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Program Overview 

     Last year, the administration of Henry County Middle School (HCMS) chose to revamp what they 

offered as enrichment and elective courses to its students. Previously, students had no choice in the 

matter. Each student was required to take arts and humanities, physical education and health. Everyone 

received the same grade-appropriate curriculum over the course of their three-year tenure at the 

middle school. Student engagement was low in many instances, resulting in behavioral issues and in 

some cases, a poor learning and teaching environment. 

     “My thinking was that a lot of students were in a class they didn’t really care to be in, that they had 

no interest in,” said HCMS Principal Lucia Hughes. “It seemed like behaviors were arising from being in a 

class you’re not really interested in. I thought if students had more voice and choice in the enrichment 

classes that behaviors would improve, which would lead to improved quality of instruction and 

learning.” 

     Led by Hughes, the school decided to create a varied list of options for students to choose from to 

fulfill this course requirement. Students are still required to enroll in one arts, one PE and one health 

class each nine weeks, but in many cases, can choose from a list of options, even in their required 

classes. For example, a sixth grade student can rank their preferences for PE between indoor sports, 

outdoor sports or fitness/integrated health. In the area of arts, that same student can choose between 

3D drawing, drawing I, painting I, sculpture and film making. 

     That same sixth-grader can then choose an elective in the area of the arts, physical education 

(options listed above) or enrichment, like computer literacy, Kentucky history, public speaking, 

mythbusters and more. Options vary for seventh and eighth grade students, but the structure of choices 

is the same – one required and one elective with several options to consider.  

     Courses were determined by polling teachers as to what they may be interested in presenting, then 

surveying students to determine their preferences as well. This process includes a visit to fifth-graders at 

each elementary school prior to their sixth grade year at the middle school to describe the courses 

offered to them. 

     Examples of current year course offerings for all students include: 3D drawing, drawing I and II, 

painting I and II, sculpture, film making, indoor and outdoor sports, fitness, book club, brain games, 

computer literacy, engineering (STEM), energy team, Kentucky history, life skills, media, mythbusters, 

public speaking, graphic design, animation, cardio, strength, basic web design, cinema studies, forensic 

science, Google It!, mythology, robotics (beginner and intermediate), science fair, service, video game 

design, photography, Broadway or Bust!, advanced sports strategy, weightlifting, Ready, Set, Go! (milder 

version of PE), culture and travel, construction, design and modeling, flight sim, Future City and Lego 

robotics. Courses last year included computer coding classes in 7th and 8th grade, a creative writing 

class, a journalism class, meteorology, current events, environmental science, theater appreciation and 

yoga. 

     The new system of course offerings also allows additional opportunities for those students enrolled in 

band or chorus, who previously did not have the chance to enroll in an enrichment course. 

 



Objectives of the Program 

     The primary objective of offering expanded electives at HCMS was to give voice and choice to 

students, which would result in improved student engagement, quality of instruction, decreased 

behavior issues in elective classes and overall satisfaction of both students and staff with the courses in 

which they were enrolled and teaching. 

     As the humanities teacher and scheduler of enrichment classes puts it, “we had to meet the needs of 

the kids.” 

     “Kids want to do stuff that’s engaging, meaningful and interesting to them, and this gives them an 

opportunity to do that as opposed to being told what they are going to do,” Andy Buchholz said. “This 

truly gives them choice, and inherently respect, trust and accountability for those choices.” 

     Learning that incorporates student choice provides a pathway for students to fully and genuinely 

invest themselves in quality work that matters. Participating in learning design allows students to make 

meaning of content on their own terms. According to “Impact of Student Choice and Personalized 

Learning,” produced by Hanover Research in 2014, “…empowering students to exercise a degree of 

autonomous decision-making with student choice makes students active participants in their 

educations, thereby increasing levels of engagement,” resulting in “greater personal well-being and 

satisfaction in educational environments, as well as in terms of academic performance.” The report also 

states that “studies have found that students given a degree of choice about their learning showed 

improvement on standardized tests.” 

     Delineating course materials into specific content areas like painting or weightlifting allows the 

teacher to delve more deeply into that one subject rather than just touching on it for a week or two in a 

more broad-based class format. The result is a curriculum with more focus and rigor, resulting in 

stronger learner outcomes.  

     Students are given more time to learn about a particular aspect of either art, health, PE or a more 

non-traditional enrichment topic like cinema studies, website design, architecture and more. Teachers 

are able to more fully develop a lesson plan that provides for more in-depth understanding. 

     “Typically there are some things that will engage most kids at some point, but they weren’t interested 

in what came before and what came after,” Buchholz said. “We’re just trying to meet all their needs in a 

nine-week period by working inside these huge curriculums. We’ve refined and enhanced what we were 

doing.”  

     Administrators also believe by offering multiple content choices at this level that students will be 

given additional opportunity to explore subjects and interests at an age at which self-discovery is 

paramount to development. Many courses also tie into college and career readiness as they lay the 

groundwork for students to explore aspects of college majors and career choices in the arts, or 

engineering, or coding, or construction, etc. 

     “I wanted to take this class because it involved engineering, which is the field I plan to go into,” said 

one eighth grade student of his choice to take Future City as his enrichment class. “I’m interested in 

building aircraft.” 

 

Scope of the Program 

      The expanded electives are offered to every HCMS student – about 470 in total. Course offerings are 

provided at grade-appropriate levels with different options available to sixth, seventh and eighth grade 

students. Courses rotate each nine weeks and each class has a developed standards-based curriculum, 

which enrichment teachers are provided an extra planning period to develop. 



Costs and Funding Sources 

     There were no additional costs associated with the expanded course offerings. 

 

Degree of School Board Involvement 

     Although decisions regarding each school’s schedule are made at the school level, board members 

place the utmost trust in and fully support decisions made by each school’s administration and site-

based decision making council. 

     School board members rely on the administrators of each school to make decisions that will provide 

the best instructional environment for their students. Those efforts display themselves in a number of 

qualitative measures from attendance to behavioral issues to test scores and class grade point averages, 

which are made available to district administration, which then reports to board members. 

     Board members often ask questions of principals to gain further insight and ensure that actions are 

focused on doing what’s best for students throughout the district.  Board members speak often to each 

other and inform one another of various topics.  If at any time a member hears a negative testimony 

regarding one of the school’s offerings, further investigation occurs to assess the benefits and pitfalls of 

the activity.  To date, the expanded enrichment opportunities have received positive reviews. 

 

Innovative Nature of the Program 

     High school and college students enjoy a wide variety of electives from which to choose to best suit 

their interests or to introduce them to a new endeavor, while most middle schools provide a limited 

number of electives to students. 

     “I’m not a sporty person. I like to stay inside and create things,” said one sixth-grader of her chosen 

enrichment class, Painting I. “This class suits my interests better and I’m actually learning a lot.” 

     By tapping into the varied interests of teachers who provide enrichment classes, HCMS has been able 

to offer a wider variety of options outside of standard elective classes. By integrating student choice in 

determining those options, students have stronger buy-in, are learning more about a particular topic, 

exhibit fewer behavioral issues and overall seemed more satisfied, fulfilled and interested in their 

elective classes. 

 

Assessment of the progress of program in relation to goals 

     Student satisfaction and engagement is evident in that the school has experienced a 50% decrease in 

requested schedule changes compared to the previous years when students were presented with 

limited options for enrichment opportunities. 

     Teachers and students are more fulfilled in what they are teaching and learning now that they have a 

voice in determining course offerings. Teachers report that students are excited to get to enrichment 

classes and will spend more time sharing their class experiences with their peers. 

     “Student interest in middle school is very high on the list of things you need to be doing because 

students are trying to figure out who they are, socially and mentally and what they are going to 

become,” said humanities teacher Andy Buchholz, who takes the lead position on polling teachers and 

students to create a list of course offerings, then executes scheduling. “Playing to their interests and 

engaging them in things they find unique, interesting and enjoyable is definitely a very important part of 

what we should be doing in middle school. We’re giving them opportunities to figure that out and 

maybe find an interest they didn’t know they had because they had an opportunity at school that they 

wouldn’t have gotten otherwise.” 










