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The 2024-2025 school year at Southmoreland Middle School marks the beginning of a transformative journey to reimagine middle school education. The school’s commitment to relevance has been the driving force behind its initiatives, undoubtedly resulting in a significant impact on student learning and engagement.

A Culture Shift: Embracing Relevance

This singular guiding principle, relevance, has been defined and referenced before the school year began. In June 2024, the first of two summer newsletters sent to SMS faculty and staff broadly defined relevance and established it as the central theme for the upcoming year. Subsequent correspondence and presentations further refined the implementation of efforts to create a more relevant learning experience for students. This approach helped generate buy-in by, in large part, softening the impact of anticipated instructional shifts in the years to come.

Developing Relevance Within the Curriculum

One of the most significant innovations at Southmoreland is the introduction of “In Real Life” (IRL). This unique course equips students in grades six through eight with essential life skills, including, but not limited to, financial literacy, career exploration, and entrepreneurship. By providing practical knowledge and real-world experiences, the school is preparing students for success beyond the classroom. To wrap everything in a nice package, each grade level concludes the year with a culminating project that highlights these and many other relevant life skills.

In more traditional courses, targeted professional development over the past two years has empowered teachers to create more relevant learning experiences for students. This has led to significant shifts in Science, Mathematics, and Computer Science courses at SMS. 

The integration of STEELS standards into the science curriculum engages students in hands-on experiments and projects that connect scientific concepts to real-world applications. The mathematics program emphasizes problem-solving and critical thinking. By implementing a “Building Thinking Mathematics” approach, the school develops students’ mathematical reasoning and problem-solving skills. The traditional computer science offerings have been updated and refined through the introduction of Project Lead the Way modules, providing students with highly transferable problem-solving and technological skills.

Empowering Students by Getting Outside the Classroom

To further enrich students’ learning experiences, SMS prioritizes career-oriented field trips and real-world opportunities. Students have the chance to attend numerous career-related field trips and hear from guest speakers each month. By leveraging community connections and grant funds, SMS enables students to explore careers they may not otherwise have the opportunity to consider. Through field trips to locations within the Greater Pittsburgh area and virtual “Career Lunch and Learn” sessions, students gain firsthand insights from professionals in a variety of fields.

Looking Ahead

Unwilling to rest on its laurels, SMS is ready to continue revolutionizing the middle school experience for its nearly 450 students in grades six through eight. Looking ahead, the school plans to develop a dynamic, assessment-driven master schedule that prioritizes student needs and optimizes instructional time. By aligning this new scheduling system with ongoing efforts to create relevant learning experiences, SMS aims to further its transformation into a learning environment that meets the needs of its students today to prepare them for their futures in an ever-changing world.
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