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If you ask current and former 6th grade students and their families what they like 
best about MSC’s 6th grade experience, you’ll hear the same response: “Without a 
doubt — it’s our teachers!”

It’s widely recognized that the “middle school years” can create rocky terrain for 
students and educators alike, so having admired, well-liked teachers is an essen-
tial aspect of any successful middle school. At the ages of 11, 12 and 13, “tweens” 
are undergoing countless changes — physical, hormonal, emotional, intellectual, 
social and more. Collectively, the changes students experience during 6th, 7th and 
8th grade are a necessary part of the journey from childhood toward young adult-
hood. Yet teachers and parents will agree that some of these changes bring in-
creased maturity and welcomed independence, while others can create distraction 
for both the individual and the classroom.

As part of its long-standing tradition throughout the lower grades (K-5), MSC’s  
upper grades (6, 7 and 8) seeks to provide a warm and nurturing environment 
where students can grow surrounded by teachers who truly care about their  
success. And just as it is in lower grades, MSC maintains an open door for  
students and their families in 6th, 7th and 8th grades, enabling all stakeholders  
to work together to address any issue that may come up. 

Thanks to its open-door policy and welcoming atmosphere throughout all grades, 
students in the upper grades are likely to be greeted in the hallways by parents 
and siblings of their current and former classmates — a unique aspect of MSC that 
gives students opportunities for additional intangible yet invaluable support and 
nurturing, and a strong sense of community, throughout the school day.

Similarly, MSC students appreciate having easy access to their favorite teachers 
from days of yore, to provide an additional level of camaraderie and mentoring. 
“During the first week of school, I had a big group of this year’s 7th graders come 
back for a lunch date in our classroom,” says 6th grade teacher Nicole Williams, 
“and our current 6th graders love getting a greeting or compliment or even just a 
high five in the hallways the teachers they’ve had in years past.” And it’s gratify-
ing for MSC students to be greeted by their former teachers, who may inquire how 
they or their siblings are doing.
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Rites of passage
“By the time students reach middle school, their 
bodies are so much bigger and they are louder and 
more exuberant, so sometimes it’s no longer cute 
— and in fact it can be a little intimidating to par-
ents and younger students — when they’re seen 
tumbling down the stairs at the end of the day or 
racing to the playground after dismissal,” says 
Nicole, who teaches math and science. “And thirty 
6th graders certainly doesn’t look or sound the 
same as thirty Kindergarteners in the elevators,” 
adds 6th grade teacher Amy Watkins-Barnard, with a smile. Amy is the special education teacher who 
travels back and forth among the 6th grade classrooms, providing support for students with individual 
education plans (IEPs) and other learning variations or additional needs. In that role, she functions as 
the second teacher in the room to support the lessons being taught, and provides focused support to 
smaller groups of students, and individualized support where needed. 

“Because MSC is a K-8 community, we are able to work closely with other teachers in the younger 
grades to carry some of MSC’s educational philosophies forward into our upper grades,” adds Amy. 
“We’re able to build on language and concepts the students should already know, and then expand our 
expectations of what they must do with them in the upper grades.” 

In keeping with MSC’s long-standing tradition of having a morning meeting in every classroom to start 
the day, 6th graders gather in a community-based meeting to start each day. “By providing a forum 
for every student to formally greet and recognize every other student and the teacher every morning, 
the morning meeting provides a structured opportunity for all individuals to feel welcome and visible in 
the classroom,” says Amy. The daily meeting is intended to foster kindness and respect among class-
mates, and provide a natural forum for students to raise and discuss academic, social or classroom 
issues that may be on their mind, so that their peers can discuss them as a group. “We recognize that 
children at this age can be egocentric, so we work together to raise awareness about what it means to 
have a kind discussion and how to reflect on how others may perceive your words,” says Alaina Storck, 
who teaches 6th Grade ELA and History.

Similarly, while writing assignments in the younger grades typically invest a lot of time and energy hav-
ing students hone their writing skills by developing a solid, creative lead for their written piece, in 6th 
grade, students may be challenged further — to develop four alternative leads for the same story, as 
a way explore more creative possibilities, identify ways to make their stories more engaging or more 
mysterious for the reader, and challenge themselves to develop a more richly detailed final piece. 

Compared to the lower grades, students in 6th grade are also given much more responsibility in terms 
of managing complex, daily schedules that are not necessarily identical to those of their classmates, 
and learning better time-management skills through the use of a daily planner book that helps them 
keep track of both short-term and long-term homework assignments — skills that become critical dur-
ing 7th and 8th grade and beyond.

And throughout all of their academic initiatives and efforts related to fostering social-emotional de-
velopment, MSC’s 6th grade teaching team focuses on helping students to set and achieve so-called 
“SMART” goals — specifically, goals that are “Specific, Measureable, Attainable, Realistic and Timely” 
— and to push themselves further, going for the deeper dive on anything they attempt, says Alaina.
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During the 6th grade year, MSC students transition to percentage grades, nightly assignments and staggered 
long-term projects over the course of the year, to prepare them for their experiences in 7th and 8th grade and 
beyond.

In all cases, MSC’s 6th grade teachers stress that their goal with homework is to focus on quality — not  
necessarily on quantity — and to make sure that all assignments are thoughtful and purposeful and not 
gratuitous. “We recognize that for the development of the whole child, students need homework to reinforce 
what they have learned and to prepare for the next lessons, but they also need time after school to pursue 
other after-school activities, such as sports, music or dance, to spend time with siblings and friends, and so 
on,” says Nicole.

Unlike the lower grades, by 6th grade, the length of individual lessons for certain core subjects (such as math 
and English language arts, or ELA) is expanded. “This serves two purposes — it gives the teachers much 
more time to get into detailed lessons and discussions with the students, and it helps to build their stamina 
for the types of longer classes that they will encounter in the upper grades,” says Nicole.

In recognition of the fact that that different students learn in different ways, and as a way to foster student 
engagement, MSC’s 6th grade teachers try to give students choices when possible, across all of the core 
curriculum areas (math, ELA, science and history/social studies). For instance, for a specific work assign-
ment, students may be given the choice to work alone or in partnership, or they may be given the freedom to 
present the results of their research or assignment in a variety of ways (as a written report, poster board pre-
sentation, Powerpoint presentation, video segment, oral presentation and so on). The teachers have found 
that when given the choice of how to present their findings, students become much more engaged in — and 
excited about — the process. The teachers will also encourage the students to mix it up over the course of 
the semester by experimenting with numerous presentation formats.

iZone pRogRam
“MSC’s 6th grade is thrilled to be part of the iZone program,” says Amy, a program that was launched  
at MSC in Fall 2011. The Innovation Zone (or iZone) is a NYC Dept. of Education initiative is a flexible  
technolgoy platform that relies on the use of computer-based techniques and strategies to strengthen and 
support classroom teaching, and allow for highly individualized educational opportunities (to build real-world 
knowledge and essential academic skills), in ways that address variations in students’ capabilities, learning 
styles and motivations. “Each of our 6th grade students has access to designated Mac laptops, and op-
portunities for computer-related research and assignments that can be highly differentiated to support the 
strengths and needs of individual students — a hallmark of the iZone approach — will become part of the 
routines across all subject areas as the year progresses,” she adds. 

Meanwhile, to ensure fair and consistent grading for any given assignment (considering the final projects may 
be handed in using different presentation styles or for-
mats), each assignment comes with a thoughtful, highly 
detailed “rubric,” which spells out exactly what is re-
quired for successful completion of the assignment, and 
details out how points will be earned, according to differ-
ent required deliverables. For instance, for a given math 
project or assignment, the detailed, rubric-type checklist 
will spell out the specific items that will be required, us-
ing a variety of critical skills: Problem solving, proof and 
reasoning, communication, connections, and represen-
tations. This allows the grading of complex projects to 
be done fairly and transparently, from student to student, 
based on whether the individual’s work does, or does 
not, meet all of the requirements and expectations that 
were explicitly spelled out in the rubric.

Rubrics are widely used in all of the core subject areas. 
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In some cases, the teachers develop these 
rubrics themselves; in other cases, the 
class works together to define and negoti-
ate the specific terms and expectations 
for a given assignment. MSC’s 6th grade 
teaching team believes that in order for kids 
to make real growth, they need crystal-clear 
goals and they need to have clear pathways 
to get there, and the rubric supports these 
efforts.

CURRiCULUm HigHLigHts
Across all of the core subject areas, MSC’s 
upper grades place enormous emphasis 
on strengthening students’ communication 
capabilities — in terms of augmenting their 

fiction and non-fiction writing capabilities and their confidence in public speaking. Unlike some ap-
proaches to teaching middle school, which rely on the heavy use of repetition and rote memorization, 
MSC’s upper grade teachers pride themselves on the broad use of assignments that require thought-
ful reflection on behalf of the student to promote the development of lasting intellectual capabilities. 

English Language Arts (ELA). Under the ELA umbrella, the teachers work to foster passionate read-
ers and writers who have a rich reading and writing life, notes Alaina Storck. In accordance with the 
Common Core Standards, MSC’s 6th graders will cover ELA units related to the Personal Narrative, 
the Persuasive Essay and Non-Fiction Writing, she adds.

Students routinely continue the writing work at home in their “Writer’s Notebook” and pen a weekly 
“literary letter” to share their thoughts about the books they are reading. By encouraging students to 
write a different ending for the story, or write a letter to a character, or challenge certain aspects of the 
plot, these letters push the students to extend their thinking, and the resulting writing demonstrates 
their comprehension and creativity, allowing the teachers to track progress and growth on an indi-
vidual basis.

MSC follows the DOE’s Core Curriculum Standards across all subject areas, and the teachers note 
that in accordance with these requirements, all classes will be placing increased emphasis on building 
comprehension skills related to non-fiction reading and writing, since these skills are so important in 
adult life. The goal encourage students to generate deeper inquiry on their own, without the teachers 
telling them what to think.

Math. “At MSC, we use the Connected Math 3 Curriuclum, which is aligned to the Common Core 
standards,” says Nicole. “It is vital that students get used to grappling with complicated problems 
over the course of a few days, to develop the perseverance that is needed to become problem solv-
ers. Building capabilities in math is not just about performing on a test or quiz or homework assign-
ment.” Rather, she says: “One of the important elements of working through a complicated problem 
is being able to look at your thinking again at a later time. We are encouraging the students to think 
again about what they did, to look for new ideas or relationships, or try another method.” 

To support this process, all students “think about mathematical concepts, draw, write and show  
examples of their thinking and ask questions,” says Nicole. “I work to create a community of math-
ematicians who can debate each other, and articulate their positions and their inquiries of others.” 

And these capabilities connect directly to the state-level testing, “Students have to have the con-
fidence and the capabilities to have an internal debate to make sense of problems they might feel 
they’ve never seen before and break down the problems into steps they recognize,” says Nicole.  
“We do this constantly in class, and in doing so, we’re really building a community of thinkers — 
something that serves the students very well over the long run.”
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The 6th grade math curriculum at MSC covers a lot of ground — including algebra, ratio and rate, geometry 
and measurement (including area, perimeter, volume and surface area), percents, multiplying and dividing frac-
tions, coordinate geometry, statistics and introduction to integers. “MSC’s focus in math to create a commu-
nity of mathematicians who can debate each other and articulate their positions and their inquiries of others,” 
says Nicole.

History. This year’s 6th grade history curriculum will cover aspects of early man, focused on ancient activities 
in Mesopotamia, Egypt and Greece. “In History, we emphasize both inquiry- and research-based units, to help 
students develop the skills needed to be ready for both college and careers, and we help them to understand 
the differences between primary and secondary sources,” says Alaina. Students are charged with becom-
ing experts in a given area of their choice, and then they must present their findings to the class, by way of a 
paper, a Powerpoint presentation, a diorama or other 3-D model, a research paper, or whatever best suits the 
topical area. 

“We place a great emphasis on non-fiction reading and writing, in accordance with the Core Curriculum Stan-
dards, and we spend time exploring concepts of social advocacy and what is required to advocate for one-
self, to help our students to become well-informed adults, says Alaina. “When students are encouraged to 
formulate their own research questions related to the history curriculum, and to seek answers through guided 
research — rather than just relying on the lessons the teachers may present, — they become much more en-
gaged,” adds Nicole. 

Within the context of history, students develop their own legitimate research questions in the classroom, and 
carry out research using Mac laptop computers that are available as part of MSC’s iZone program. With teach-
er supervision, the students are taught how to carry out comprehensive, guided (not superficial) research, and 
how to understand and synthesize their findings and put them into their own words. “It is important for stu-
dents to build an awareness of bias or inconsistencies in research, and to remind them to be critical thinkers 
and not just believe everything they read, especially online,” says Alaina.

“Students may or may not remember a bunch of random facts they were forced to learn during middle school,” 
notes Nicole. “But they will remember and put to good use new styles of learning, better methodologies, im-
proved processes and techniques for research and confident ways to present their findings.” 

Science. As for science, the 6th grade curriculum will be taught in three modules this year: (1) Global Sustain-
ability, (2) Ecology, and (3) “Risky Business” (a module that explores how all of the choices we make impact 
health and the human body). “All three will have a unifying theme of looking at ‘systems’ and discovering the 
impact of changes and choices on various systems,” says Nicole.

“In math and science, we work hard to teach kids 
to become critical, independent thinkers and to 
become confident in themselves and their abilities 
and to retain a healthy dose of skepticism of others, 
in the sense that they should not just accept what 
the teachers or ‘the smartest kid in the room’ says,” 
says Nicole. 

For their major subject areas, students in the 
classes designated 601 and 602 travel back and 
forth between classrooms as a group. But beyond 
the core subject areas of math, ELA, history/social 
studies and science, MSC 6th graders not only get 
a range of enrichment courses — Studio Art with 
Bernard, Dance with Ana, Drama with Meghan, 
and Gym with Dinko. In Electives and Drama, the 
students from 601 and 602 blend into new sub-
groupings, and this provides an opportunity for mixing and socializing among the entire 6th grade class. This 
year, the Electives offered to MSC’s 6th graders include: Art Studio, Dance, Drama, Power Play, Cooking, 
Percussion, and “Storyocracy.” Each 6th grade student gets 4 of these Electives in the course of the year. The 
Elective classes now include 5th graders to provide mentoring opportunities and strengthen the community.
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And in keeping with another longstanding MSC tradition, this year’s 6th grade students also have 
“Reading Buddies” in the younger grades. “It’s fun for many of our students to walk into their former 
Kindergarten or 1st grade classrooms and still see photos of themselves hanging on the walls,” says 
Nicole. And of course, MSC’s Reading Buddy relationships that pair older and younger children for 
reading and conversation benefit both parties — the time together provides priceless opportunities 
for both mentoring and ‘hero worship’ between older and younger students, and gives the 6th grad-
ers a chance to both practice their own tutorial skills, and to model good behavior such as patience, 
empathy and friendship.

In keeping with a much-beloved tradition, this year’s MSC’s 6th grade students will once again par-
ticipate in the annual “Frost Valley trip” in February. This three-day, snow-filled extravaganza — filled 
with outdoor and indoor sports, survival courses and community-building activities — “takes kids 
out of their comfort zones and gives them opportunities to struggle and succeed in news ways that 
they never imagined,” says Nicole.

MSC’s 6th grade teachers agree that a major goal for the year is to help 6th graders navigate all of 
the intellectual, emotional, social and physical changes they are experiencing and manage the aca-
demic load in the smoothest way possible, while still providing a fun and engaging learning expe-
rience. And satisfied parents agree that getting a challenging academic curriculum in a relatively 
small, nurturing environment gives MSC’s middle school students get the best of all possible worlds.

Interviews conducted and text written by
Suzanne Shelley, parent of a current MSC 7th grader and a graduate from MSC’s K – 8 program  
(Class of 2013), who is now a Junior in high school.
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