
How to Use This Guide

Enormous amounts of money are spent on staff development each year. These
funds come from local school district budgets, private and public foundations, feder -
al and state budgets, and educators’personal funds. To date, many school policy deci-
sion-makers remain unconvinced that staff development provides a significant return
on the investment, either in terms of changes in teacher practice or in student achieve-
ment. What Works in the Middle: Results-Based Staff Development hopes to change
this in two ways:

1.Those who have responsibility for selecting staff development 
initiatives will benefit from examples of staff development pro-
grams that have evidence of increasing student achievement. The 
programs included in this volume have been carefully reviewed 
to ensure they meet established criteria. These model programs 
can be adopted, adapted, or used as models for the development 
of local initiatives. Each of these programs provides (1) evidence 
of how it has improved student achievement, (2) a well-designed 
staff development component, and (3) evidence showing that the 
program can be duplicated elsewhere. Of course, programs that 
replicate these examples will most likely be successful if imple-
mented with a high degree of fidelity to the original design.

2. For staff development leaders and program developers, the selec-
ted programs will serve as models of ways to demonstrate the im-
pact of staff development. Many providers want evidence of how
their programs benefit teachers and students. The assessment pro-
cesses employed by evaluators of these programs serve as model 
evaluation designs, which other program developers can replicate 
or adapt.

Before referring to the programs featured in this guide, school teams have a num-
ber of preliminary tasks to complete. The steps and questions in this chapter will guide
some of the decisions school teams will need to make before selecting a staff devel-
opment approach. These steps, in essence, are the steps to school improvement.
Schools that have developed a thoughtful plan for improvement will have completed
these steps as a part of their routine school improvement work. School teams should
become “knowledgeable choosers.” “Educational leaders who understand the 
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Nationally, middle-grade students tend to do less well academically than they did
in elementary school. Inequities between high-achieving and low-achieving students
deepen during the middle grades with detrimental consequences for those students
who continue on the low-achieving track. To combat these problems, every middle-
grade school should provide high standards, excellent teachers, challenging curricu-
lum, and a safe and nurturing environment in which young adolescents can form pos-
itive, healthy attitudes.

The urgency of middle school reform is highlighted by the research on early ado-
lescence. First, today’s students present far greater challenges to classroom teachers
than students of e ven a decade ago. A greater percentage of students who are at risk
fill classrooms across the nation. Middle-grade teachers report that today’s middle-
grade students bring problems to school that previously were more typical of high
school students. National survey results indicate that more middle-grade students are
sexually active and have experimented with or are regular users of illegal substances
(National Center for Educational Statistics, 1997). In addition, more middle-grade
students have inadequate support or care from the traditional family, live in poverty,
are victims of abuse, have been diagnosed with emotional or learning disabilities, and
resort to violence to solve conflict. By age 15, substantial numbers of young teens are
at risk for reaching adulthood unprepared to meet the requirements of the workplace,
the commitments of relationships with family members and with friends, and the
responsibilities of participation in a democratic society (Carnegie Corporation, 1989).
Studies indicate that the dropout rates of urban middle school students climb steeply
once they leave middle school (This We Believe, 1995). These social factors, combined
with the natural emotional and physical changes of middle-grade students, pose diffi-
cult problems for educators of early adolescents.

In addition to the social and emotional challenges of middle-grade students, the
academic challenges of the middle grades are increasing. A review of recent national
and international performance of students in the middle grades reveals declining per-
formance between fourth and eighth grades:

•  Only 29 percent of the eighth-graders participating in the 1994
National Assessment of Education Progress scored at the proficient
level in reading.

• The 1996 National Assessment of Education Progress for writing 
shows no significant difference in performance between the aver-
age scores for eighth-graders and their counterparts in 1984.

• The 1996 National Assessment of Education Progress demonstrates
that white students outperform African American and Hispanic students 
in all areas. The magnitude of the gap between Hispanic students and
white students in science, reading, and mathematics is increasing. 
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strengths, weaknesses, and goals of their school and school district will be able to 
evaluate how various programs will match these to produce the best results in terms
of student learning”(pg. 20, Educational Research Service, 1998).

Step 1. Review student achievement data.

To produce results, staff development must be directly tied to student achieve-
ment needs. Before selecting or designing staff development, a careful and thor-
ough analysis of student achievement data must occur. This analysis will help iden-
tify specific student achievement strengths and areas of need and will guide deci-
sions about staff development programs.

Key questions to answer during this step include:

• What are available assessments?

• What is being measured with this assessment?

• Which students were involved in the assessment?

• What areas of student performance are at or above expectations?

• What areas of student performance are below expectations?

•  Do patterns exist in the data?

•  How did various sub-populations of students perform?
(consider factors such as gender, race, socio-economic status)

• What are other data telling us about student performance in this area?

•   How are the data similar or different in various grade levels, content
areas, and individual classes?

• What surprises us?

• What confirms what we already know?

The data analysis process should result in knowing or identifying:

•  Specific areas of deficit;

•  Specific knowledge and skills students need in order to overcome 
the deficit; and
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Filling the Crack in the Middle:
A Research Summary

Middle grade students are at a crossroad—emotionally, physically, academically,
and socially. Today’s middle schools need caring, competent teachers who understand
the unique needs of young adolescents and who establish a safe, nurturing learning
environment. Further, teachers of the middle grades must expect all students to achieve
a high level of learning and performance. This chapter draws on current research to
explain why the middle grades are so important, discusses the link between student
achievement and teacher learning, and describes the challenges of establishing this link.

Beginning in the Middle

Middle school is a crucial turning point in the education of a student.  According to
the Carnegie Corporation (1989), for many 10- to 15-year-old youths, early adolescence
offers the opportunity to choose a path toward a productive and fulfilling life. For many
others, it represents their last best chance to avoid a diminished future.

The challenges of educating early adolescents require caring, knowledgeable teachers
who balance standards of academic excellence with the need for a nurturing
environment. Middle-level students, those in grades five through eight, often fall
through the cracks of the education system. Too often, educators and parents alike
believe that middle-grade students cannot achieve rigorous academic standards while
their bodies are growing and changing physically and while they are plagued by social
and emotional problems associated with early adolescence. Yet, schools c a n m a ke a
difference for middle-grade students. These are schools that set high expectations,
establish a coherent and systematic curriculum, use innovative instructional strategies
in which teachers design learning experiences in a complex environment for heteroge-
neous groups, and engage students in peer-assisted learning (Joyce, 1995).

The middle grades are a significant transition time for students. Middle-grade
students begin the inevitable journey of forming lifelong habits of mind which eve n t u a l l y
contribute to their academic, social, emotional, and economic well-being as adults.
Parents traditionally are less actively invo l ved in the education of middle school
students than they were as parents of elementary students. As students become more
independent and have less supervision from parents and guardians, they rely less and
less on those influences and more and more on the influences of their peers. 
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• The guide reports the results of 26 staff development programs. The pro-
grams included in the guide are not, however, endorsed by the National 
Staff Development Council or any of its partner associations.

• The guide is a catalog for ideas. It is not a catalog for shopping.

• The guide identifies common characteristics of the programs included.
It is not, however, a meta-analysis of the programs.

• The guide is a description of what staff development is and has been. Because
the programs vary in the number of NSDC standards they meet, the guide
is not necessarily a picture of what staff development should be.

• The guide identifies programs currently used at specific middle schools as
examples. It is not a list of exemplary middle schools.

The National Staff Development Council and the National Advisory Panel believe
that the information in this resource guide will be useful to all its potential audiences.
The guide should assist those who make decisions about staff development to become
more aware of the critical nature of their decisions and the need to use the information
contained here in a responsible manner. Suggestions for making those decisions are pro-
vided in Chapter 6, “How to Use This Guide.”
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•  Specific students or groups of students for whom the deficit is most
prevalent or pronounced.

For example, assume a school’s scores on a norm-referenced test are below the
expected or desired level in reading. These scores are insufficient by themselves to use
for planning a staff de velopment intervention. Now assume that the school staff ana-
lyzes sub-test scores and sub-population scores. The staff finds a deficit in vocabulary
for Hispanic students. This information can be used to guide the selection and/or
design of a staff development intervention to address the need to improve vocabulary
among Hispanic students.

The latter information is actionable — that is, it is specific enough to identify what
teachers need to know and be able to do in order to improve student performance in
reading vocabulary. To simply identify reading as the area of focus provides insuffi-
cient information to guide the design and/or selection of a staff development program.

Step 2. Identify the unique characteristics of the school, community,
staff, and/or district.

School decision-makers need to know how best to meet the needs of their students.
When school leaders and teachers understand the unique characteristics of the stu-
dents, they can use this information to make appropriate instructional and program
decisions.

Understanding the conditions under which the staff development program will be
implemented also helps inform the selection and/or design of a staff development ini-
tiative. For example, a staff development program for experienced teachers may be
different than one for novice teachers. Likewise, a staff development program
designed to enable staff to meet the needs of urban, disadvantaged students may be
different than one for rural schools. Additionally, a program provided in a district or
school setting with limited resources or time for staff development will need to be dif-
ferent than one in a district or school that has set aside time and resources for staff
development.

Therefore, schools should complete a school profile that gives them information
about their own environment and conditions to help them  make informed decisions.

Key questions to answer in this area are:

• What are the characteristics of our students?
Some characteristics to consider are:

- Ethnicity
- Gender
- Socio-economic status
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Role of the National Advisory Panel

The NSDC worked with representatives from the National Association of Secondary
School Principals, the National Council for the Social Studies, National Council of
Teachers of English, National Council of Teachers of Mathematics, National Middle
School Association, National Science Teachers Association, ERIC Clearinghouses, and
U.S. Department of Education’s regional educational laboratories in this effort. A
National Advisory Panel comprising representatives of these partner associations, plus
a middle school principal, an evaluator, and an urban educator, guided the project.     

Stephanie Hirsh, associate executive director of the National Staff Development
Council and principal developer of the project proposal, described goals, results, and
key features of the project to members of the National Advisory Panel at their first
meeting in July 1997 at the headquarters of the National Association of Secondary
School Principals in Reston, Virginia.

The project goals were to:

•  Identify and analyze middle-level staff development initiatives 
that purport to improve teacher effectiveness and student learn- 
ing and to disseminate information regarding initiatives that 
prove to be effective;

•   Enable individuals, schools, school systems, regional service 
centers, and universities to identify and access staff develop-
ment programs that will lead to the improvement of middle-
grade teachers’content knowledge, instructional practices,
and student learning in the areas of mathematics, language 
arts, science, and social studies;

• Provide a central resource/clearinghouse for staff development 
initiatives that meet stringent criteria and that demonstrate the
link between staff development efforts and student learning.

Word of Caution

It is important that the reader understand what this guide is and is not.

• The guide is a compilation of 26 outstanding staff development programs 
in language arts, mathematics, science, and social studies. It is not a com-
prehensive list of all the staff development programs available for middle-
grade teachers.

- Mobility
- Family support
- Motivation
- Attitude about school
- Experience in school
- Academic performance
- Retention rate
- Parents’education level
- Sibling data

• What are the characteristics of the staff?
Some characteristics to consider are:

- Years of experience
- Years at a grade level
- Years in the school
- Past experience with 

staff development
- Motivation
- Performance/ability
- Attitude
- Sense of efficacy
- Response to change
- Collegiality
- Extent to which degrees 

match teaching assignments
- Level of education

• What are some characteristics of our formal and informal leadership 
for both teachers and administrators?

Some characteristics to consider are:
- Leadership style
- Roles of formal and 

informal leaders
- Level of participation in 

leadership activities
- Opportunities to be 

involved in leadership 
roles/activities

- Trust in leadership
- Support by leadership
- Support for leadership
- Level of communication
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The Clark Foundation is committed to improving the educational and life futures of
10- to 14-year-old students. Because Results-Based Staff Development for the Middle
Grades focused on middle-grade youth, Clark, through its Programs for Student
Achievement, agreed to fund the two-year study. Hayes Mizell, director of the founda-
tion’s Programs for Student Achievement, highlighted the reasons for Clark’s work in
middle schools:

First, we believe that low-achieving middle school students can learn 
at high levels. Second, we believe that for middle schools to significantly
enhance the performance of all students, schools must reform themselves.
Third, we believe that the cultures of most middle schools must change
dramatically so the normative values are high expectations, high content,
and high support for all students. Fourth, whole-school reform is neces-
sary; tinkering at the margins will not produce nor sustain the changes
needed to increase student achievement. Fifth, school systems must have
a vision for middle school reform and lead, support, monitor, and access
reform at the building level. Sixth, teachers and administrators in individ-
ual middle schools must provide the leadership to plan and implement
reform that is consistent with their school system’s vision. (1992)

Mizell outlined his hopes for the project in his remarks to the National Advisory
Panel at its July 1997 meeting.

There are two major factors that will have to be manifest for mid-
dle school teachers to become more effective. The first is will: the 
will of school systems, schools, and educators to change. If and 
when school systems, schools, and educators decide — for whatever 
reason — to make changes that can impro ve student performance, 
the second factor comes into play. People must know what to do, 
how to change, to obtain different results. This is what Results-
Based Staff Development for the Middle Grades is about.

This project is built on the foundational belief that if student per-
formance is going to increase, teacher performance must increase.  
If students are going to learn at higher levels, teachers must learn 
at higher levels. The central question of this project is: Assuming 
the will is there, what are the most effective content-specific staff
development programs that result in increased student learning?

It is my hope that this project can help middle school educators 
focus on what constitutes quality staff development and specific 
staff development programs that educators with the will to do so 
can use to improve student performance.

• What are some characteristics of our community?
Some characteristics to consider are:

- Support for education
- Support for the school
- Involvement in school activities
- Support for students
- Support for staff development

• What resources are available to support this improvement effort?

Some considerations are:
- Budget
- Time
- Support personnel 

in the building
- Support personnel 

outside the building
- Union contract
- Incentives

Step 3. Establish clear, measurable outcomes for the staff
development program.

Schools must understand what they hope to accomplish in terms of both student
and teacher learning as a result of their staff development efforts. Without a clear goal
and specific target, it is easy to miss the mark. Key questions are: (1) What results do
you seek for students? (2) What results do you expect for staff? (3)How do school
practices, procedures, and policies affect these goals?

Expected results should first be stated in terms of student achievement and then in
terms of changes in teacher practices and characteristics. In other words, expected out-
comes are stated in terms that allow the school to know if it has or has not achieved
the intended results. Too often, results are stated in terms of process rather than
achievement.

For example, a goal that states that “One hundred percent of the staff will partici-
pate in training in brain-based learning” does not say what will happen for students as
a result of this training. A preferable goal is one that states that “In three years, 90 per-
cent of students will read on grade level as a result of teachers learning and imple-
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Results-Based Staff Development for the Middle Grades is one way NSDC is taking
action to achieve its mission: ensuring success for all students through individual and
organization development. According to Dennis Sparks, executive director of NSDC,
“The time has come for NSDC to underscore its commitment to high levels of learning
for all students and staff members.” (Sparks, p. 2). 

According to Sparks (1997), NSDC strives for the following results:

• Every school provides high levels of learning for all students, particularly 
in core academic areas.

• Every student has competent teachers.

• Each teacher has the preparation, professional development, and ongoing 
support that facilitates teaching competence.

• And, new and better forms of professional learning are both available and 
appropriately implemented.

NSDC took a leadership role in demonstrating the link between teacher learning and
student achievement when it launched this initiative. Past staff development and school
improvement efforts have too often failed to produce results for students. If teachers are
to improve instruction and increase results for students, they must have deep knowledge
of their content area and skills in teaching content. They also must understand child
development and how learning occurs. And, they must have a positi ve attitude toward
teaching in the middle grades. By extending teachers’content knowledge and content-
specific pedagogical strategies, this project crosses the threshold of the classroom door
— the place where learning occurs.

Results-Based Staff Development for the Middle Grades aimed to identify staff
d evelopment efforts that enable middle-grade students and teachers to achieve high
levels of learning. In this initiative, NSDC focused on the core subject areas of language
arts, mathematics, science, and social studies. For each core subject area, NSDC
identified middle-grade, content-based staff development programs that advanced
t e a c h e r s ’ content knowledge and pedagogical skills and resulted in increased
student achievement.

Support from the Edna McConnell Clark Foundation

Results-Based Staff Development for the Middle Grades, the NSDCinitiative that is
the foundation for this guide, is one of a number of initiatives that the Edna McConnell
Clark Foundation has supported to improve the middle school years, especially for urban
youth.

menting new instructional strategies.” The latter goal is focused on the end result
of the staff development, rather than what occurs in the process.

Step 4. Study the staff development programs described in the guide.

Before determining how to accomplish the goal, school teams need to examine
proven staff development programs, those that have evidence of their impact on
student learning. Too often this important step is overlooked. In their urgency to
improve student performance, school staffs adopt programs with which they are
unfamiliar, or they design one of their own. School staffs often fail to conduct a
critical review of what is available and what has proven successful. The programs
in this guide are a starting point for this review.

In examining programs, consider the following questions:

• Which programs address the skills and knowledge we have
identified as our needs?

• What programs are being used in schools with similar demographics?

•  If our school’s characteristics do not match those of schools in 
which the program was successfully implemented, what are the 
key differences? How likely are those differences to interfere 
with the program’s success?

• What changes could be implemented to increase the likelihood
of our success?

• What aspects of the program (if any) might need to be modified
to accommodate the unique features of our school?

• What are the strengths and weaknesses of the program?

• What school, district, and community support was required to
make the program successful?

Step 5. Before selecting a program, answer these questions:

•  How will we assess the initiation, implementation, and institution-
alization of the program?

•  How will we support the program?
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Second, the guide serves as a “conversation piece,” a name the National Advisory
Panel affectionately gave this effort near its conclusion. Since it is a conversation piece,
the National Advisory Panel hopes that practitioners and scholars will use it as a start-
ing point for dialogue, continued study, and research to answer some fundamental
questions:

• How does staff development impact student achievement?

• What type of staff development is necessary to extend teachers’
content knowledge and content-specific instructional practices?

• How can schools and districts demonstrate that staff de velopment 
contributes to student achievement?

• What types of research designs and evidence of student achievement
support a claim that staff development leads to increased student
achievement?

Third, this guide will help decision-makers become savvy consumers of staff devel-
opment by providing:

• Lists of successful staff development programs that have evidence
of increasing student achievement in the four core content areas;

• Summaries of the characteristics of effective staff development 
evident across these programs;

• Cross-referencing of these staff development efforts to national 
content standards in the core content areas and to the National 
Staff Development Council’s Standards for Staff Development;

• Guidelines for selecting effective staff development programs; and

• Suggestions for effective ways to demonstrate the impact of staff
development.

NSDC’s Mission:Ensuring Success for All Students

One of NSDC’s strategic priorities is demonstrating the link between teacher learn-
ing and student achievement. This guide, and the initiative that supported it, are about
demonstrating that link in the middle grades. The early adolescent years shape lifelong
habits of 10- to 14-year-old youths. Improving achievement in the middle grades
remains both an urgent need and an enormous challenge. Targeting the improvement of
teacher learning at the middle level through content-specific staff development holds
promise as an effective intervention.
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•  How will we support the individuals involved?

• What are we equipped to do in-house to support and implement 
the program, and what outside resources will we need?

• What resources are we dedicating to the program?

• What is our timeline for full implementation?

• What benchmarks along the way will help us know if we are being
successful?

• Are we willing to commit time, energy, and financial resources to 
this effort for the long term?

•  How will we align this new initiative with existing ones? What may
need to be eliminated to make resources a vailable for this program?

• How closely do the goals of this program align with our school’s
improvement goals and the district’s strategic goals?

The worksheet on pages 192 and 193 is a tool for reviewing staff development pro-
grams. Once completed, the worksheet becomes a handy reference guide to each pro-
gram being considered. As schools are studying various staff development options, the
worksheet offers a framework for collecting information about each option and for
comparing programs prior to making decisions about which option to select and
implement. The areas of the worksheet correspond to the criteria used to select pro-
grams for inclusion in What Works in the Middle: Results-Based Staff Development .

With a completed worksheet for each program under consideration, staff develop-
ment committee leaders will find it easier to compare programs and select the best
program to address the needs of their school or district. After this initial study is com-
pleted, school and district staff members will be better equipped to make informed
decisions about appropriate staff development interventions to address their student
achievement needs.
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Middle grades shape the academic and personal futures of young adolescents. As
one middle school principal puts it, “Merit scholars and prisoners are made in the mid-
dle.” Producing merit scholars requires middle-grade teachers to have deep knowledge
of their content area, use appropriate, content-specific instructional strategies, and
understand the developmental needs of young adolescents. 

The National Staff Development Council (NSDC), a professional association of
approximately 8,000 educators, is committed to ensuring success for all students and
aims to address the special needs of adolescents in the middle grades. Therefore,
NSDC undertook the initiative Results-Based Staff Development for the Middle
Grades. This guide is a result of the initiative and is offered to school staff development
committees, principals, staff development leaders, curriculum coordinators, and others
who wish to develop content-specific, middle-level staff development programs to
improve student achievement at their own middle-grade schools. 

The guide has several purposes. First, the guide provides information and resources
for selecting, designing, and evaluating staff development to improve student achieve-
ment. The guide contains:

1. Descriptions of staff development programs in language arts, mathe-
matics, science, social studies, and interdisciplinary programs that 
have successfully demonstrated a contribution to increased student
achievement at the middle grades;

2. Guidelines for selecting and/or designing initiati ves to improve
student performance;

3. Strategies for evaluating staff development; and

4. Information about how the programs selected for inclusion in this
guide meet or align with content-area standards and also with 
the National Staff Development Council’s Standards for Staff
Development.

Introduction
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Student Achievement

Student Behaviors

Student Attitudes

Teacher Content Knowledge

Teacher Behaviors/Practices

Teacher Attitudes

Program Title Contact Name __________________________
Content Area(s)                                                                      Address __________________________
Grade(s) __________________________

Phone  __________________________
Fax  __________________________

E-mail  __________________________
Website___________________________

Program Content Notes

Individually Guided Staff Development

Observation and Assessment

Training

Development or Improvement Process

Inquiry or Action Research

Staff Development Processes

Models of Staff Development         Yes  No     Frequency         Length               Notes           

Classroom-based

Non classroom-based

Follow-up                     Yes  No                           Notes

Evidence of Success          Yes  No Measure Notes

Pedagogy

Staff Development Program Review

Program Goals

Content
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Rural

Urban

Suburban

Other

Ethnic/Racial

Socio-Economic Status

Size of School/District

Teaching Staff

Community

District

Building

Individual teachers

Team

Grade Level

School

District

Intended Participants  Yes  No                                       Notes

Honorarium

Travel Costs (airfare, lodging, meals, etc.)

Materials

Other

Cost                                                   Yes  No                Notes

Program Context
Geographic            Yes  No Notes

Student/School Demographics Notes

Support Needed Notes

Other Features Notes

School
Name
Address
Phone
Fax

Site Reference  Site Reference                       Notes
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