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President’s 
Message

By 
Tami Jo Cook

MMSA President
tamcook@edina.k12.
mn.us

Thank you 
for yet an-
other amaz-

ing year of putting your 
heart and soul into working with 
middle level kids. As you know all too well, those who 
work really well with kids in the middle are middle level 
kids at heart. We are here because we love it. And, our 
middle school kids across the state of Minnesota are 
benefactors of all the time and dedication you put in.

Thank you for going the extra mile of getting to 
school early to work with kids, staying up late nights to 
correct papers and provide immediate feedback, and the 
countless hours of encouraging kids to believe they are 
capable of great things if they work hard and believe in 
themselves. You make a difference. 

Best of luck in these last few weeks of the school 
year. As you look toward your summer and the many 
opportunities that are available for educators, MMSA 
would like to encourage you to attend one of our Sum-
mer Institute opportunities.

• Thursday, June 17: Middle Level Promise and 
Practice in Moorhead, Minnesota; keynote speakers are 
Nancy Doda and Debbie Silver

• Friday, June 18: Middle Level Promise and Prac-
tice in Lakeville, Minnesota; keynote speakers are Nancy 
Doda and Debbie Silver

For more specifi c information on this event at either 
site, visit MMSA’s Web site at www.mmsa.info.

 It has been an honor and privilege to serve as MMSA 
president for the past two years. Thank you for the op-
portunity and thank you for your support of the Minne-
sota Middle School Association. In the coming months, 
know that your MMSA Board of Directors will continue 
to do our best to work hard for you as we move into sum-
mer as well. If you have any ideas of events, programs 
or opportunities that you would like to see MMSA offer 
you and the middle level community, please contact any 
member of the MMSA Board of Directors. We will be 
working hard this summer to plan the coming year and 
would love your input as we do so. Take care and enjoy 
the sunshine and warm weather! �

Reward Your Students With Free 
Tickets to see a Minnesota Lynx 
Basketball game! Want to honor your hard-working 

students for their efforts?

Want access to the Lynx Education 
Workbook for middle school classrooms?

For a downloadable certifi cate 
that awards All-Star students 

with a free Lynx ticket, 
visit www.mmsa.info.

MMSA DAY PROGRAM FOR MMSA TEACHERS AND ADMINISTRATORS
Saturday, May 29, 7 p.m. • Target Center
A portion of each ticket sold will benefi t the MMSA mini-grant program.

PLUS:
• Opportunity to participate in a pre-game chalk talk with Lynx Assistant Coach Jim Petersen.

• If fi ve or more staff/teachers from the same school attend, each will receive an autographed Lindsay Whalen picture.
• The school with the highest combined total for students and teachers in attendance on MMSA Day will get the 

chance to take part in a post-game meet-and-greet with a Lynx player.

Please contact Katie Reed, Group Event Representative, Minnesota Timberwolves and Lynx, 600 First Ave. North, 
Minneapolis, MN 55403, or 612-673-8432, reed@lynxbasketball.com.
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In cooperation with Augustana College
(an NCA and NCATE accredited institution),

Learner’s Edge is pleased to offer graduate semester credit
options to attendees of the 2010 Middle Level Promise and 
Practice Summer Institute. For more information, call 952-

469-3454 or visit www.learnersedgeinc.com.

Minnesota Middle School Association presents 

Middle Level Promise and Practice 
Summer Institute 2010

Thursday, June 17, 2010
Moorhead, Minnesota 

Horizon Middle School · 3601 12th Avenue South, Moorhead, MN · 218-284-7300

Friday, June 18, 2010 
Lakeville, Minnesota

Lakeville South High School · 21135 Jacquard Avenue, Lakeville, MN · 952-232-3300

Registration and coffee 8:30
Conference (includes lunch) 9:00 – 2:30

Nancy Doda
• Active and Engaging Learning: Methods that Work

• Creating a Caring Learning Community
• Literacy for Better Learning

Debbie Silver
• Basic Training in Differentiated Instruction

• Teaching and Assessing Through Multiple Intelligences
• Managing the DI Classroom

More details at www.mmsa.info

Debbie Silver is truly 
a “teacher’s teacher!” 
She is an award-win-
ning educator with 30 
years’ experience as a 
classroom teacher, staff 
development instructor, 
and university professor. 
Her numerous recogni-
tions include being named the 1990 Louisi-
ana State Teacher of the Year and the 2007 
Distinguished Alumnus from the College of 
Education at Louisiana Tech University. 
Along the way she has taught almost every 
grade level and most every kind of student.

Dr. Silver has been an invited author for 
several educational journals and has given 
keynotes at state, national and interna-
tional conferences in 49 states, throughout 
Canada, Europe, the Middle East and Asia. 
She has been a featured teacher for the PBS 
OnLine Teacher Chat and several online 
teacher courses. Debbie is the author of the 
bestselling book, “Drumming to the Beat of 
Different Marchers: Finding the Rhythm for 
Differentiated Learning.” She is co-author of 
“Because You Teach” and “Middle School 
Matters.” Songs she co-wrote with Monte 
Selby are featured on his latest CDs. She is 
married to Dr. Lawrence Silver, and together 
they have fi ve sons.

Debbie is one of the most popular keynot-
ers and in-service presenters in the United 
States. Audiences everywhere respond to 
Debbie’s use of humor and sensitivity to re-
mind them of how important teachers are in 
the lives of children. Through research-based 
theory, poignant stories, and hilarious char-
acterizations, she connects with the souls of 
all who are involved in education.

Dr. Nancy Doda be-
gan her career in 1974 
as a middle school 
language arts teacher 
in a Florida middle 
school acknowledged 
as an exemplary, model 
middle school. Nancy 
witnessed remarkable 

results through the use of Teams, an advisory 
program, multiage classrooms, interdisciplin-
ary teaching, a block schedule, and a student-
centered philosophy. While teaching there 
she completed her Ph.D. in curriculum and 
instruction/teacher education at the Univer-
sity of Florida, Gainesville, and began con-
ducting workshops for educators on middle 
school theory and practice. She authored a 
regular column for the Middle School Journal 
entitled “Teacher to Teacher,” which became 
an NMSA monograph. Since then, she has 
worked as a professional development consul-
tant with middle school educators.  

For fi ve years, she was a member of the 
NMSA Board. She served as a charter 
member of the National Forum to Accelerate 
Middle Grades Reform. She has received 
outstanding educator and service awards from 
the Virginia Middle School Association, New 
England League of Middle Level Schools, 
and Connecticut Association of Secondary 
Schools. She was awarded the National 
Middle School Association’s most prestigious 
John Lounsbury award. She has authored 
numerous articles, tapes and books. 

She consults through her own company 
Teacher to Teacher. Her presentations address 
professional development topics from critical 
middle school issues. Nancy also specializes 
in customized professional development.
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Assessments! What Now?!?
By Colleen Vollmers

I have always believed that teaching is an art. I 
am intrigued by the relationship between teach-
er and student and teaching and learning. It is 

powerful when the magic happens. That’s why in the 
’90s I was a bit distraught when the conversation turned 
to “teaching as science.” In some ways I was offended, 
until I began to understand the concept. 

Assessment in and of itself is not the science. The 
science is when the data is analyzed and interpreted so 
that teaching and learning can become more effi cient 
and effective. Grant Wiggins said, “Assessments are only 
effective if they cause performance to improve.” 

We’ve spent a lot of time and money on the assess-
ments, but not enough time or money discussing the 
instructional best practices tied to the data. What does 
it really mean for us teachers to be “data-driven?” We 
need to look at assessments as ongoing, rather than a 
one-time event. Yes, we need to gather information 
about academic progress and needs, but also identify 
student interests and learning preferences. 

So what about the art? That’s where differentiation 

CHARACTERISTICS OF YOUNG ADOLESCENTS
Youth between the ages of 10 to 15 are character-

ized by their diversity as they move through the puberty 
growth cycle at varying times and rates. Yet as a group 
they refl ect important developmental characteristics that 
have major implications for those agencies that seek to 
serve them.

In the area of intellectual development, young ado-
lescents:

• Display a wide range of individual intellectual de-
velopment.

• Are in a transition pe-
riod from concrete thinking 
to abstract thinking.

• Are intensely curious 
and have a wide range of 
intellectual pursuits, few of 
which are sustained.

• Prefer active over pas-
sive learning experiences.

• Prefer interaction with 
peers during learning activi-
ties.

• Respond positively to 
opportunities to participate 

enters the picture. We need the data (science) to choreo-
graph (art) the best learning opportunities for our stu-
dents. We all know the original three R’s of education, 
but Carol Ann Tomlinson, a leading authority on dif-
ferentiation, has identifi ed three more. She talks about 
the need to understand our students so that we can be 
RESPONSIVE teachers. We need to look at students’ 
READINESS to learn specifi c concepts and skills and 
provide RESPECTFUL tasks for them to make meaning 
out of the content they are to understand.

Differentiation needs to be more than just a trendy 
term. It is not the individualized learning we tried to 
orchestrate in the early ’70s, but rather looking at ways 
to fl exibly group students according to their academic 
needs, interests and learning preferences. Easier said 
than done!

Let MMSA help you. I encourage you to attend our 
state conference in December. Dr. Diane Heacox will 
deliver our keynote on Friday, December 3. Diane pro-
vides excellent practical ideas to make the process of 
differentiation student- and teacher-friendly. 

Assessments! What now?!? Make plans to attend 
our state MMSA conference on December 2 and 3 in 
Minneapolis. �

Who Are the Kids in the Middle?
A Resource for Middle-Level Educators

in real-life situations.
• Are often preoccupied with self.
• Have a strong need for approval and may be easily 

discouraged.
• Develop an increasingly better understanding of 

personal abilities.
• Are inquisitive about adults, often challenging 

their authority, and always observing them.
• May show disinterest in conventional academic 

subjects, but are intellectually curious about the world 
and themselves.

• Are developing a capacity to understand higher 
levels of humor.

 In the area of moral development, young adoles-
cents:

• Are generally idealistic, desiring to make the world 
a better place and to become socially useful.

• Are in transition from moral reasoning which fo-
cuses on “what’s in it for me” to that which considers the 
feelings and rights of others.

• Often show compassion for those who are down-
trodden or suffering and have special concern for ani-
mals and the environmental problems that our world 
faces.

• Are moving from acceptance of adult moral judg-
ments to development of their own personal values; nev-
ertheless, they tend to embrace values consonant with 

KIDS continued on page 9
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those of their parents.
• Rely on parents and signifi cant adults for advice 

when facing major decisions.
• Increasingly assess moral matters in shades of gray 

as opposed to viewing them in black-and-white terms 
characteristic of younger children.

• At times are quick to see fl aws in others, but slow 
to acknowledge their own faults.

• Owing to their lack of experience are often impa-
tient with the pace of change, underestimating the dif-
fi culties in making desired social changes.

• Are capable of, and value, direct experience in 
participatory democracy.

• Greatly need, and are infl uenced by, adult role 
models who will listen to them and affi rm their moral 
consciousness and actions.

• Are increasingly aware of and concerned about in-
consistencies between values exhibited by adults and the 
conditions they see in society.

In the area of physical development, young adoles-
cents:

• Experience rapid, irregular physical growth.
• Undergo bodily changes that may cause awkward, 

uncoordinated movements.
• Have varying maturity rates, with girls tending to 

mature one and one-half to two years earlier than boys.
• May be at a disadvantage because of varied rates 

of maturity that may require the understanding of caring 
adults.

• Experience restlessness and fatigue due to hor-
monal changes.

• Need daily physical activity because of increased 
energy.

• Develop sexual awareness that increases as sec-
ondary sex characteristics begin to appear.

• Are concerned with bodily changes that accom-
pany sexual maturation and changes resulting in an in-
crease in nose size, protruding ears, long arms, and awk-
ward posture.

• Have preference for junk food, but need good nu-
trition.

• Often lack physical fi tness, with poor levels of en-
durance, strength and fl exibility.

• Are physically vulnerable because they may adopt 
poor health habits or engage in risky experimentation 
with drugs and sex. 

In the area of emotional/psychological development, 
young adolescents:

• Experience mood swings often with peaks of in-
tensity and unpredictability.

• Need to release energy, often resulting in sudden, 
apparently meaningless outbursts of activity.

• Seek to become increasingly independent, search-

Kids . . . continued from page 8 ing for adult identity 
and acceptance.

• Are increasingly 
concerned about peer 
acceptance.

• Tend to be self-
conscious, lacking in 
self-esteem, and high-
ly sensitive to personal 
criticism.

• Exhibit intense concern about physical growth 
and maturity as profound physical changes occur.

• Increasingly behave in ways associated with their 
sex as sex role identifi cation strengthens.

• Are concerned with many major societal issues as 
personal value systems develop.

• Believe that personal problems, feelings and expe-
riences are unique to themselves.

• Are psychologically vulnerable, because at no oth-
er stage in development are they more likely to encoun-
ter so many differences between themselves and others.

In the area social development, young adolescents:
• Have a strong need to belong to a group, with 

peer approval becoming more important as adult ap-
proval decreases in importance.

• In their search for self, model behavior after older, 
esteemed students or non-parent adults.

• May exhibit immature behavior because their so-
cial skills frequently lag behind their mental and physical 
maturity.

• Experiment with new slang and behaviors as they 
search for a social position within their group, often dis-
carding the “new identities” at a later date.

• Must adjust to the social acceptance of early-ma-
turing girls and the athletic successes of early-maturing 
boys, especially if they themselves are maturing at a 
slower rate.

• Are dependent on parental beliefs and values, but 
seek to make their own decisions.

• Are often intimidated and frightened by their 
fi rst middle-level school experience because of the large 
number of students and teachers and the size of the 
building.

• Desire recognition for their efforts and achieve-
ments.

• Like fads, especially those shunned by adults.
• Often overreact to ridicule, embarrassment and 

rejection.
• Are socially vulnerable because, as they develop 

their beliefs, attitudes and values, the infl uence of me-
dia and negative experiences with adults and peers may 
compromise their ideals and values. �

“This We Believe: Developmentally Responsive 
Middle Level Schools”

National Middle School Association, 1995


