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Our Mission 

Westside School prepares students for the world by challenging them to 
achieve academic success and by connecting their human spirit and 

imagination to learning. 
 
 
 



Curriculum Overview 
  
Middle School Mind 
Middle School is a profound time in the development of the adolescent body, mind, and 
spirit. Our approach at Westside School recognizes the significance of this by offering a 
variety of opportunities for students to develop, learn, and explore skills and interests 
relevant today. We believe in being active, engaging the students in the conversation 
about their own development and learning, and offering opportunities for students to 
investigate interests they might not have considered otherwise. Throughout the rigorous 
core and exploratory courses offered at Westside School Middle School there is an 
emphasis on fostering critical thinking, collaboration, communication, and creativity 
through hands-on and minds-on projects and activities. Students at Westside School 
will present their learning through student-led conferences, performances, and 
exhibitions of learning where they can get feedback from authentic audiences that 
include peers, parents, and the wider community. The process of refining work through 
critiques and other forms of feedback in anticipation of public displays and 
performances promotes a culture of striving towards excellence and producing quality 
work. 
 
  

Core Classes 
  
Humanities fifth through eighth 
Humanities is the natural blend of traditional Language Arts and Social Studies courses. 
At Westside School, the humanities curriculum allows students to reflect upon and 
develop connections between language, literature, and the study of the world.  Through 
reading, writing, listening, and speaking, students learn how to think critically and 
creatively, make informed choices, and better understand their role as a global citizen. 
Each grade level is theme-based, with an emphasis placed upon understanding, 
application, analysis, evaluation and students’ active involvement in their own learning. 
  
Science fifth through eighth 
The Middle School science curriculum is based upon the idea that science is an active, 
curiosity-based endeavor. The science program is designed to foster critical thinking and 
problem solving skills through scientific explorations that will encourage students to 
pursue science at higher levels, as well as engage as active, thoughtful global citizens. 
Building from the themes at each grade level, students develop new understandings 



upon the foundations of earlier studies. Whether building a dam, creating a scale model 
of their own digestive tract, or exploring an old growth forest, science at Westside 
School is about working together to ask questions and seek understanding. 
 
Math fifth through eighth 
Our Middle School math program strives to provide a solid foundation that prepares 
students for advanced computation, comprehension, and problem-solving in high 
school and beyond.  Students deepen their understanding of the core mathematical 
concepts learned in lower grades (numbers and operations, geometry, measurement, 
and data analysis) and develop new strategies for algebraic thinking and 
problem-solving, working with ratios and proportions, and other topics. Learning math 
is an active process, and classes are built around a dynamic mix of real world 
applications, hands-on learning projects, and guided lessons. At all levels, science 
courses provide additional opportunities for students to build and extend their math 
knowledge through scientific experiments, models, and explorations. By the end of 
eighth grade, most Westside School students who complete our math program in good 
standing will enter high school on an accelerated, college prep track. 
  
World Language 
World Language is part of the core curriculum at Westside School for Middle School 
students. Language study prepares students to become global citizens and enhances a 
student’s intellectual growth. Students who complete the Middle School world language 
sequence in good standing will be able to enter high school in an accelerated, college 
prep track. 
  
Mandarin Chinese 

The Middle School Mandarin Chinese program at Westside School is a four-year series 
of structured courses. Students learn to communicate in Mandarin Chinese by 
developing the skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing. They cover important 
aspects of Mandarin Chinese including pronunciation and tones, vocabulary and 
grammar, everyday conversation patterns, the PINYIN phonetic pronunciation system, 
the history and development of Chinese characters, as well as reading and writing 
Chinese characters. Classes include such activities as: songs, poems, celebrating Chinese 
holidays and exploring Chinese culture and traditions. Homework such as character 
writing, online practice and reading is essential to steady language progress and is 
assigned daily. 
  
Spanish  



The Middle School Spanish program at Westside is a four-year series of structured 
courses. In the Spanish program, students acquire language through a communicative 
approach. The program stresses meaningful communication, cultural awareness and 
grammatical proficiency. Students learn Spanish by developing the skills of listening, 
speaking, reading and writing. Spanish classes are developed around cultural units; 
students learn about daily life and traditions in Spanish-speaking countries and about 
famous Spanish--speaking people. Class activities include: dialogues, listening 
comprehensions, songs, poems, legends, and grammar and vocabulary activities.  
  
Fifth grade 
Humanities 
Fifth grade humanities focuses on the theme of movement.  Some of the essential 
questions addressed in this class are:  How does the movement of people and culture 
impact societies and environments? How can we use informational and literary texts to 
build our knowledge and understanding of the world around us?   What is our history 
and what are our values as United States citizens?  
 
In fifth grade humanities, students develop skills in research, writing, and historical and 
literary analysis. Students are exposed to an array of integrated literature and social 
studies topics through an interdisciplinary and experiential introduction to humanities 
curriculum, including: Citizenship and Government; United States History Pre-Colonial 
through Westward Expansion; Research Skills; The Writing Process; Writing and 
Grammar Skills; Informational, Opinion, and Narrative Writing; Bias and Point of View; 
Literary Analysis.  In addition to the integrated curriculum of language arts and social 
studies, fifth grade humanities works closely with fifth grade STEM in order to create 
authentic, project-based integrated curriculum. 
  
Science 
Fifth grade science explores the theme of movement through studies of the land we live 
on, the air we breathe, and the water we drink. The year begins with an exploration of 
how land is shaped, primarily through weathering and erosion. Students examine how 
these processes form the landscape and the lives of those who live there through models, 
experiments, and outdoor studies. The next main topic of study is an exploration of 
weather and water, where students develop questions such as: Why is the weather 
forecaster always talking about pressure? What are clouds made of, really? Why do we 
have seasons? Throughout the year students apply their knowledge of science in 
hand-on activities and fieldtrips, including an exploration of marine habitats and the 
organisms that live there.  
  



  
Math 
 In fifth grade, students build upon their Lower School mathematical studies to develop 
higher level skills and strategies that will allow them to be successful in Middle School 
and beyond. Students use a variety of problem sets, activities, and creative projects to 
further knowledge of basic operations and how they apply to whole numbers, decimals, 
percents, and fractions. Through real-life exploration in math and science class, 
students practice estimation and become skilled in unit conversions and measurement. 
Science experiments also provide opportunities for students to apply their math skills 
and practice data representation and analysis.  The year culminates in a hand-on 
multidisciplinary project where students study statistics and probability through the 
Westside World Series of Baseball. 
  
Mandarin Chinese 
The fifth grade Mandarin Chinese program at Westside School is a beginning level 
introduction to the national language of China. No previous experience in Mandarin is 
required, although some familiarity with the language is beneficial. Fifth grade 
Mandarin is a structured course that introduces students to spoken and written Chinese. 
Students will be able to understand and to speak simple conversational Mandarin with 
proper pronunciation and grammar. They will learn basic classroom expressions, 
grammar and sentence patterns. 
  
Spanish 
This course is a basic level Spanish class. Students will build a foundational vocabulary 
base and be exposed to conjugation of verbs in present tense. Students will expand their 
vocabulary and learn how to conjugate regular verbs in the simple past tense. The class 
has an emphasis on speaking however students learn and develop reading, writing, and 
listening skills as well. Throughout the year students learn about the different cultures 
that form the Spanish speaking world. 
 
  

Sixth grade 
Humanities 

Sixth grade Humanities is based on the grade level theme of systems. Essential 
questions covered in the class include: Why/how is knowledge of the past useful? How 
do biases and perspectives shape our view of the world? How do major transformations 
in society impact hierarchical systems? How does reading help us understand how we 
live and have lived? 
 



Sixth grade is a joyful and exciting experience, coupled with the challenge of exploring, 
discussing, and investigating diverse and sometimes controversial issues. Through the 
application of inquiry and project-based learning, students appreciate multiple 
perspectives and move away from the assumption there is only one "right" answer in 
matters of dispute.  
 
The main topics covered in sixth grade are: The Agricultural Revolution, World 
Geography, and Ancient Civilizations. Through the reading and writing program, 
students develop expository, persuasive, and narrative skills; as well as writing 
mechanics and grammar skills. A long term novel writing project offers students an 
authentic use of the complete writing process. Novels for the class include: The Hunger 
Games, Lord of the Flie s and A Christmas Carol . 
  

 
Science  
Sixth grade science further develops students’ understanding of systems: those found 
within our own body, within the Earth, and within the Universe. Students begin the year 
exploring themselves – modeling their digestive system, studying circulatory systems, 
and understanding just what happens when we breathe. From there, students begin to 
look outside themselves to the Earth as a whole where they study plate tectonics, 
earthquakes, and volcanoes, and through the challenge of determining where might be 
the best place to store nuclear waste or other relevant topics. Finally, students end the 
year exploring the universe, finding their place within the solar system, considering 
what life as a pioneering astronaut must be like, and figuring out just what they see 
when they look up at the stars. 
  
Math 
Sixth grade provides students with the opportunity to further develop their number 
sense, algebraic thinking, and problem-solving strategies. Through problem sets, 
activities, and creative projects, students take their understanding of basic operations 
and fractions and begin to explore algebraic equations, integers, geometry, ratios, and 
scaling. Throughout sixth grade, students apply their mathematical skills in science 
class in activities such as creating scale models and deciphering just how far a light year 
really is. 
  
Mandarin Chinese 
Sixth grade Mandarin builds on the foundation formed in fifth grade Mandarin. 
Students will continue to improve skills in speaking and listening. They learn additional 
characters, grammar points and sentence patterns. Simplified Chinese character writing 



will be emphasized and traditional character writing will be introduced. Students will 
further develop their reading and writing skills.  
  
Spanish 
This course is a basic to intermediate level Spanish class. Throughout the year students 
will learn how to conjugate irregular verbs both in present simple tense and past simple 
tense. Classes are developed around cultural units emphasizing speaking and listening 
skills. 
  

Seventh grade 
  
Humanities 
Seventh grade Humanities focuses on the theme of identity. Essential questions covered 
in the course include the following: How and why do social class and wealth play a role 
in one’s life? What does our response to conflict teach us about ourselves? How may the 
art of writing address the inequities in the world? How can I stand up for what is right 
even when I stand alone? How can religion and government exercise authority over 
people?  
 
With identity as the focus for the year, students spend time reading and researching, 
discussing, and writing about the world around them and begin formulating their 
personal thoughts and opinions on their place within it. Independent thinking, 
creativity, and inquiry-based learning are welcomed constants within the class.  
 
Throughout the course, students read novels, short stories, poems, and plays. They also 
gain experience with narrative, expository, persuasive, and creative writing. Texts for 
the course include: The Outsiders, Monster, Godless , an independently chosen 
non-fiction biography, and a banned book from a provided selection. 
  
Science 
Seventh grade science is an exploration of interactions and complexity in the world 
around us. Students begin by studying biological complexity: starting with the smallest 
organisms of all, bacteria and protists.  They then continue on to plants and animals, 
and how their bodies are structured to live, grow, and reproduce successfully.  After 
focusing on the natural world, students transition to an exploration of technological 
complexity in machines – what are forces, how do they lead to motion, and just what 
makes a bicycle go, or elevator lift, anyway?  From these explorations, students embark 
upon their final challenge of the year: building a Rube Goldberg machine! 
  



Pre-algebra 
Pre-algebra is designed to build upon students’ previous knowledge and develop a 
strong foundation for both future algebra studies and real life application of 
mathematical knowledge.  Students explore topics such as equations and inequalities, 
ratios and proportions, linear functions, geometry, probability and data analysis. 
Throughout the year, students practice mathematical problem-solving and build 
number sense through problem sets, activities, and projects. Whether playing games, 
planning a road trip, or calculating the height of our flag pole, students build their math 
skills and strategies through explorations of the world around them. As in previous 
years, students’ mathematical studies are also engaged and stretched through their 
scientific explorations. 
  
Mandarin Chinese 
Seventh grade Mandarin students will develop a higher level of skill in listening, 
speaking, reading and writing. Students will communicate in Mandarin about such 
topics as family, addresses, meeting and making plans, etc.  
  
Spanish 
This course is an intermediate level Spanish class. Throughout the year students will 
learn how to conjugate verbs in imperfect tense, work on comprehending the different 
uses of these verb conjugations and develop a larger vocabulary. Students will also 
explore reading and writing strategies. Classes are developed around cultural units 
emphasizing speaking and listening skills.  

  
Eighth grade 
  
Humanities 
Eighth grade Humanities is driven by the themes of power and change.  Essential 
questions covered in the course include: Why does change happen? What is my role as 
an agent of change? What are our rights and responsibilities? How does literature 
inform and deepen our understanding of the human experience?  
 
The course builds upon the knowledge students have acquired in sixth and seventh 
grade, integrating U.S. and world history with an examination of both contemporary life 
and the world of the future. Students explore topics such as industrialization, 
imperialism, 20th century conflicts, globalization and the technological revolution. 
Students examine how change has impacted individuals and the world and what their 
role is as an agent of change. Throughout the course students read novels, short stories, 



poems and plays.  Narrative essays, research papers, poems, speeches and presentations 
showcase student work. Texts for the course include: House on Mango Street, Animal 
Farm , and Feed . 
  
Science 
Eighth grade science takes on an examination of the big picture - bringing together 
topics students have studied throughout middle school and exploring them more deeply. 
The year begins with an exploration of chemistry, and student-designed experiments 
using chemistry to solve common problems in daily life, like how to clean a table 
effectively with non-toxic materials. We continue with an exploration of genetics and the 
history of life on Earth, utilizing and building on previous studies of cell, inheritance, 
and biodiversity. Finally, students take on the challenge of planning their spring trip to 
Mt. St. Helens, studying the eruption and history of the mountain, as well as tackling the 
trip logistics. The year ends with a joint Humanities/Science project where students 
identify and work to propose and share solutions for the environmental impacts and 
challenges resulting from human-environment interactions (e.g., air pollution in a 
particular country, how the US deals with hazardous waste, etc.) 
  
Algebra 1 
Algebra 1 is an introductory algebra course designed to launch students into high school 
with strong mathematical skills and problem-solving strategies.  As in pre-algebra, 
number sense and algebraic thinking are further developed and practiced through 
problem sets, activities, and projects that let students dive in and grapple with the 
material in a meaningful way.  
  
Spanish 
This course is an intermediate level Spanish class. During the course of the year 
students’ work on comprehending the different uses of these verb conjugations. By the 
end of the year students will have strong speaking and listening skills as well as good 
reading and writing strategies.  Classes are developed around cultural units.  
  
Mandarin Chinese 
Eighth grade Mandarin students will increase their listening and speaking skills, enlarge 
their vocabulary and develop greater command of sentence structure. Students will 
communicate in Mandarin about such topics as phone calls, time and schedules, and 
ordering food, to complete the textbook.  

  



 
Exploratory Classes 
Exploratory classes are an important part of the Westside curriculum and offer students 
a chance to enrich their education by exploring different topics.  Exploratories are an 
extension from humanities, math, science, art, music, drama, technology and physical 
education.  All students are required to participate in one physical education (active) 
exploratory,  one visual art, and one performing arts exploratory per term. The 
exploratories change each semester and are described in detail in an addendum to this 
guide. 
  
Middle School Foundations 
This fifth grade exploratory is team taught by the fifth grade advisors with a focus on 
building the skills and tools needed to be successful in middle school. Some of the areas 
that are explored include: organizational skills, time management, self-advocacy, 
collaborative learning, conflict resolution, diversity, study skills, media literacy, and 
identity development. This exploratory meets twice a week in rotation with the other 5th 
grade exploratory courses in PE, the visual arts, and performing arts. 
  
Athletics & Physical Education 
Middle school physical education at Westside focuses on three main elements which are 
all incorporated in a typical PE class.  Fitness is the first and most important element. 
Cardio, strength, and flexibility training improve and maintain students’ overall physical 
fitness. Athletic skill building is the second main element. Students work on general 
athletic skill building (throwing, catching, striking) as well as sport specific skill building 
(basketball skills, volleyball skills, etc.). Games are the third main element. Students 
play competitive and cooperative games throughout the year. 
 
Sports are a great way to increase physical fitness, build athletic skills, confidence and 
leadership, and learn to work together as a team.  Westside’s Middle School will once 
again be competing in the CYO (Catholic Youth Organization) league. Students will have 
the opportunity to participate in cross country in the fall, basketball in the winter, 
volleyball in the early spring, and track and field at the end of the school year. All middle 
school students are highly encouraged to participate in at least one sport. Westside has a 
no-cut policy and will try to place teams in divisions where they will be competitive. 
  
Performing Arts 
Performing Arts in middle school focuses on building strong vocal, instrumental, acting 
and movement skills. Students will learn to develop goals and interests in the 



performing arts that interest them through active participation in various performing 
arts electives, such as instrumental ensemble, vocal ensemble, musical theatre, acting 
and dance. Students will have the opportunity to explore different aspects of 
performance in these electives, while learning the essential terms and concepts that they 
will need as they move into more advanced performances both in and beyond Westside 
School. 
  
Visual Arts 
The visual arts curriculum focuses on building a vocabulary of skills and understanding 
used in conjunction with design principles. Through the explorations of line, form, 
color, negative space, texture, shading, 3-dimensional forms, and a variety of materials 
and techniques, middle school students will develop an array of skills they can expand 
upon in the various exploratory offerings as well as in other classes where presentations 
of work benefit from an understanding of design and presentation developed in the 
visual arts. The visual arts curriculum also encompasses digital media where digital 
photography, filmmaking, the use of apps and other emerging technology is explored. 
  
Technology 
Technology is an integral part of the Westside curriculum.  Throughout their time at 
Westside, students are challenged to develop critical thinking, communication, 
collaboration and creative skills. The Middle School is complimented by a one-to-one 
iPad program which enhances student learning by enabling authentic integration of 
technology into classes and promotion of 21st century thinking and skills.  Throughout 
middle school, students use technology to support and enhance learning, research 
effectively, and as a tool for creative self-expression. 
  
Flex Fridays 
Each Friday students participate in a flex  exploratory that allows them the opportunity 
to delve more in depth in a particular topic.  Flex Fridays are approximately 90 minutes 
long and run the entire semester.  The extended time allows for cross-grade level 
collaboration and off-campus activities and provides opportunities for students that 
would not normally be available. 
Examples of Flex Friday Exploratories include:  Full scale drama productions, 
service-learning activities, and weekly trips to a climbing gym.  
  
Curricular Reflections 
The curriculum at Westside is a dynamic, growing, and evolving framework that 
supports student learning. The faculty and staff engage in ongoing, collegial 
conversations and reflections on our work of providing relevant, meaningful, and 



authentic learning opportunities for the students. The curriculum and curriculum guide 
will continue to evolve as we work collaboratively to implement best practices for 
student centered learning in today’s environment. 
 


