talks to us! 

•  She smiles at us! 

•  She speaks to us when she sees us 
in the hall or in the cafete-
ria!” (p.68) 

Young adolescents frequently misinter-
pret tranquil conversations as hostile 
and unfriendly due to their reliance on 
the emotional center of the brain—the 
amygdala—to decode verbal and non-
verbal messages. They also have inac-
curate responses to facial expressions; 
often perceiving negative expressions 
when adults’ intentions are friendlier 
messages. Students’ recognition of 
teachers’ nonverbal and verbal re-
sponses as an important aspect of care 
reveal their need for active interper-
sonal responses from teachers. Genu-
ine listening is an essential trait among 
caring teachers.  

Teachers’ Responsibilities  
in Demonstrating Care 

Middle level teachers are responsible 
for creating a culture of mutual respect 

53 

through demonstrations of care. An 
essential objective for middle level 
teachers must be reducing the 
stress that young adolescents often 
experience due to their social and 
emotional developmental process-
es. Teachers can create a psycho-
logical safe environment by 

•  designing introductory exer-
cises in which students share 
personal stories with one an-
other; 

•  sharing appropriate personal 
information with students 
(family interests, favorite 
teams, etc.);   

•  designing collaborative learn-
ing experiences to encourage 
socialization and full class 
participation; 

•  playing music as students 
enter the room;  

•  preventing bullying; 

•  focusing on and designing 
mastery learning experiences 
instead of using traditional 
grading practices; 

•  reducing the use of punish-
ment; 

•  avoiding yelling at students; 

•  encouraging and recognizing 
students’ efforts; and, 

•  creating opportunities for all 
students to succeed academi-
cally—regardless of their de-
velopmental levels.  

Perhaps the most significant non-
verbal action by teachers that 
affects students’ perception of care 
is smiling. As Sousa (2010) explains, 
“ . . . neuroimaging studies show 
that the (amygdala) responds to 
positive emotional influences” such 
as smiling (p.53). In studies record-
ing recall of words, respondents 
who viewed happy faces had better  

Continued on page 55 
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About PA-POMLE 

Pennsylvania Professors of Middle Level Education 

Formed in 2010, PA-POMLE is a group of professors from institutions of higher education across Pennsylvania who 
have organized to: 
 
 

 Provide a professional network to enhance the exchange of information and ideas, as well as to encourage the 
discussion of topics related to preparing middle level educators. 

 Contribute to the development of an expanded middle level research base, and provide additional means for 
sharing and disseminating current research and best practices among those across Pennsylvania and beyond 
interested in middle level education. 

 Serve actively as advocates for the middle level education movement, especially in terms of promoting middle 
level concepts among various publics commonly dealt with in the preparation of middle level educators. 

 Share in the advocacy for the middle level movement by supporting the stated purposes and goals of the Penn-
sylvania Association for Middle Level Education (PAMLE). 

 

Membership in PA-POMLE is institutional, meaning that any Pennsylvania institution of higher education with a PDE 

approved Middle Level Certification program is invited to join.  All professors from member institutions shall be con-

sidered official members of the group. 

 

For more membership information, contact Dr. Whitney Wesley, treasurer at WWESLEY@edinboro.edu  
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Employment Outlook 

Employment of middle school teachers is projected 

to grow 12 percent from 2012 to 2022, about as 

fast as the average for all occupations. Growth is 

projected due to expected increases in enrollment 

combined with declines in student–teacher ratios. 

However, employment growth will vary by region.  

The median annual wage for middle school teachers 

was $53,430 in May 2012.  

 

Source:  Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor, 

Occupational Outlook Handbook, 2014-15 Edition, Middle School 

Teachers, on the Internet at http://www.bls.gov/ooh/education-training-

and-library/middle-school-teachers.htm (visited January 20, 2014).  

mailto:WWESLEY@edinboro.edu
http://www.bls.gov/ooh/education-training-and-library/middle-school-teachers.htm
http://www.bls.gov/ooh/education-training-and-library/middle-school-teachers.htm
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The most significant action that teach-
ers must take to show they care is de-
veloping a personal relationship with 
each student. Demonstrating care be-
gins on the first day of school as teach-
ers distribute questionnaires to each 
student to discover what students’ in-
terests are. Topics include personal 
interests, such as family, pets, and va-
cations; favorite subjects; and, per-
ceived strengths and challenges as 
learners. The questionnaire should also 
provide students with an opportunity 
to state personal learning goals for the 
year. Teachers use the questionnaires 
throughout the first week of school in 
conversations with students, recogniz-
ing their personal interests and also 
identifying how they can help each stu-
dent academically. 

Caring teachers know something about 
their students’ lives that have nothing 
to do with school; and they use this 
information in private conversations, 
weave it into lesson plans, and employ 
it frequently to encourage and moti-
vate students. Genuine learning is 
based on building trusting relationships 
with students; and knowing students 
well is the most reliable method to de-
veloping trust. In Cameron’s (2012) 
interviews with dropouts, they de-
scribed the kind of relationships they 
wanted and needed with their teach-
ers: “ . . . all characterized the teachers 
they loved as ones who treated them 
as equals, as friends. In such a relation-
ship, the partners give and take, reflect 
on each other’s needs, and make ad-
justments in order to foster communi-
cation and growth” (p. 45).   
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recall and higher activity in 
the prefrontal cortex of the 
brain than those who saw 
“grumpy expressions.” The 
message for middle level 
teachers is that students are 
more likely to respond favora-
bly with teachers who smile often and 
demonstrate a sense of humor. Smiling 
eliminates stress for students while 
creating a more psychologically safe 
learning environment. 

Perhaps one of the most challenging 
tasks for teachers is to eliminate the 
traditional use of competition and 
comparison among students. Most stu-
dents spend their fifth through eighth 
grade years in Piaget’s (1977) concrete 
stage of cognitive development. Cogni-
tive growth occurs during the middle 
level years when students comprehend 
concepts and principles in a manner 
that transports them from concrete 
learning into formal operational learn-
ing. Moving into the advanced stage of 
formal operations requires many op-
portunities for reflection, and takes 
time and many concrete experiences 
for students.  

Young adolescents also need teachers 
who recognize their learning challeng-
es. Middle level teachers should pro-
mote academic growth by recognizing 
students’ efforts more so than empha-
sizing comparisons with other stu-
dents. “When schools minimize com-
petition and differential treatment 
based on ability, students in middle 
school are less likely to feel angry and 
depressed, to be truant, or to show 
declines in self-esteem, academic val-
ues, and achievement” (Roeser, Eccles, 
& Sameroff, 2000, p. 462). Minimizing 
competition must become a valued 
environmental condition for middle 
school educators; and be reinforced 
throughout the building for it to have a 
positive impact on students’ cognitive 
growth. The resultant effect is greater 
risk taking among students; which pro-
motes cognitive growth. 

Teacher Care  
Creates Genuine  

Learning  
 

Middle school is a tran-
sitional period for stu-
dents unlike any other. 

Berk described it in noting that 
school transitions “ . . . disrupt 
close relationships with teachers 
at a time when adolescents need 
adult support” (Berk, 2008, p. 
580). Middle level teachers also 
often “ . . . emphasize competi-
tion during a period of height-
ened self-focusing; reduce deci-
sion making and choice as the 
desire for autonomy is increasing; 
and, interfere with peer networks 
as young people become more 
concerned with peer ac-
ceptance” (Berk, p. 580). The 
structure of middle level schools 
and the nature of young adoles-
cence both cause stress for stu-
dents; even though educators 
may not be aware of the effects 
of the transition and their stu-
dents’ ages.  

Effective middle level schools are 
purposely designed to address 
young adolescents’ physical, so-
cial, emotional, cognitive, and 
identity developmental needs. 
School structures and daily sched-
ules, however, are insufficient by 
themselves to meet and address 
the highly social and emotional 
needs of middle level students. If 
middle level educators intend to 
promote cognitive growth, then 
their personal behaviors must 
alleviate student stress and send 
a message to young adolescents 
that their classrooms are friendly 
and inviting environments. The 
crowning effect; the most mean-
ingful aspect of middle level 
schools that genuinely influence 
whether students will learn in 
each classroom is purposeful 
demonstrations of care by every 
adult in the building.  
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Research indicates “ . . . that a strong, 
positive attachment to an adult, such 
as a teacher, is associated with more 
favorable development, self-esteem, 
and greater resilience among adoles-
cents” (Brinthaupt, Lipka, & Wallace, 
2007, p. 211). Once positive relation-
ships develop between students and 
teachers, students are much more like-
ly to develop and initiate the metacog-
nitive strategies essential to learning—
positive attitudes toward learning, fa-
vorable effort required for learning, 
and use of advanced cognitive strate-
gies needed to comprehend the ab-
stract content delivered at middle lev-
el. As Stipek (2006) declared, “When 
students have a secure relationship 
with their teachers, they are more 
comfortable taking risks that enhance 
learning—tackling challenging tasks, 
persisting when they run into difficulty, 
or asking questions when they are con-
fused” (p. 46).   

Genuine learning occurs when young 
adolescents move from concrete oper-
ational development into formal oper-
ations; as opposed to when they re-
ceive As on their report cards or garner 
above average state test scores. Teach-
ers who ignore young adolescents’ 
needs for caring interpersonal relation-
ships lose a critical ingredient for real 
learning. Middle level educators can 
create a much more comfortable learn-
ing culture and environment for young 
adolescents by demonstrating care. 
Developing caring classrooms takes 
time; a component of teaching that 
educators often decry as not having 
enough of; but, failing to demonstrate 
care will reduce the opportunities for 
meaningful learning for an entire aca-
demic year. 
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The Review Process:  
 

 Manuscripts are peer reviewed in the order they are received.  

 Manuscripts must be received by the second Friday in August for consideration for the fall issue and by the 
first Friday in January for the spring issue.  

 It is the policy of B&B not to return manuscripts. Authors will be notified of the receipt of the manuscript. 
After an initial review by the editors, those manuscripts that meet the specifications will be sent to peer re-
viewers. Authors will be notified if the manuscript is judged to be not appropriate for review. Following peer 
review and editor review, the author(s) will be notified as to the status of the manuscript. The journal editors 
reserve the right to make editorial changes in the manuscript. 

 Authors are expected to take full responsibility for the accuracy of the content in their articles, including ref-
erences, quotations, tables, and figures.  

 Authors of manuscripts accepted for publication are expected to make a presentation about their article at 

the next PA-POMLE or PAMLE conference.  

 There is no remuneration for articles accepted for publication. There is no fee for the review of the manu-
script.  
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About our Journal 
 
Betwixt and Between: Education for Young Adolescents, a peer-reviewed journal, is an open access journal promoting 

research in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania regarding theories and best practices in the education and 

development of young adolescents.    One of our goals is promote the sharing of formal and informal research related 

to the improvement of middle level education. Some issues may be thematic as determined by the editors in response 

to topics of timely interest. Submitted manuscripts should be responsive to this purpose and reflect research or 

analyses that inform practices in these areas.   Submissions are accepted from any source but submissions from 

teachers/professors/researchers working in Pennsylvania will be given priority in the acceptance and publication 

process.   All correspondence regarding Betwixt and Between: Education for Young Adolescents should be addressed to 

Deana Mack, Editor, mack@calu.edu.  

 

Format Guidelines for Betwixt and Between (B & B) 

All submissions must be prepared using word processing software and saved in Microsoft Word (.doc or .docx) or rich 

text format (RTF). Manuscripts must comply with the guidelines in the Publication Manual of the American 

Psychological Association, current edition. Double space all text; including quotations and references, use 1 inch 

margins for top and bottom, and use 1.25 inch right and left margins. All text should be Times New Roman 11-point 

font. Complete references should be placed at the end of the manuscript, using the “hanging indent” function. 

Additional article publication formatting details are listed on the PA-POMLE and PAMLE web sites.  
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Manuscript Submission Guidelines: 
 
Submission Guidelines 
 
1. Manuscripts must be submitted electronically via email attachment to Dr. Deana Mack (mack@calu.edu). 
 
2. Submissions must include three separate files saved in Microsoft Word (.doc or .docx) or rich text format (RTF) as 

follows: 
 

Submission:  
 

Cover Page – Include the information listed below in a separate file  
Manuscript Title  
Thematic Topic (if appropriate)  
Submission Date  
Author’s Name  
Author’s Institutional Affiliation and Address 
Author’s E-mail Address  
Author’s Complete Mailing Address  
Biographical Information (not to exceed 30 words per author)  
 

Abstract – In a separate file describe the major elements of the manuscript in 100-150 words. Do not 
include your name or any other identifying information in the abstract. 

 
Manuscript – In a separate file include the manuscript, references, and supporting charts, table, 

figures, and illustrations as defined above.  
 

 Do not include the author(s) name(s). 

 Manuscripts should be no more than 15 pages of narrative (excluding references, 
tables, and appendices), using the latest APA style, and double-spaced on one side of 
8-1/2 by 11-inch paper with justified margins. 

 Pages should be numbered consecutively including the bibliography, but the author's 
name should not appear on the manuscript itself. 

 Charts or illustrative material will be accepted if space permits. Such materials must 
be camera-ready. Photographs can be used with proper release forms and high 
quality resolution. 

 
3. The editor reserves the right to edit articles accepted for publication. 
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We believe in the value of 
professional development as 
not only a means of learning 
but also as a means for 
meeting others who care about 
middle level students and their 
futures.  P 
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