
National Middle School Association
4151 Executive Parkway, Suite 300     Westerville, Ohio 43081     Tel: 614-895-4730     FAX: 614-895-4750     1-800-528-NMSA      C  2003

THE ART OF TEAMING
One of the most important philosophies behind middle level education is teaming. For most middle
level educators, collaborating with peers is a rewarding experience that increases their individual
morale and enlightens their teaching experience. Working on a team allows educators to brainstorm
new ideas, seek feedback from colleagues, and look for solutions to common issues. Teaming also is
the best way to connect with students. We know that students who are placed on caring and aca-
demically challenging teams experience greater success.

Yet, teaming also can be a struggle and a challenge. First-year teachers and seasoned veterans alike
find that it takes tremendous tenacity. Every day, middle level teaching teams tackle issues such as
attendance, assessments, paperwork, parent communications, student rewards, schedules, field trips,
discipline issues, and curriculum changes. And they are supposed to do this in the brief time desig-
nated for team planning. We have designed this edition of Classroom Connections to provide some
helpful hints about effective teaming.

ADVICE ABOUT TEAMING
Teams need to talk—This is rule number one. The following tips are necessary, but begin with this
critical rule: Meet as often and as regularly as possible.

There’s more to teaming than a name—Creating a team name helps develop a sense of unity and
identity for teachers and students. Perhaps more critical to a team’s eventual success, however, is set-
ting the right climate. Providing an atmosphere that allows for risks and failures should be a key
component of every team’s plan. Work together to establish rules and expectations. Consider that
adolescents may have as many as seven different teachers, each with a different set of expectations.
Navigating that road to success would be difficult for anyone. Simplify the rules. Let your team
demonstrate the importance of consistency.

Team longevity—The longer teams stay together, the more likely it is that they will be able to make
successful changes. Ideally, that means a team will be together for several years. This time helps
members learn to work well together. To keep things fresh, sit down together at the beginning of
each year to establish new team goals. Look for new teaching strategies, new lessons, innovative
interdisciplinary units, or new methods for sharing curriculum. As team members learn to trust each
other, they learn to try new ideas.

Never grade papers during a team meeting—Some educators might consider this an insult to their
intelligence, but it happens and it’s harmful. Team time should be sacred. We all have too much to
do and tasks often accumulate and seem unmanageable. The good news is that you are part of a
team, so the best way to handle these challenges is to approach them as a team. Divide and con-
quer. Look for good ways to share the workload. Removing yourself from a team meeting to grade
papers is not one of them.
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Keep a journal of parent contacts—One of the most frustrating aspects of calling parents is hearing
them tell you that no teacher has ever called them concerning their children. This may or may not
be true, but it presents you with a real challenge: You have to establish a level of communication
and trust with a skeptical parent. Start by keeping a written record of all parent communications. It
helps to have written support when dealing with tough issues. Include examples of intervention
strategies that your team has used. Consider keeping a similar communications log for all contacts
with students.

Set the agenda—Although this task might seem like more paperwork, it’s important. Have you ever
sat in a meeting and after 45 minutes realized that your time was wasted? This is largely due to dis-
tractions and poor planning, and it frustrates everyone involved. Focused, clear agendas usually
result in successful meetings. 

A sample agenda is part of this edition of Classroom Connections. If you prefer to create your
own agenda, consider using these four concepts:

1. Brevity is best—An agenda should never be too lengthy.

2. Keep it focused on student success—Talk about all of your students, not only the disruptive ones.
Share student work samples, explore ways to reward the positive, discuss individual students’
progress, and periodically invite students to your team meetings.

3. Talk about curriculum—At the beginning of the week, each team member should share what
he or she plans to cover during the next five days. Discuss future tests, assignments, and proj-
ects. This is a great opportunity for team members to learn new ways to teach concepts. For
example, if you know that the science teacher is exploring the solar system next month and in
language arts you plan to launch into a unit on science fiction literature, join forces and teach
them together. If you never discuss your curriculum, you and your students will miss the natu-
ral connections that exist between different subjects.

4. Follow up—Educators are so creative! We think of great ideas. The problem is we sometimes
forget who is supposed to do what. Sound familiar? Here’s a way to avoid this pattern: At the
end of a team meeting of thinking, creating, and brain-storming, assign specific tasks and due
dates to each team member.
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SAMPLE TEAM AGENDA

Team name:______________________________________________ Date:_________________________

Team issues to discuss:___________________________________________________________________

School-wide issues to discuss:_____________________________________________________________

Student issues:___________________________ Parent contacts: ________________________________

Curriculum update:______________________________________________________________________

______ Language Arts ______ Social Studies ______ Math ______ Science

______ Music ______ Physical Education ______ Art ______ Electives

Great idea … let’s try this … (Brainstorming reminder list)

Things to do: ___________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

Who will do what?:______________________________________________________________________

Date to be completed:___________________________________________________________________

LIFESAVERS!
Advice from middle level practitioners about making team meetings run smoothly.

• Eating makes a meeting. Bring in snacks to help keep things lighthearted. Celebrate team
members’ birthdays and other important events.

• Everyone has to have a task. Assign jobs. Share the workload. One person should never do all of
the work. Talk to those team members who never step up to help. 

• Great teams take time to build relationships. Team-building activities help. Participate in some
“getting-to-know-you” exercises at the beginning of the year. Continue and expand them
throughout the next nine months.

• Team leaders should meet in the summer with the principal. Together they can brainstorm ideas
and strategies on how to build a team. Remember, building teams takes training.

• A good team leader is key. The team leader is not a supervisor; he or she just helps facilitate the
meeting. Great teams have great team leaders.
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• Contact all parents within the first few weeks of school. Begin on a positive note to pave the way
for a solid relationship.

• Regular team meetings with the building administration can open school-wide lines of communi-
cation and prevent competition among teams.

• Have a plan and stay organized. Make time to laugh - team meetings can be fun!

• Spending time together outside of school helps, too. Go to dinner or a movie after school.
Seeing a teammate in a social setting sometimes helps improve communication.

• Stay focused on students! Invite them to team meetings. Review their work. Look for ways to
celebrate their successes. Use a team meeting to help them deal with behavioral issues. Establish
team expectations for students and set goals with them. Discuss rewards and consequences 
with them.

Original publication information:
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