
 
 
Quick links to sections of this document 

1. Adolescent program background 
2. What’s different in 18-19 for the adolescent program? 
3. Advisory structure  
4. Frequently asked questions 

Adolescent Program Background 
In the essay “Erdkinder” Maria Montessori outlines a vision for a radical form of adolescent 

education which gives teenagers real work to do, a meaningful place in society, and structures school to 
meet the developmental and social needs of the students. At Great River School, Montessori’s vision 
comes to life in a modern, urban context.  

 
Great River School was founded in 2004 as a 7th-12th grade public Montessori for adolescent 

students. We are a unique program nationally and internationally. As our program developed from 2004 
to 2008, we found stability in a strong reputation for meeting student needs and became accredited as an 
Inernational Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma Program 
 

In Montessori education, the theory of a 3-year cycle prepares students to (1)learn the routines and 
norms of their environment; (2) exercise responsiblity and independence in that environment; (3) 
demonstrate leadership, stewardship, and ownership of their environment by helping those younger learn 
the norms, rules, and ettiquette. This is often referred to as a three year cycle. We observed many 
successes of our adolescent program, and in general we found that grouping students and teachers into 
two-year pairs (grades 7/8; 9/10; 11/12) resulted in transitions that didn’t best match the needs and 
tendencies of the students.  

What’s different in 18-19 for the adolescent program?  
 In 2018-19, the advisory groups for 9th grade students will be independent of other adolescent 
advisories. 10th-12th grade students will be in advisories together, for a stable 3-year advisory experience. 
7th and 8th grade students remain in advisories together. This plan is the result of years of research, 
planning, and trial programs programs  to best meet student needs and our mission as a Montessori 1

adolescent program. 
Academics for 9th year students will be consistent to previous years: literature, social studies, and 

science curriculum aligned with high school standards and credits. 9th year students continue to enroll in 
High School electives, and 9th advisory meetings focus on developing the executive functioning & 

1 See February 2018 memo to the school board for a concise example of the reasoning and programs.  
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personal skills for responsibility and independence. Academics for 7th and 8th grade students in 2018-19 
will be consistent with previous years.  

9th year students will have community meeting with 7th&8th years often through the first half of 
the year. 9th through 12th year students will share community meetings more often through the second 
half of the school year. 9th year students will often share independent work environments and spaces with 
10th-12th grade students. We foresee increased opportunities for leadership and future management of 
school micro-economy endeavors such as bike shop, cafe, school farm & farmstand for 9th year students 
in future years (2019 & beyond). 

The academic program for 10th year students will also be consistent with previous years, and 
increased stability in the 10th-12th advisory structure will increase the consistency of planning, academic 
preparation, and coherent goal setting for 10th year students. 10th year students will start the year 
participating in CAS  leadership training, CAS activities with grades 7-10, and community service 2

projects. As the 10th year student increases in responsibility and independence, the Upper Adolescent 
advisory structure will allow 10th years to engage in planning independent goals, activities & internships 
earlier in their high school career.  

A d v i s o r y    S t r u c t u r e 

Level  Advisory Group  Rationale for the grouping 

 
 
 

Lower 
Adolescent 

(LA)  

 
7th/8th grade 
(Junior High)  

 

 
Grades 7&8 advisories have been highly successful and demonstrate very 
similar social and emotional needs across their development.  

 
 

9th grade 
(independent) 

9th grade students demonstrate a unique set of academic, social, and 
developmental characteristics appropriate for a dedicated advisory group. As a 
transition from lower adolescence into High School, 9th year students will 
likely share some community meeting time with lower adolescents and some 
community meeting time with the upper adolescent level throughout the year. 
  

 
 

Upper 
Adolescent 

(UA) 

 
 

10th-12th 
grade(Upper 
Adolescent)  

 
10th-12th grade students share developmental characteristics over a 3-year age 
grouping that allows for appropriate community building and shared 
leadership. Coherent academic programming allows 10th years to set goals 
and follow through to graduation. Stable advisories allow increased planning, 
goal setting, and support for students 

2 CAS: Creativity, Action & Service program that occurs during the week and allows students to engage in an intensive course 
of study. CAS also allows student leadership of interest-based or skill-based activities that are service oriented, creative, or 
physically active.  
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Frequently Asked Questions 
 

1. Is 9th just becoming part of the junior high?  
2. What does the structure of 9th grade look like? 
3. What about A1, A2, A3? 
4. What benefits of 3-year age groupings… 
5. Why a 9th grade advisory?  
6. What about 9th grade and 10th grade key experiences?  
7. What about the Odyssey, JTerm, Bike Trip, and other junior high programs?  
8. Why the change now?  

 

Q: Is 9th grade just becoming part of a “Junior High”?  

A: Nope! The 9th grade is High School curriculum and academic credits. The 9th grade program is 
taking on a specific task of engaging 9th year students in preparing and practicing leadership skills 
and reflective tools that will best prepare them for the Upper Adolescent level. 9th years take High 
School academic core classes, High School electives, and have a unique program connected to the 
Upper and Lower adolescent program through CAS, community meetings, and focused projects.  

Our lower adolescent program, as it evolves over time, will integrate the learning, leadership, and 
appropriate social interaction of 12 and 15 year olds (i.e. between 7th years and 9th years). 
However, these opportunities for 9th years will not mean that 9th grade students are in the same 
academic courses as 12 year olds. Managing occupations, leading groups, demonstrating community 
and school norms and leadership will be the role of 9th years to serve their experience and 
appropriate development as competent and mature students. The developmental needs and 
tendencies of 9th years in our culture are unique and observable. (See one article on 9th year 
programs in conventional districts here). We anticipate 9th year being a pivot point between the 
lower and upper adolescent programs, to meet the needs observed for 15 year olds in academic and 
social development.  

Q: What does the structure of the 9th Grade look like?  

A: Advisory with other 9th year students. (3 experienced Great River advisors: Randi McClure, Adam 
Koehler, & Sarah Hansen) Specific curriculum in extended advisory to focus on developing skills for 
9th year students. High School academics and a schedule very similar to 2017-18 and previous years. 
High School Electives. Lunch at the same time as 10th-12th grades M-T-Th-F. Lunch overlapping with 
lower adolescent program on Wednesday. CAS with grades 7-10. Independent work with grades 
9-12. The 9th grade academic courses will typically take place in the 2nd floor of the east wing of the 
new Great River School building. (where 9th-12th grade academic guides and advisors are housed.) 
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Q: What about “A1, A2, A3” - do we still use those terms?  

A: No longer! Simplify the structure and terminology of the adolescent levels.  

Lower adolescent: grades 7-9  

Upper adolescent: grades 10-12 

Upper adolescent advisories for grades 10-11-12.  

Lower adolescent program will refer to grades 7-8 & 9.  

As detailed above, the 9th grade program is still a high school program, bearing credits and grades 
for the High School curriculum. Our 9th grade academy program is specifically focused on preparing 
9th years for success, and offering them opportunities for increased leadership and focus in their 9th 
year. The 9th grade advisors meet regularly as a team, and are closely connected with the lower 
adolescent Program Director and team.  

Within the lower adolescent program, there is a junior high, and a 9th grade academy. Within the 
upper adolescent program, there is an IB Diploma option for grades 11&12.  

Q: What benefit of 3-year age groupings will I see in the adolescent program?  

A: We will see the benefit of fewer transitions between levels within the adolescent program, more 
continuity of student support and information, as well as increased opportunities for leadership for 
our 8th, 9th, 10th and 11th grade students. With fewer transitions in the high school, we expect to 
see 10th and 11th year students settle in and engage more fully with their advisory groups and 
student leadership in the upper adolescent program. We also expect 8th year students to remain 
invested and involved as 9th years with initiatives, managing entrepreneurial ventures, and taking 
leadership roles in occupations such as bike shop and cafe. We also will see a benefit of teaching 
teams that are more aligned and sharing information with each other in ways more aligned with 
student developmental needs and characteristics.  

We also expect families and students to easily adjust over the coming years to the sequence of: 

lower elementary -> upper elementary ->lower adolescent ->upper adolescent  

And, to be clear, 9th year students will have High School academic experiences.  

Q: Why a 9th grade advisory independent of others?  

A: The 9th year program acknowledges the cultural, academic, and developmental social pressures of 
a student at 14 years of age. The independent 9th year advisories will be able to focus specifically on 
the academic needs and developmental tendencies of 9th year students. 9th year students will have 
opportunities to connect with older and younger grades throughout the year.  

We seek to grant opportunities for 9th year leadership among younger students in the junior high 
and elementary program. Over the implementation of our 9th year program, 9th years will plan 
community meetings, activities, & manage occupations.  9th years will also connect throughout the 
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year to the upper adolescent community through meetings, orientations, and shared independent 
work space.  

 

Q: What What about 9th grade and 10th grade key experiences??  
A: 9th year students will continue to engage in a Farm Trip to work at the site where elementary 
students and the whole lower adolescent level engages in trips to explore, plant, harvest, and 
experience the working farm at Buttermilk Falls in Osceola, WI.  

10th year students will participate in a new expedition that focuses on the cultural history and 
relationships to the land at Bdote and other significant indigenous sites in the Twin Cities area. 10th 
years will explore the relationship between sites, dominant culture, modern urban communities, and 
how ‘service’ as a concept fits into a personal context of contributing to a stronger civic and social 
fabric. Specifically, students will camp at local state parks in the metro area, visit social service 
agencies and sites where social ventures seek to alleviate challenges of hunger, homelessness, & 
poverty. Students will also endeavor upon sites of historic meaning to indigenous cultures before the 
arrival of European people to the state of MN. Tying the historic relationship with land ownership to 
the modern ideas of independence, ownership, and civic responsibility, students will discuss the 
consequences of being a citizen in our modern society .  3

Q: What changes about the Odyssey, occupations, elective choices, and academics for grades 7&8?  

A: The key experiences for grades 7&8, as well as occupations and academics, will look very similar 
to previous years. The Bike Trip will continue. Our fall 2018 Odyssey is still traveling west to study 
indigenous culture and the colonization of the North American Western frontier in South Dakota. 
Occupations will continue to be the primary method for scientific instruction and exploration of 
STEM concepts. The grade 7&8 program has been trialing incremental adjustments to programs over 
the past three years, and we have seen very successful results in student experiences.  We foresee our 
academic programming for grades 7&8 remaining a unique and strong urban Montessori program.  

Q: Why the change now?  

A: We expect this structure to best meet the needs of all adolescent students. Specifically, we now 
have the appropriate space to serve our students with occupations classes, a 9th year program, and 
an upper adolescent program and advisory that could be housed in the same building. Our 
construction project for learning environments has been long-planned, and our realization of an 
appropriate, supportive, and engaging adolescent age grouping is one of the many benefits of our 
physical remodel.  

We anticipate our lower & upper adolescent levels to best meet the needs of 9th year students at a 
time in which they are already transitioning emotionally and academically from junior to senior high. 
Also, 10th year students engage in a more stable advisory structure that benefits long term planning. 

3 longer explanation dedicated to this trip here as it is new to the Great River community. The 10th year trip will be outlined 
fully in separate communication to the 10th year families.  
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We see the benefit of more closely aligning with three year age groupings to benefit all students, 
allowing increased time for students, families, and guides to engage with community initiatives and 
relationships over the longer period of time within a level of the school.  
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