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Abstract

Children in middle school experience more personal changes and challenges during this stage of adolescence than at any other stage of development (NMSA, 1995). As a result, the need for middle schools to implement a developmentally responsive curriculum is essential in order to assist in providing quality opportunities for students to safely develop the physical, social, moral, and emotional skills necessary to function in society. Ideally, this curriculum exists in middle schools in the form of an advisory program. Unfortunately, since the establishment of the middle grades philosophy in the late 1960s, middle grades educators have struggled to develop effective advisory programs—often citing lack of teacher knowledge and support, as well as parent and community concerns as barriers to success (Jackson & Davis, 2000). Furthermore, as accountability pressures increase, more middle school advisory programs are being removed in favor of remediation sessions in reading and mathematics. As our world continues to struggle with issues of war, famine, poverty, oppression, and distrust, the need for middle grade adolescents to be exposed to pertinent life skills is more paramount than ever. Therefore, middle grade educators must make efforts to incorporate the functions of advisory into the everyday classroom to ensure appropriate development. This paper explores the key functions of middle school advisory and how three experienced middle grades classroom teachers incorporate the eight functions of advisory into their classrooms everyday. In a six-month case study, the results revealed that the teachers were able to enact many of the functions in both intentional and unintentional manners and that consistency varied from teacher to teacher. Further, the different functions of advisory were ultimately infused through four main components of teaching: (1) relationships, (2) teaching strategies and activities, (3) classroom resources, and (4) individual classroom democracy. As a result, teacher education programs in colleges and universities must make an effort to emphasize the importance of incorporating the different functions of advisory in the everyday curriculum as a key method of instruction as well as illustrate how to revolve lessons around issues of social, emotional, and moral development—not just focusing time and energy on cognitive development and the core curriculums— as a means of establishing the skills needed to generate productive and meaningful learning communities and experiences in the classroom.

Introduction

Children in middle adolescence experience more personal changes and challenges during this stage of life than at any other time period (NMSA, 1995). As a result, the need for middle schools to implement a developmentally responsive curriculum is essential in order to assist in providing quality opportunities for students to safely develop the social and emotional skills necessary to function in society. Normally, this curriculum exists in most middle schools in the form of an advisory program. Unfortunately, since the establishment of the middle grades philosophy in the 1960s, middle grades educators have struggled to develop effective advisory programs—often citing lack of teacher knowledge and parent and community concerns as barriers to success (Jackson & Davis, 2000). Currently, with the time commitment and pressure to remediate academically struggling students, the likelihood of establishing an effective advisory program is even more threatened.

Implemented ideally, advisory consists of a small group of students that meet with a teacher, administrator, or other qualified staff member daily, preferably at the beginning of the day, for thirty minutes (Jackson & Davis, 2000). When implemented effectively, advisory programs can be of great benefit to both students and teachers. Clark and Clark (1994) report students have an easier transition to new school environments, students are provided more autonomy, a classroom atmosphere of equality is celebrated, and students develop a more positive sense of self-worth when exposed to advisory programs. In addition, Clark and Clark indicate the following benefits to teachers: improves teacher-student relationships, enhances insight and awareness to understanding student behavior, enables students to see teachers as people with hobbies and interests, establishes a more positive school climate, and helps facilitate better home/school communication. Also, MacIver (1990) found that when advisory places significant emphasis on social and academic activities a strong relationship exists to the reduction of dropouts. 

While generally there is no specific curriculum associated with middle school advisory, most advisory groups tend to focus on school orientation, study skills, service learning, career planning, effective interpersonal relationships, social dynamics and skills, effective decision-making, goal setting, problem solving, conflict resolution, self understanding, and building positive self concepts (Galassi, Gulledge, and Cox, 1997). Castle and Castle (1999) also indicate emphasizing peer mediation, overcoming hopelessness, and crisis management can be valuable topics to explore, especially with at-risk students. With so many potential topics and issues to explore, the activities and approaches available to teacher-advisors are extensive. Schurr, Thompson, and Thomason (1995) affirm that school pride events, journal writing, skits and role plays, guest speakers, community projects, intramural contests, individual academic counseling, periodic study sessions, and group discussions on topics pertinent to adolescents are effective activities for helping establish an affective advisory atmosphere. In addition, George, Lawrence, and Bushnell (1998) report that parties, special day celebrations, discussions, service projects, games, and group activities were students’ favorite advisory activities. 

Essentially, the teacher-advisor is a key contributor to the success or failure of an advisory program. Due to the fact early adolescence is a time of constant change and struggle where adolescents face biological changes associated with puberty, social changes associated with the transition from elementary to middle school, and emotional changes associated with internally understanding and processing this transition (NMSA, 1995), this stage of development has a large influence on the rest of an adolescent’s life. George, Lawrence, and Bushnell (1998) discovered that the most effective teacher advisors (1) care about the students in their advisory group, (2) are able to relate to the individuality of various advisees, (3) make themselves available for their advisees, (4) have a positive attitude about advisory, and (5) have their own unique style and approach to advisory. Further, it is critical educators understand the factors that influence outcomes in adolescents and make an effort to create classroom opportunities that provide students the safe environment necessary to fully meet their social and emotional development needs (Eccles & Wigfield, 1997). 

There are several key components that present significant threats to the livelihood of advisory programs. One is the perception of teachers. Many middle grades educators dislike the concept of advisory, dread having to plan activities, and resent the additional workload it creates. As a result, a great deal of negative energy is spent complaining about the demands of an advisory program and few teachers often have a positive outlook on the benefits it provides to both students and teachers. Lack of teacher training and preparation are key contributors to this problem (Pitton, 2001; Ayres, 1994; Clark & Clark, 1994; Jackson & Davis, 2000). Further, Clark and Clark (1994) argue that many teachers believe it is not their job to fulfill any other role than content specialist. 

Though significant research is available on how to successfully implement an effective advisory program, the struggles and challenges associated with establishing a program tend to take the forefront. As a result, few exemplary advisory programs exist in middle schools across the nation. A possible solution to ensure the advisory curriculum is delivered to students on a routine basis is to implement the curriculum into the everyday classroom. In theory, middle school philosophy currently calls for educators to make great efforts to integrate the curriculum (NMSA, 1995; Jackson & Davis, 2000), so the transition of integrating advisory themes into the everyday curriculum should not be as challenging.  Lipka (1997) asserts that utilizing this integrated curriculum method provides students more autonomy in deciding on what and how things will be studied. In addition, utilizing an integrated curriculum helps adolescents explore and answer questions about who they are and the world they live in.

Functions of Advisory

Eight key functions consistently surface throughout the literature on middle school advisory programs. The eight key functions are: (1) promote a safe, nurturing classroom environment, (2) help develop student self-awareness, self-respect, and self-discipline, (3) facilitate positive student interaction between students and teachers, (4) establish a learning community that emphasizes communication, (5) provide an adult advocate for every child, (6) engage students in moral development opportunities, (7) foster interpersonal competence among students, and (8) help students develop pertinent life skills—such as critical thinking, problem-solving, and decision-making 

Promoting a safe, nurturing classroom environment is essential for adequate adolescent development to occur (Clark & Clark, 1994; Schurr, Thompson, & Thomason, 1995; Jackson & Davis, 2000; Brophy, 1996; Ryan, Gheen, & Midgley, 1998). When students feel safe and understood by others they are more likely to positively interact with their peers as well as adults and embrace their role within a learning community. Furthermore, providing students an environment where physical safety is emphasized and they are free to take risks also helps foster the physical, social, and emotional development of adolescents and affords students the opportunity to make meaningful relationships with other students. 

Helping students develop self-awareness, self-respect, and self-discipline is paramount to establishing a foundation for a productive high school career as well as lifelong success (Schurr, Thompson, & Thomason, 1995; Ayres, 1994; Clark & Clark, 1994).  Being afforded the opportunity to understand personal strengths and weaknesses and defining individual values in the greater context of society advances both moral and emotional development. In addition, celebrating individual student accomplishments and fostering a sense of pride supports increased cognitive development and personal self-efficacy. As a result, students have a better understanding of their ability to achieve academic success. Finally, enhanced self-awareness reveals to individuals areas for contribution in forming and maintaining relationships with both peers and adults.    

Facilitating positive interaction between students and teachers helps students gain comfort in establishing relationships with adults and highlights how to effectively communicate in a variety of social situations (Clark & Clark, 1994; Becker & Luthar, 2002; Wentzel, 1999; Jackson & Davis, 2000; Ryan, Gheen, & Midgley, 1998). As students learn to process the inner-workings of establishing acceptable and appropriate relationships with adults, the ability to effectively communicate and behave in a socially acceptable manner becomes more commonplace. As a result, social and emotional development are enhanced and a stronger understanding of the role students play in the relationships is heightened. 

Establishing a learning community that emphasizes communication allows students the opportunity to learn how to effectively interact with both their peers and adults (Clark & Clark, 1994; Schurr, Thompson, & Thomason, 1995; Eccles & Wigfield, 1997; Roeser & Galloway, 2002; Jackson & Davis, 2000). Learning how to respond to the perspectives of others as well as knowing how to express personal thoughts and opinions in an appropriate manner without fear of attack is essential in maximizing adolescent social development. Furthermore, illustrating the characteristics of productive relationships and the role communication plays in the process serves as a model on which students can pattern future relationships.

Providing an adult advocate for every child ensures each child in the school building has at least one adult looking out for his or her best interest during the school day (Clark & Clark, 1994; NMSA, 1995; Roeser, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2000; Blumenfield, 1992). These teachers or other adults are available to aid students with everyday concerns and issues that surface in the life of an adolescent as well as serve as a support person. In addition, this adult serves as a potential mediator, counselor, and surrogate parent in an effort to provide the most comfortable and productive learning environment possible. As a result, students’ developmental needs would likely be met.  

Engaging students in moral development opportunities helps students determine what it is they value and what they stand for (Schurr, Thompson, & Thomason, 1995; Clark & Clark, 1994; Ayres, 1994). Unfortunately, many students are raised in environments where healthy behavior is not emphasized and as a result fail to grasp the necessary skills needed to make good choices in difficult situations. Therefore, receiving opportunities to explore and discuss different meaningful issues of importance to adolescents and realizing how other peers and teachers view these issues provides a valuable framework for students to refer to in future incidents and situations Furthermore, providing opportunities to engage students in situations where they are able to model the skills and values learned as a result of exploring moral issues can be rewarding by defining moral values and providing an opportunity to practice moral decision-making.

Fostering interpersonal competence among students provides students the opportunity to learn to positively interact with other people and gain comfort in the process (Schurr, Thompson, & Thomason, 1995; Clark & Clark, 1994; Becker & Luthar, 2002). As students progress through life the need to know how to effectively communicate with others and work in a group setting becomes imperative for lifelong success. Learning to compromise, share ideas, offer and receive constructive criticism, and serve as both a leader and a contributor of a group enables students to understand the process involved with effective collaboration.

Finally, helping students develop pertinent life skills—such as critical thinking, problem-solving, and decision-making—helps provide the skills needed to live a self-productive life (Ayres, 1994; Clark & Clark, 1994, Jackson & Davis, 2000, Galassi, Gulledge, & Cox, 1997). Often, during adolescence, students make poor choices based on peer persuasion and inexperience dealing with difficult situations. As students learn to critically analyze situations and make sound decisions based on best interest and factual information, the likelihood of being taken advantage of decreases and physical safety and stability is enhanced. 

Methods
This study investigated three middle school teachers and their classrooms (one 6th grade, one 7th grade, and one 8th grade) utilizing a collective case study model. The case study featured the use of qualitative data from more than one source of information. The model yielded a detailed description of the teachers’ classrooms and how the functions of advisory are incorporated so that readers can decide to what extent these cases may be similar to other situations. The study took place in a large suburban middle school in the southeastern United States. The 6th grade teacher, Ms. Moore, works on a two-teacher team and serves about 55 students, the 7th grade teacher, Ms. Harris, works on a three-teacher team and serves about 83 students, and the 8th grade teacher, Mr. Cash, works on a four-teacher team and teaches about 100 students each day. Each classroom was comparable to the racial makeup of the school--74.7% Caucasian, 14.1% African American, 4.5% multiracial, 3.3% Asian, 3% Hispanic, and .1% Native American. The teachers in the study work in a school that makes efforts to emphasize the different components of the middle school philosophy (advisory, flexible scheduling, team planning, integrated curriculums, etc.) and are organized on to interdisciplinary teams that are encouraged to utilize team-planning time on a consistent basis.

The following research questions guided this study: (1). How do experienced middle grades teachers enact the functions of advisory into their everyday classrooms? (2). How do classroom demographics and climate impact the implementation of the functions of advisory into the everyday classroom? (3). How do students respond to the functional advisory approaches utilized by experienced teachers? In addition, four methods of investigation were utilized in this research study: (1) classroom observations, (2) teacher interviews, (3) student interviews, and (4) examination of archival data (teacher lesson plans and student work). Cross-case analyses and member checks were also conducted. Utilizing classroom observations, teacher interviews, and student interviews provided triangulation and helped enhance the trustworthiness of the study.

Results

In terms of answering how experienced middle grades teachers enact the functions of advisory into their everyday classrooms, it tends to occur in both an intentional and unintentional manner. Some functions are specifically addressed and implemented by teachers, while others are conveyed more indirectly via teacher personality and beliefs. Essentially, the three teachers are able to incorporate all of the eight functions of advisory in to their classrooms, though the level of implementation varies greatly from teacher to teacher. Some elements may be incorporated on a daily basis, where others may only occur on a limited basis. Ms. Harris and Mr. Cash appear to have implemented all eight functions on a more consistent and routine basis and accomplished this task in the most deliberate manner. Ms. Moore, on the other hand, implemented the functions on a more sporadic level and often did so in an unintentional manner. No matter the level of implementation, the different functions of advisory were ultimately infused through four main components of teaching: (1) relationships, (2) teaching strategies and activities, (3) classroom resources, and (4) classroom democracy. 

Essentially, the functions of advisory are encompassed in four components of teaching that surfaced in the study. The functions that relate to relationships are promoting a safe and nurturing classroom environment, facilitating positive interaction between students and teachers, and providing an adult advocate for every child. The key functions that relate to the teaching strategies and activities are helping students develop self-awareness, self-respect, and self-discipline, engaging students in moral development opportunities, fostering interpersonal competence among students, and helping students develop pertinent life skills such as critical thinking, problem solving, and decision-making. In terms of classroom resources, a strong connection to engaging students in moral development opportunities and developing pertinent life skills exists. Finally, the component of classroom democracy involves establishing a learning community that emphasizes communication and engaging students in moral development opportunities.

Developing positive relationships with students enables teachers to meet several of the different functions of advisory on a routine basis. These relationships exist in the form of personal conversations, learning about each individual student, and a willingness to give of themselves and share personal information. Ms. Harris and Mr. Cash were more deliberate in creating these relationships with students and instituted this as a goal each school year, whereas Ms. Moore accomplished this task more as a result of her personality and the maternal manner in which she interacts with students. By establishing productive and meaningful relationships with students, the three teachers were able to promote a safe and nurturing classroom environment, facilitate positive interaction between students and teachers, establish a learning community that emphasizes communication, and provide an adult advocate for every child.

The specific teaching methods and strategies the teachers utilized also incorporated several of the different functions of advisory into the classroom. Activities that proved to be beneficial in incorporating different functions were team-building activities, group discussions, group projects and presentations, journal writing, current events activities, role-playing, and poetry recitations. Each of these activities played a role in fostering some of the functions of advisory for students. Of the three teachers, Mr. Cash’s implementation of Paideia seminars exposed students to the most functions of advisory at any one time. Five of the eight functions of advisory were addressed each time the students participated in an effective seminar—helping students develop self-awareness, self-respect, and self-discipline, establishing a learning community that emphasizes communication, engaging students in moral development opportunities, and helping students develop pertinent life skills such as critical thinking, problem-solving, and decision-making. 

Two of the three teachers also utilized specific resources in their classrooms to help incorporate some of the functions of advisory. These resources were deliberately chosen to introduce students to different topics deemed important for moral development. The main resources of value to the teachers were adolescent novels and literature pieces that revolved around meaningful and value-based topics that provided a forum for students to discuss and debate pertinent life issues. For example, Mr. Cash’s use of The Diary of Anne Frank and To Kill a Mockingbird introduced students to the concept of tolerance through exploring issues of racism and anti-Semitism. Also, Ms. Harris’ utilization of the novel The Misfits engaged students in issues of self-esteem and accepting others. From these specific novels, the teachers were able to engage students in activities that helped students develop self-awareness, self-respect, and self-discipline, engage students in moral development opportunities, and help students develop pertinent life skills such as critical thinking, problem solving, and decision-making. Ms. Moore utilized a few short stories that allowed students to discuss and share personal life issues, but the focus of the lesson was more on understanding components of literature such as main idea and context, more so than exploring personal identities.


The classroom democracy established in each teacher’s classroom also exposed students to several of the different functions of advisory. Whether the classroom environment was one that was very teacher-centered and focused on controlling student behavior or more student-friendly and provided opportunities for students to share ownership in the classroom, connections to the functions of advisory can be made. Ms. Harris was the most deliberate of the three teachers in creating a classroom democracy and incorporated a system that fostered several of the functions of advisory on a daily basis. Through emphasizing the eleven key distinctions each student should know and follow to lead a productive life—acknowledgement, appreciation, commitment, communication, compassion, cooperation, participation, respect, responsibility, risk, and trust—students were exposed to each of the functions of advisory in both a direct and indirect manner. If students supported the concept, then the following functions were indirectly incorporated into the classroom: a safe and nurturing class environment is promoted, positive interaction occurs between teachers and students, a learning community that emphasizes communication is established, an adult advocate is present for each child, and students gain the opportunity to develop a sense of interpersonal competence. Helping students develop self-awareness, self-respect, and self-discipline, engaging students in moral development opportunities, and providing opportunities to develop pertinent life skills such as critical thinking, decision-making, and problem solving are more directly influenced as a result of dissecting the different terms and the role each one plays in the classroom. 

The systems in place in both Ms. Moore’s and Mr. Cash’s room were more teacher-centered than Ms. Harris, but both are student-friendly and the teachers encourage students to take an active role in ensuring a productive and controlled learning environment was established. Mr. Cash emphasized the importance of each student assuming responsibility for his or her behavior and acting in a respectable manner that illustrates dignity, but the rules and expectations are ultimately established for the students. Ms. Moore, on the other hand, clarified her rules and expectations from day one, emphasized discipline, and held students accountable for their actions in an effort to help students achieve academic success and the skills needed to live a productive adult life. Creating a student-friendly environment and holding students accountable allowed the following functions of advisory to be incorporated into the everyday classroom: promotes a safe, nurturing classroom environment; helps students develop self-awareness, self-respect, and self-discipline; facilitates positive interaction between students and teachers; establishes a learning community that emphasizes communication; provides an adult advocate for every child; and helps students develop pertinent life skills such as critical thinking, problem solving, and decision-making.

In terms of focusing on how classroom demographics and climate influenced the implementation of the different functions of advisory in the everyday classroom, several factors benefited the implementation and a few had a negative impact. In this particular case, demographic considerations such as issues of race and gender had little impact on the implementation and delivery of the different functions of advisory. Ultimately, issues of climate had a greater influence on the implementation of the different functions of advisory. Key issues associated with the climate were individual teacher motivation, establishing effective student-to-student relationships, and establishing nurturing teacher-to-student relationships. Each of these elements enhanced the implementation of the functions of advisory and allowed students to value the connections in the classroom more consistently. 

Individual teacher motivation was evident in all three teachers’ classrooms—sometimes in extrinsic ways and at times in indirect manners. The most monumental example of a concrete illustration of motivation on the teacher’s part was when Mr. Cash invited the news media to cover the students’ recitation of Robert Frost’s “Stopping by the Woods.” His pride and enthusiasm for his students and their accomplishments was evident in the fact he wished to make the event public. This personal motivation on the part of Mr. Cash was contagious and his students shared his passion for poetry at that moment and the ripple effect of this and similar encounters continued to positively impact the classroom the remainder of the year. With this one activity, Mr. Cash managed to incorporate six of the eight functions of advisory into his language arts classes. Clearly events of such magnitude do not happen everyday, yet Mr. Cash, Ms. Harris, and Ms. Moore all managed to exhibit motivation on a daily basis in their classrooms even through the most routine tasks. For example, when dealing with the vocabulary exercises, Ms. Harris gave time and attention to the students’ attempts at using unfamiliar words in sentences, no matter how silly the answers seemed. Through their enthusiasm and motivation, these teachers nurtured their students, provided positive interaction between themselves and students, emphasized communication in their learning community, established themselves as an advocate, and fostered interpersonal competence.      

The student-to-student relationships and teacher-to-student relationships established and maintained in each classroom were both the cause and effect of a positive classroom climate. Encouraging students to work with one another and engage in activities that facilitate sharing personal information nurtures an environment that is safe and promotes self-awareness. Each time students work in pairs or groups they strengthen their community of communication and enhance their interpersonal competence. For example, Ms. Harris’ extended field trip focused on team building through developing relationships both among students and with teachers. Participants were even asked to document proof of their developing relationships through journal writing activities. The teacher-to-student relationships were also enriched as a result of teachers greeting students at the door and engaging in personal conversation. 

The key climatic factors that challenged the implementation of the different functions were student grouping and classroom behavior. For the most part, the majority of students in all three teacher’s classrooms were receptive to the different activities and strategies teachers utilized in their classrooms and were open to developing personal relationships with both their peers and teachers. The students reported enjoying getting to learn about their teachers, acknowledged each teacher was willing to assist whenever necessary, and made assignments and activities used in class fun and meaningful. However, students in the lower academic level homogeneously grouped courses tended to be more resistant to the opportunities to discuss and share personal information and appeared to be more aware of the reactions of their peers. Lower academic level students in heterogeneously grouped classes behaved and interacted positively with their peers. For example, Mr. Cash’s fourth period class—an inclusion class—had difficulty interacting with one another in a productive and meaningful manner during each of the observed Paideia seminars. The students would make jokes, interrupt and talk over one another, and respond with simple non-personal answers. These same students were observed during the whole team poetry recital participating in a positive fashion and behaving in a responsible manner. 

In terms of focusing on how students responded to the implementation of the different functions of advisory, essentially students were receptive to the activities and opportunities presented them and interacted with both teachers and students in a positive and productive manner. As a result, students were able to experience the eight different functions of advisory in the everyday classroom. The functions of promoting a safe, nurturing environment, facilitating positive interaction between students and teachers, and providing an adult advocate for each child tend to go hand in hand in each teacher’s classroom. During the study, students in each teacher’s class reported these teachers made them feel comfortable, instilled a sense of trust, consistently engaged students in conversation, and offered assistance when needed. A young girl in Ms. Moore’s class referred to a time when she was dealing with a personal problem involving some of her friends and she approached Ms. Moore for help. The student acknowledged, “I went up to her one day and told her a problem that I had…She comforts you and tries to solve your problem. I think I can trust Ms. Moore with my secrets” (Keisha, March, 2004). The same is true with Ms. Harris and Mr. Cash. Students in Ms. Harris’ class described her as always willing to offer assistance and being skilled at making all students feel comfortable by focusing on the individual strengths of students. One student stated, “She makes you feel comfortable no matter what type of person you are. If you are a really quiet person she’ll try to find a way to help communicate with others” (Ariel, March, 2004). A student in Mr. Cash’s class replied, “He asks questions to make sure you’re all right. I’ve seen students crying before and he goes up to them and asks them ‘what’s wrong’ and asks them to go talk if they need to” (Carrie, March, 2004).

The functions of helping develop student self-awareness, self-respect, and self-

discipline, engaging students in moral development opportunities, and helping students develop pertinent life skills such as critical thinking, problem solving, and decision-making are also closely related and reflected in some of the same teaching practices and approaches the students respond positively to. Participating in seminars, engaging in team-building field trips and group activities, taking part in debates, exploring current events, reading a variety of novels, utilizing distinctions as the focus of the team, and reflecting through journal writing were all mentioned as valuable and entertaining learning experiences by students. The students enjoyed hearing the different views and opinions of others, appreciated discussing controversial and meaningful topics, and valued the opportunity to learn new things about themselves. Also, activities such as brainstorming potential solutions on how to improve group performance in Ms. Moore’s classroom or enhance group discussions in Mr. Cash’s classroom increased problem solving skills and were generally well received by students. A student in Mr. Cash’s class confirmed, “I like when we do seminars. We read these stories and you get different points of view…When we were reading To Kill a Mockingbird he made sure we didn’t offend anyone…He was open minded about all kinds of cultures” (Ashley, March, 2004).  Students in Ms. Harris’ class stated, “Journal time is cool because anyone can read out loud what they wrote and it’s fun to hear and learn about some of your friends and fellow classmates” (Brad, March, 2004). Another student commented on how the novel The Misfits was a positive learning experience, “We relate to it because it’s about 7th grade kids who get teased and how they think its wrong…We can relate to it because most of us have been teased at least once” (Jennifer, April, 2004).

Finally, establishing a learning community that emphasizes communication and fostering interpersonal competence among students involved many of the same approaches and strategies. Essentially, the key strategies teachers utilized that were positively received by students were engaging students in cooperative learning experiences, exposing students to team-building activities, and emphasizing the specific roles and responsibilities of each group member. Overall, students reported that working in groups was a favorite experience and made learning more enjoyable. Outlining the specific roles and expectations and holding students accountable for performing at high levels provides a variety of experiences for students to encounter. A student in Ms. Moore’s class commented, “It’s a good idea to have groups because it would be boring to work all by yourself. It makes you want to do your work when you have other people to help you” (Carrie, March, 2004). Another student commented, “When we’re in groups she lets us pick out jobs like coach, recorder, quiet captain and that gives us the confidence and the responsibility we need to succeed in the class and the group work. It’s fun” (Sean, March, 2004).
Infusing advisory into the everyday classroom means rescuing a theory that for many middle school students has been obscured by housekeeping—voting for student council representatives and collecting fund raising money—and turning it back into what it was originally intended to be—a means by which to connect with students, provide an adult advocate, and ensure progress in students’ social, moral, and emotional development. This study was rife with examples of engaged, grounded, and enthusiastic students who felt a positive connection to their teachers and their classmates. The teachers in this study managed to implement the criteria defining the concept of advisory without sacrificing efficacy in teaching core subjects. Infusing advisory means one less thing to do for teachers since the period is not a segmented piece of the day. Instead, advisory is a common thread woven into every class and every subject everyday, the result of which is students experiencing a developmentally responsive curriculum.

Conclusions

The three experienced middle grades education teachers incorporated the functions of advisory in both intentional and unintentional manners through developing positive relationships with students, incorporating a variety of teaching strategies, utilizing specific resources, and implementing a variety of democratic classroom techniques. These results can have a positive impact on the classroom and provide valuable information to classroom teachers. Though the study occurred in a predominately upper middle class setting, the results can be of value to teachers in all settings—rural, suburban, and urban. First, placing more emphasis on the specific teaching methods and strategies the three teachers utilized in their classrooms to create a productive and meaningful learning environment and incorporate the different functions of middle school advisory programs can be beneficial to middle school classroom teachers. Having such knowledge can impact teaching not only at the planning stages but also through chosen forms of implementation. Teachers are able to analyze a specific case and the activities utilized and determine if similar activities and strategies may be beneficial in their own settings. Dissemination of this information and the instances through which the functions manifest themselves can take place through both professional development opportunities at individual schools or as a point of emphasis in the curriculum of pre-service middle grades teachers. As more and more schools decide to remove advisory programs in favor of remediation sessions or continue to utilize advisory for logistical school issues, the need for offering these functions to students outside of advisory programs becomes more paramount. Highlighting the techniques and strategies these teachers utilized, providing training on how to effectively incorporate these approaches in the classroom, and encouraging teachers to implement these functions through activities like interdisciplinary units, the use of seminars, and developing nurturing relationships enhances the likelihood of exposing students to the skills and values needed to succeed in life regardless of the setting of the school. 

Furthermore, encouraging colleges and universities to emphasize the importance of incorporating the functions of advisory in the everyday curriculum as a key method of instruction and illustrating how to revolve lessons around issues of social, emotional, and moral development—not just focusing time and energy on cognitive development and the core curriculums—can also serve as an important resource for establishing productive and meaningful learning communities and experiences in the classroom. In addition, emphasizing resources, such as the literary texts explored in this study, that present students with emotional, moral, and social development opportunities can help classroom teachers plan accordingly, be better prepared to meet the developmental needs of students, and help provide the most conducive atmosphere for achieving success.

In addition, utilizing this study as a framework to explore the dispositions of classroom teachers skilled at infusing the functions of advisory in the everyday classroom can highlight the teacher qualities and characteristics that promote a developmentally responsive curriculum. The study provides a model and evidence of the success of teachers who exhibit these particular qualities in addition to methods and means of applying the qualities. For example, through examining the establishment of distinctions in Ms. Harris’ classroom one can emulate not only the function—creating structure and expectations—but also the mode—generating participation and forming an investment among students in the productivity of their classroom environment. Identifying traits and temperaments of middle school teachers successful at infusing advisory gives the staff of colleges and universities as well as schools and school systems a measure of what to look for and promote when making decisions about admitting or hiring as well as mentoring.  

Finally, the debate over infused advisory as opposed to traditional advisory can have a bearing on the operations of middle schools. Currently, many advisory programs are merely a guise for extra tutorials in core subjects or serve as a time for administrative types of activities such as attendance or announcements. As a result, advisory is often forgotten altogether.  This study provides an example of how the elements of advisory can still be addressed with all students throughout their school day and touts the potential success of infused advisory in the everyday curriculum for both teachers and students.  The implications of infused advisory could mean halting the segmented and superficial approach to advisory that currently exists in many middle schools and devote additional time to the current trend of remediating students.


Previous research on the middle school concept has focused on a variety of different topics and issues. Some studies outlined the components of an effective middle school advisory program, while others emphasized the developmental needs of adolescents and best practice in middle schools. In this particular investigation, a case study design allowed the researcher to describe, in detail, three experienced middle grades educators and the practices and strategies utilized to incorporate the different functions of advisory in the everyday classroom. A limitation to the research included the fact that the sample consisted of only three teachers in a suburban community who were intentionally selected for the study based on their stellar reputations as teachers as well as their experiences with middle grades students.  Both the teacher sample and the student population lacked significant diversity. Moreover, because the findings of this study were exclusive to the setting in which it was conducted, additional studies must be conducted to further investigate the effectiveness of infused advisory in a variety of classroom settings including those in highly impacted schools, rural and urban schools, and those with novice teachers. 

Exploring and analyzing the questions and observations of this study led to matters for further inquiry.  In general, research must be conducted that attests to the effectiveness of advisory programs over all. Previous research has focused on defining advisory, basic guidelines to implementation, lack of advisory programs, and challenges to establishing a successful advisory program. Middle grades advocates and educators need to know why advisory is important before being asked to make reformations to their current programs. In order to fully understand the implications of infused advisory, the current status of middle school advisory programs must be known, including such information as the number of schools that have advisory programs, how they define advisory, the composition of current programs, and the effectiveness of current programs. Before an infusion revolution can or should occur, it must be known whether or not a general understanding of the foundations of middle school advisory exists. Stemming from the research on types of advisory and its general success, questions arise about links between advisory participation and its impact on adolescent development in addition to student grades and test scores.   A comparative evaluation must be conducted between representative, appropriate, and effective traditional advisory programs and the infused approach to advisory to determine which method of implementation is truly most beneficial to students and manageable for teachers and schools. Most importantly, would student learning be enhanced as a result of being more engaged throughout the school day? In addition, if the traditional advisory segment were removed from the school day in lieu of infused advisory throughout and replaced with pure remediation, would test scores improve?  

Overall, this study revealed the functions of advisory can be infused into the everyday curriculum in both intentional and unintentional manners through establishing positive relationships, instructing students with active and value-based teaching practices, utilizing specific resources designed to address meaningful and pertinent life issues, and incorporating a democratic classroom system that shares ownership with students and fosters character development. As school systems across the nation continue to struggle with adequately providing students with traditional advisory experiences, the need to expose students to the different functions of advisory becomes more pressing and alternative arrangements must be considered. Despite the numerous questions spawned by this study and the need for continued research, it is certain the benefits of advisory are worthy of further exploration. The lives and learning experiences of the teachers and students in this study were certainly enhanced as a result of the infusion of the functions of advisory in the everyday classroom.
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