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PREFACE

Middle grades teachers have stories. This book, a natural outcome from 
years of research and experience in middle grades education by Musser, 
Caskey, Samek, Kim, Greene, Carpenter, and Casbon (2013), provides 
a venue for teachers to share their voices. From more than a decade of 
study, this research team found that teachers are committed to, and know, 
what is best for their students yet experience tension when trying to enact 
their vision within the current high stakes culture of standardization and 
accountability (Musser et al., 2013). The researchers determined that the 
choices teachers made to navigate the tensions fit into three themes: rela-
tionships, passion for authentic learning, and education built on strengths 
rather than deficits. Each thematic practice offers opportunity for engaged 
learners and impassioned teaching, yet teachers voiced challenges that con-
strained their ability to teach in ways that ignited creativity, relevance, and 
deep joy in their students.

The individual stories are examples of educators who fulfill their obliga-
tions while continuing to implement practices that they know will lead to 
deep learning across developmental domains and engaged students. These 
educators teach with the integrity and authenticity of their hearts. Despite 
the challenges before them, they continue to find fulfillment and deep joy 
by engaging students in holistic learning experiences. This research team 
believes that many more examples exist and that the power of stories told 
through teacher voice will offer hope, inspiration, and practical ideas for 
experienced educators struggling with tensions or for those entering the 
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field who need inspirational examples of the possible, creating a mosaic of 
hope and inspiration within an often tumultuous climate.
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