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MEMORANDUM OF UNDERSTANDING

Between

Texas High Schools That Work
for Participation in Making Middle Grades Work
&

_________________ Independent School District
The Need for Middle Grades Education Improvement

Imagine a school in which all middle grades students are actively engaged in learning challenging content taught by well-prepared teachers who know their subject matter and how to teach it – a school where everyone is helped to achieve high standards. This school builds on a solid elementary background and prepares each student for a high school experience that leads to a successful adult life.

 Middle grades students lag behind their elementary and secondary counterparts and increasing numbers of students are unprepared to do the quality work now demanded for graduation from high school. In the mid to late nineties, SREB began analyzing data about middle grades student academic achievement. We characterized middle grades as the “weak link” in the educational chain. We believe – based on our own developmental work, the work of other researchers and other organizations – that the causes for this weakness are:

· the lack of clarity about the middle grades mission;

· the lack of content preparation and knowledge of how to teach young adolescents by middle grades teachers;

· the lack of specific indicators or criteria for high school readiness; and 

· the pervasive and debilitating belief that young adolescents are incapable of dealing with challenging work because of puberty.

The goal of Texas MMGW and SREB’s middle grades effort is to increase the percentage of eighth-graders who perform at the proficient level in core academic subjects and who leave eighth grade ready for college-preparatory work in high school. To accomplish this goal, we believe that the effort to improve achievement in the middle grades must be based on a comprehensive improvement framework of key practices and conditions grouped around themes that emphasize:

· setting a clear mission and vision of success;

· raising expectations and providing extra help;

· providing rigorous and challenging academic content;

· engaging students in learning challenging content;

· providing guidance and support to all students;

· improving transitions from elementary grades to the middle grades and from middle grades to high school;

· supporting teachers with time and structures for regular and systematic professional development; and

· demonstrating strong leadership and a focus on continuous improvement.

All students in the middle grades should have educational experiences that increase their knowledge and skills in core content areas – reading, mathematics, language arts, science and social studies – and provide opportunities to apply their skills in the fine and practical arts. 

Making Middle Grades Work seeks to accelerate academic achievement in middle grades by changing:

· what students are taught; 

· how they are taught; 

· when they are taught certain academic subjects; 

· how teachers relate to students, other teachers and parents; and 

· how teachers receive support. 

The comprehensive improvement framework provides specific, research-supported actions that states, districts and schools can take to move the middle grades forward.

The Purpose of Networking and Building Partnerships

SREB, in partnership with Texas MMGW and local leaders, can help accelerate change in the middle grades. By agreeing to implement the comprehensive improvement framework and by working together and sharing outcomes, each participating district and school can share strategies that assist implementation and accelerate the process of improving student achievement. The Texas middle grades network can help ensure that all middle grades students receive a high-quality, challenging and appropriate education that prepares them for success in a college-preparatory curriculum during ninth and tenth grades.

Understanding the Middle Grades Comprehensive Improvement Framework

Each participating district and school agrees to accelerate student achievement by implementing key elements and creating conditions that support teachers and school leaders in implementing key improvement practices.

· Aligned academic core: Provide rigorous content in all middle grades academic core classes, and align core classes with performance standards that clearly state what students must know, understand and be able to do to succeed in college-preparatory English, mathematics and science courses in high school. Enroll middle grades students in core curricula that accelerate their learning, challenge them and appeal to their interests.
  

· Engaging classroom practices: Design classroom practices and instructional strategies to engage students intellectually, emotionally, behaviorally, and socially in learning rigorous academic content. Young adolescents need varied learning activities linked to challenging academic content and opportunities to use newly acquired skills and concepts in hands-on, real-world applications so that they can understand and explain their interests, talents and aspirations. 

· Literacy across the curriculum: Embed reading and writing standards and strategies for learning into all courses to advance academic and reading achievement and to help students become independent learners. Provide reading instruction in all academic curricula through grade eight and utilize research-based literacy strategies across content areas.
  

· High expectations and a system of extra help and time: Hold students to grade-level standards aligned to readiness standards for high school, college and careers. Organize time and resources to ensure students receive the extra help needed to meet high standards and expectations. Middle grades students learn in different ways and at different rates, and some will need more time and help to meet more grade-level standards. The complete middle grades curriculum should be focused on accelerating achievement for all students.
  

· Intervention program for at-risk students: Identify at-risk students in grades six, seven and eight who need accelerated instruction in mathematics, language arts and reading to be prepared for college-preparatory high school course work, and implement strategies and programs that target their needs.
  

· Comprehensive system of guidance and advisement that involves parents: Engage teachers, students and parents in a comprehensive guidance and advisement system — including academic advisement, career exploration and educational planning — that leads to a successful transition to high school. Involve parents in the school improvement process by informing them of the school’s mission and assisting them to understand the higher standards of performance now required of middle grades students and to support students to make greater effort and work hard.
  

· Teachers working together: Provide teams of teachers with time and support to work together — within and across disciplines — to integrate mathematics and literacy concepts across the curriculum, analyze teacher assignments and student work, and help students succeed in challenging academic and exploratory studies. 

· Quality professional development to support teachers: Provide teachers with extensive, ongoing professional development on research-based instructional practices aligned with the school’s mission and school improvement plan. Today’s teachers must acknowledge that student failure is no longer acceptable and that they need extensive content knowledge coupled with effective, research-based teaching strategies to incorporate rigorous, engaging assignments and activities, and formative and summative assessments into their instruction..
  

· Use of technology for learning: Middle grades classrooms in all subject areas should view technology as a tool for learning. Schools can support teachers to plan units of instruction that allow students to conduct research, write papers, communicate globally, prepare presentations using electronic tools and resources, and explore the use of technology to address an array of contemporary problems and projects linked to a range of broad career areas.  

· Continuous improvement through strong leadership: Develop strong instructional leaders who take an active role in engaging teachers in continuous improvement of school and classroom practices. Middle grades schools need effective principals who encourage, support and actively participate with teachers in planning and implementing research-based school improvement strategies. Schools must continuously gather and use data on student, school and teacher performance to review and revise school and classroom practices as needed.

To fully implement the comprehensive improvement framework requires a sustained effort and support from the educational system as a whole. Certain conditions that provide a structure for changes in climate, practices and personnel help schools focus on the elements in the framework that must be strengthened.

Essential Conditions for Raising Student Achievement

· A commitment of support from the district and school to provide the necessary leadership to ensure successful implementation of the comprehensive improvement framework.

· A commitment from the school board to support a rigorous and challenging academic core for all students in the middle grades.

· An organizational structure and process that provides both time and ways in which administrators and faculty can work together to plan actions for implementing the comprehensive improvement framework.

· A commitment from the district superintendent to complete a curriculum review that compares all curricula with national and international standards for grades 4-9 as a minimum with K-12 as the ideal. As a result, each grade will have a set of standards to achieve, a set of performance criteria that defines the quality of work expected, and standards that are aligned with state standards. 
· Professional development for middle grades teachers that is directly connected to academic standards and student achievement needs and that is part of an ongoing plan with follow-up in each school site.

The Middle Grades Assessment

To determine progress on implementing the comprehensive improvement framework, Texas MMGW and SREB requires an assessment process that combines tests, surveys, school visits and other data collected by schools. The Middle Grades Assessment will enable school leaders and teachers to:

· understand the strengths and weaknesses of their efforts;

· compare their progress to composite results from all sites and from high-achieving sites with a student population most like that at their school; and

· share what they have learned with staff in other schools.

SREB administers The Middle Grades Assessment every two years to determine the extent to which the comprehensive improvement framework is assisting schools in raising achievement. The Middle Grades Assessment includes the following parts:

· School Data Profile – The school data profile provides demographic and organizational information about the school and is completed by the principal, site coordinator or other designee. Critical information that helps determine the context of other assessment data is gathered through this profile. Annual updates on demographics and programs are required.

· Teacher Survey – All teachers in the school, including full- and part-time, core, exploratory and related arts teachers complete this survey (School counselors, administrators, and media specialists do not complete this survey.) The purpose of the survey is to give teachers a voice in the school improvement process. Survey information can be used to plan professional development programs that fit teacher and student needs. 

· The Principal’s Survey – In general, this survey covers school climate, processes and policy information. It is completed by the school principal.

· SREB Middle Grades Student Assessment – The Middle Grades Assessment is based on items produced by the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) and contains four sections: Reading, Mathematics, Science and a Student Survey. The assessment uses blocks of NAEP items, but has been constructed for SREB use only.

· The Technical Assistance Visit – To supplement the data gathered through the Middle Grades Assessment, SREB in partnership with the state, conducts a three-day, technical assistance visit with a team from the state and district to each school during the year they join the network. The purpose of the technical assistance visit is to help school leaders and teachers identify changes needed to improve student achievement in the middle grades. The technical assistance visit should be a growth experience for all who are involved with it. As a follow-up to the visit, SREB produces a report that recognizes the school’s strengths, identifies the challenges they face in improving student achievement and recommends actions that school leaders can consider as they refine the school’s improvement plan.

· The Technical Review Visit – Approximately three years after the technical assistance visit, the school receives a one-day visit from the technical assistance team leader and state coordinator. The visit provides an opportunity for Making Middle Grades Work schools, SREB staff and state coordinators to assess progress in implementing the comprehensive improvement framework. It also helps fine-tune action plans and identify further technical assistance that the school needs.

BENEFITS OF THE PARTNERSHIP

· Middle grades students who learn rigorous content and meet performance standards will become more confident in their ability to meet life's challenges and see themselves as worthy and contributing individuals.

· Teachers who become part of a team that aligns and focuses the academic core curriculum and plans staff development activities to improve student achievement see themselves as a positive factor in students’ lives and as emerging leaders in their profession.

· Principals strengthen their leadership skills through new techniques of scheduling and staffing and through active involvement in curriculum instructional issues.

· Schools receive data to help identify what is needed to improve the performance of middle grades students in mathematics, science and reading.  The information becomes the basis of an action plan to focus faculty and administration on making needed changes. Making Middle Grades Work results in improved communication across the educational system-- high schools, middle grades and elementary schools.

· Parents become more connected with schools through access to information and evidence on what works in the middle grades and how it can be used to improve student achievement.

· States acquire new strategies for working with local school systems on a long-term basis to bring about "whole school" change. By sharing information on the middle grades framework and its implementation, states gain knowledge about how policies can support comprehensive school improvements.

· The community, state and nation benefit from improved mathematics, science and reading/English achievement in the middle grades.  More students remain in school and develop plans to pursue careers and education beyond high school.
Establishing benchmarks of progress and readiness

Schools that become part of the Texas MMGW network are expected to show progress in changing school and classroom practices that have proven most effective in engaging students in learning and advancing achievement. True school reform is not a quick process. Texas MMGW and SREB expect all schools to show consistent progress until the comprehensive school improvement framework is fully implemented and at least 85 percent of students reach achievement goals in reading, mathematics and science.

To achieve continuous improvement, schools need to set benchmarks for determining school progress that are strongly associated with improving academic achievement. SREB’s sample benchmarks are based on the middle grades comprehensive improvement framework and essential conditions and are grouped around themes that can help organize all efforts to improve student academic achievement.

The Importance of Well-planned Transitions

Most students in the middle grades spend less time in middle grades schools than in elementary and high schools. For this reason, it is important that moves to and from the middle grades are as smooth and free from disruption as possible. The transition to a new school may be as nerve-wracking for families as it is for students – it can disrupt family patterns because of time and distance as well as through unfamiliarity with school policies and procedures.

Research on test scores indicates each student transition, unless well planned and carried out successfully, results in an achievement lag for at least a year. Schools can help adolescents be successful students through a strong program of activities to bridge the movement between schools. 

Effective transitions help assure that:

· students and their families become members of a school’s community and are better informed about programs, requirements, procedures, opportunities, and responsibilities;

· students are better prepared for new curricular and social demands;

· teachers are better informed of the connections between programs at elementary, middle and high schools; and

· middle grades teachers and leaders are better prepared to help students adjust to and succeed in a new school environment.

Schools with successful transition programs provide information on the new school in a variety of ways and at various times for students and parents. They connect “buddies” from the high school with incoming students and families of high school students with middle grades families to provide social support for students and increase the involvement of families in the school. They also bring middle grades and high school personnel together to discuss each other’s curriculum and expectations. 

MAKING MIDDLE GRADES WORK COMMITMENTS:
Districts and schools participating in Texas Making Middle Grades Work agree to:

· Negotiate an annual contract with the SREB as the provider of the Making Middle Grades Work which outlines technical assistance and  professional development, the TAV/TRV to ensure deep implementation of the MMGW framework model 
· Promote a vision of high achievement for all students.

· Obtain district and school board support for SREB’s middle grades initiative and the changes required to implement the comprehensive improvement framework. 

· MMGW sites agree to increase annually the percentage of students enrolled in Algebra I by 10% at a minimum with the goal of having all eighth graders complete Algebra I.
· Align core curricula to MMGW’s readiness indicators; in year one align mathematics curriculum, in year two align the English/language arts curriculum and in year three align the science curriculum.  MMGW strongly recommends that sites participate in one Getting Middle Grades Students Ready workshops each year to train teachers in aligning assignments and assessments to readiness for college-preparatory courses in high school.
· As the school raises expectations, students must receive focused extra help and time to meet higher standards. MMGW strongly recommends that sites explore the many ways other network sites have revised school schedules, policies and programs to provide students with targeted assistance. 
· Appoint a site coordinator to coordinate planning, professional development and technical assistance; organize data collection; monitor progress; foster communication; and coordinate integration of the middle grades initiative with other school improvement efforts.

· Organize a school improvement committee comprised of key academic and fine/related arts teachers, administrators, guidance counselors, parents and community representatives. Subcommittees shall be established to address curriculum, instruction, guidance, evaluation and professional development.

· Submit annual progress reports to the state and SREB that show significant progress toward fully implementing the middle grades comprehensive improvement framework and raising student achievement.

· Be an active member of the middle grades network by sharing information and ideas.
· Develop a budget by selecting at least one service from each of the following priority areas:

Priority Area One: Professional Development

Priority Area Two: Campus Based Coaching

Annual Texas HSTW/MMGW State Conference

 4 Days

Annual SREB Summer Conference


  8 Days

SREB National Workshops



12 Days

Texas HSTW/MMGW Workshops


16 Days

Site Specific Professional Development


24 Days

SREB Webinar Series 

Texas MMGW Comprehensive Guidance Services

Priority Area Three: Continuous Improvement

Priority Area Four:  Assessment & Surveys

Technical Assistance Visit (3 Days)


National MMGW Assessment (every other year)     

Technical Review Visit (2 Days)



Teacher Survey

Site Development Workshop



Student Survey

Texas HSTW/MMGW Leadership Academy

AGREEMENT
The undersigned have reviewed this Memorandum of Understanding and accept it as the basis for working together toward a common purpose through Making Middle Grades Work. The SREB and the site can dissolve their participation annually by notifying the other party in writing.

Steve Frank







Date

Texas MMGW Coordinator

_______________________________________

______________________

Vangie Stice-israel






Date
Texas Education Agency, State CTE Director
Name of school:
   _____________________________________________

Address of school:
_____________________________________________
City:


_____________________________________________
State:  Texas                                                  Zip Code: __________________

__________________________________________________________
______________
Superintendent of Schools







Date

__________________________________________________________
______________
Principal






                                     Date 

