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Objectives 
Students will be able to: 
 Identify reasons why middle school grades are so important  
 Identify reasons why middle school is more challenging  
 Evaluate their study habits, grades, and effort 
 Complete and sign a contract to improve their study habits, grades, and effort this school year 
 
Materials 
 Board or transparency  
 Chart paper 
 Bell, buzzer, or squeaky toy 
 Class Reader # 1: What’s the Big Deal about Middle School? 
 Student Workbook # 1: Middle School and Me 
 Student Workbook # 2: A Contract with Myself 
 
Vocabulary  
 Culinary arts – the art of  cooking and preparing food 
 Magnet school – Unlike a zoned (neighborhood) school that accepts all students, a magnet 

school has special programs in selected fields of study, and requires that students apply for 
admission.  

 
Instructional Strategies 

 Bell Ringer 

 Partner Activity 

 Partner Reading 

 Cooperative Team Learning Activity 

 Guided Discussion 

 Guided Practice 

 Direct Instruction 

 Homework/Journal  
 
Assessment Opportunities 

 Student Workbook # 1: Middle School and Me  

 Student Workbook # 2: A Contract with Myself 
 
Making Connections 
This lesson begins the orientation to middle school. Students will learn and discuss the importance 
of middle school and why it is more challenging than elementary school. They will learn practical 
ways to put forth their best efforts. The lessons that follow in this unit will help students organize 
their time, priorities, notebook, and study space. 
  
Before You Teach  
In this course, students will frequently read with a partner and work in teams. Team activities 
(including partner reading) are developmentally appropriate for middle school students, and help 
them learn to work together in positive interdependence. They begin to see their teammates as 
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valuable sources of knowledge and assistance. Cooperative learning teams enable students to 
better understand and assimilate material through oral rehearsal, brainstorming, partner reading, 
and small group discussions. Developing and reinforcing team skills will create a more positive and 
nurturing classroom climate. Reinforce the importance of cooperation and collaboration, and teach 
students to encourage and thank their teammates.   
 
In partner reading, students always read the selection silently first, and then read with a partner. 
While it is tempting to skip this step—or for the teacher to read all text out loud to students if they 
have difficulty reading on grade level—students must continue to develop sustained silent reading 
skills. Partner reading provides additional support for struggling readers, but it is important that they 
first read silently. Additional instruction on partner reading is found in Unit 2. 
 
To create cooperative learning teams, arrange your classroom so that students can work in groups 
of four. (If you do not think they are ready to work in quads, arrange them in pairs.) Each student 
should also be paired with a partner on the team. Teams should be composed of students with 
varying abilities and should reflect the gender and ethnicity of the classroom. Teams remain 
together during an entire unit, and the teacher may change the composition of teams in successive 
units if he or she desires. During team activities, circulate among the teams, monitoring their 
progress and guiding their learning.  
 
Before students enter the classroom for this lesson, post four sheets of chart paper in the four 
corners of your room with one of the following headings on each: “My Study Habits,” “My Efforts,” 
“My Grades,” and “My Health.”  Cover until ready to use.    
 
Write one or all of the motivational quotes used in the homework/journal assignment on the board 
or overhead for students to copy.  
 
 
BELL RINGER 
 
 
 
 
PARTNER 
ACTIVITY 
 
GUIDED 
DISCUSSION 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bell Ringer #1 
 
List five reasons why you think middle school is important.  
 
 
Motivation 
1. Students share their answer to the Bell Ringer with a team partner.  
 
2. After a few minutes, ask student volunteers to contribute their answers, and 
create a class list on the board or on a transparency.  
 
3. Ask students the following question. You may choose to have students 
discuss this in cooperative learning teams and then share their response, or 
discuss it as a whole class. 

 Now that you have established that middle school is important, let’s talk 
about how and why it is more difficult or challenging than elementary school. 

 
4. Write student ideas/responses on the board. Reasons why middle school is 
more challenging should include (but are not limited to!) the following: 

 More difficult text books 

 Longer books to read 

 More homework 

 Students are expected to work more independently  

 More new/difficult vocabulary in all subjects  

 Students have multiple teachers to understand 

 A larger building or more classrooms to navigate  
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Reading about Middle School 
1. Review vocabulary words listed in the lesson introduction that may be 
challenging to students. Direct students to Class Reader # 1, What’s the Big 
Deal About Middle School? Students read the article silently. After all students 
have read the article, they read with a partner, stopping periodically to 
summarize main points or discuss any questions they might have.   
 
2. After students read the article, elicit any questions or responses. Ask students 
to answer the question the title poses—Why is middle school so important? 
Affirm student predictions offered during the Bell Ringer activity. A summary of 
the article should include the following points. 
 Middle school achievement affects one’s high school choices. The high 

school a student attends can affect his or her post-high school opportunities. 
 The choices students make both inside and outside of school (friends, 

extracurricular activities, study habits, etc.) have potentially lifelong 
consequences.  

 
Four Corners 
1. Uncover the four sheets of chart paper you have posted in four corners of 
your classroom, “My Study Habits,”  “My Effort,”  “My Health,” and “My Grades.”  
Tell students that now that they know why middle school is important, they are 
going to consider how they should respond to that information. What is their 
responsibility?  
 
2. Explain the following activity to students. Assign each cooperative learning 
team to go to one of the corners. Each student should bring a pen, pencil, or 
marker. (Depending on your class size, you may have two teams at each 
corner). Under each heading, students will write down as many ideas as 
possible in that category that will help them succeed in middle school. For 
example, under “My Effort” a student might write “do all homework,” or under 
“My Health,” a student might write “Go to bed by 11 p.m.”  After a few minutes, 
you will sound the bell, buzzer, or squeaky toy to signal that it is time to move 
clockwise to the next station. Keep the pace fast, fun, but controlled.   
 
3. After all students have rotated through the four stations, they return to their 
seats. Ask one volunteer to read the suggestions from each chart.  
 
 
Middle School and Me 
1. Direct students to Student Workbook # 1: Middle School and Me. Students 
read the survey and evaluate their current study habits, grades, and effort.   
 
2. Share the following information with students. 
 
The first step in creating positive change in your life is to decide to do better. 
Then it is important to set goals you can reach, and celebrate (reward yourself) 
when you reach those goals. It is also important to have someone encourage 
you, help you meet your goals, and celebrate with you. This person can be a 
parent, other adult, or a friend. Perhaps you can celebrate by going out for pizza 
together, buying something you’ve been saving money for, or going someplace 
you’ve always wanted to go.  
 
3. Direct students to Student Workbook # 2: A Contract with Myself. Tell 
students they will make commitments to themselves to improve their study 
habits, grades, and effort this school year. They will identify two subjects in 
which they plan to improve, and state how they plan to accomplish this. They 
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will also write down one way in which they plan to improve their effort. Finally, 
they will name one person who can help them achieve their goals, and how they 
will reward themselves.  
 
4. After students sign and date the contract, the teacher also signs the contract. 
Tell students they will revisit the contract later in the school year to see if they 
have achieved the goals they set for themselves.   
 
Remind students of the importance of doing their best in middle school and 
setting goals.  If time permits, students share their goals with a partner. 
 
Write a response to the following quotes from three American professional 
athletes.  
“If you don't know where you are going, you'll end up someplace else.” 
Yogi Berra, baseball player and manager 
 
“Goals determine what you're going to be.” 
Julius Erving, “Dr. J’, basketball player 
 
“Set your goals high, and don't stop till you get there.” 
Bo Jackson, All-Star football and baseball player  
 
Students may enjoy reading Report to the Principal’s Office by Jerry Spinelli 
(Apple Paperbacks Edition, 1991). Sunny, who misses her old best friend, and 
Eddie, who is afraid of the move to middle school, are appointed to a mascot 
committee with several other students. Through a series of funny mishaps, 
friendships are formed that enable the students to adjust to their new school. 
TDMG Discussion Guide available.  
 
During this unit, students may want to keep a Top Ten list about middle school, 
such as “Top Ten Things I Wish I’d Known About Middle School” or “Top Ten 
Important Facts About Middle School.”  
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What’s the Big Deal about Middle School? 
           Class Reader # 1  

 
What do you think you want to do for a living 
when you grow up? Whatever it is, it won’t 
happen overnight. Start now! 
 
Middle school is important because, depending on what you want to do when you 
grow up, you may decide that you need to go to a special type of high school or 
one that has a special academic program in which you are interested. 

 
If you want to eventually own your own business, you may decide that you want to 
go to a high school that has a business program. If you want to be an actor, 
singer, or dancer, you might want to be admitted to a high school that has a strong 
performing arts program. If you love cooking, you might be interested in attending 
a high school that offers culinary arts courses. 
 

You might not have any idea how you want to earn a living when 
you are older, but you do know that you are a good student and 
that you want to attend a high school that will be challenging. You 
might want to attend a high school that has a program for students 
who have earned high grades and who are sure they want to go to 
college.  

 
Most school systems have magnet schools with special programs. Usually, a 
student must submit a special application to attend a magnet school. There are 
often particular requirements to get into a magnet program, and the program is 
limited to a certain number of students. The kinds of courses you take in school 
today can affect your chances of getting into a magnet school. Also, these schools 
are very interested in getting good reports about your school attendance and 
behavior.  

 
It’s up to you, but remember, your ability to attend the high school of your choice 
and eventually have the career of your choice depends on how well you do NOW! 

 
When you apply to the high school of your choice, the counselors 
and administrators there will look at the grades and test scores 
you earn this year to determine whether or not they’ll admit you!  
What’s more, most people who don’t go to good high schools 
can’t get into good colleges. That’s why middle school is so 
important! 
 
Does this mean that if you do poorly in middle school you are doomed to a low-
paying, dissatisfying job when you become an adult? No, but the sooner you begin 
to think about what you might want to do in the future, and the sooner you begin to 

 

SAMPLE 

Do Not Duplicate



UNIT # 1:  ORIENTATION               Lesson 1:  What’s the Big Deal about Middle School? 

 
 

24 

do what it takes to achieve your goals, the better chance you’ll have of landing a 
good job in the occupation of your choice. 

 
So make a promise to yourself right now – not to your teachers 
or your parents, but to YOURSELF – to start doing RIGHT NOW 
what it takes to get where you want to go in the future! Even if 
you’ve done well in school in the past, it doesn’t matter. All that 
matters is today, and tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow… 
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Middle School and Me:  
Evaluating My Current Habits, Grades, and Effort 

Student Workbook # 1  
 
Now that you know how important and challenging middle school is, you can make 
sure you have a great year. Start by evaluating your current habits, grades, and 
effort. Answer the following by filling in the blanks or by circling the best answers. 

 
HABITS 
About how much time do you spend doing homework each school day? ________ 
 
Do you spend enough time doing homework? 

Yes, just enough  No, not enough 
 
How well do you study? 
    I have good study habits.    I need help with my study habits. 
 
Based on the answers above, I think my middle school homework and study habits 
are 
  Poor  Okay  Terrific 

 
 
GRADES – most recent report card                                    
Math grade _____ 
Language Arts grade _____ 
Science grade _____ 
Social Studies grade _____ 
 
Based on the answers above, I would rate my current overall academic 
achievement as  Poor  Okay  Terrific 

 
 
EFFORT 
Do you try hard to do well in your school subjects?  
  
  Yes  No 
 
Do you do your best to attend school regularly? 
  Yes  No 
 
Do you maintain proper behavior and a good attitude in class? 
  Yes  No 
 
I would rate my effort in school as  
  Poor  Okay  Terrific  
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A Contract With Myself 
Student Workbook # 2  

 
Identify on the lines below what you will do to improve your habits, grades, and 
effort this year. 
 
I, __________________________, a student at ___________________________ 
School, do hereby promise to do the following to ensure that I make the most of 
my current school year: 
 
To improve my homework and study habits, I will __________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________. 
 
 
To improve my grade in ____________, I will  ____________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________. 
 
To improve my grade in ____________, I will  ____________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________. 
 
To improve my effort, I will ____________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________. 
 
To celebrate my success, when I reach my goals, I will _____________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________. 
 
One person who cares about my success and can help me reach my goals is  
 
________________________________________________________________.  
 
 
 
 
Signed _____________________________   Date ________________________ 
 
Teacher’s Signature 
_________________________________________________________________ 
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CENTER FOR SOCIAL ORGANIZATION OF SCHOOLS

Mastering the Middle Grades 101   
Teaching the knowledge and skills to succeed in school and life    

Mastering the Middle Grades prepares students to meet the challenges of middle school through sequential, explicit 
instruction in life and study skills that are often not covered in their academic courses. Mastering the Middle Grades 101 is 
the first level in a three-year curriculum. Each course includes 40 lessons. While lessons are designed for a 45-minute class 
period, they can be expanded or contracted to fit school schedules.

•	 Offers a comprehensive, three-year curriculum  
•	 Provides a teacher-friendly format; includes all materials  
•	 Builds skills incrementally, revisiting crucial skills each year with new lessons 
•	 Includes developmentally-appropriate focus on cooperative team learning  
•	 Articulates with other Talent Development curricula   

The curriculum offers sequential instruction in study skills to facilitate academic achievement; social skills to promote 
community, respect, and healthy conflict resolution; life skills to help students make wise decisions; and career exploration to 
help students explore their unique abilities and connect academics to their personal and vocational goals.    

For more information, visit Talent Development Secondary online at www.TalentDevelopmentSecondary.com




