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Exploring a ThemeExploring a Theme “Through 
these grade-
level themes, 
we engage in 
community 
service 
projects that 
promote 
empathy, 
compassion, 
and social 
awareness.”

 Middle School Grades

SSaint George’s has a long tradition of setting 
aside days during the year for students to get 
out of their “normal” classrooms and have 
other kinds of formative experiences.  There is 
so much out there to learn, and SGS places a 
premium on experiential education.  

When I started at SGS in 2001, we used 
to take students to Head Start locations to 
read with pre-school students a few times a 
year.  Veteran teacher Errol Schmidt once 
recounted to me how they used to put Middle 
School students on a bus, drive somewhere 
remote, and then have the students figure out 
the most direct route back, explorer-style.  This 
is pretty amazing, given that this was pre-cell 
phone navigation, so hats off to those tough 
middle schoolers from the 70s and 80s.

Over the years, we have developed grade-
level themes for each of the Middle School 
years that incorporates experiential learning 
and community service into the curriculum.  

6th
The sixth-grade’s theme of River 

Connections begins with an introduction to 
water quality parameters, such as dissolved 
oxygen, pH, temperature and turbidity, and 
their impact on aquatic organisms.  In the fall, 
the 6th grade class completes a roughly 14-mile 

bike ride on the Centennial 
Trail and completes water 
testing at two locations on 
the Spokane River.  

Later in the year, the 
students visit the state 
fish hatchery near campus 
and return with rainbow 
trout eggs to raise in the 
classroom.  Students can 
test the tank for water 
quality and watch the fish 
go through life cycle stages 
from egg to alevin or sac 
fry, fry, and then fingerling, 
before they release them 
into a local lake.  In science 
class, the students learn 

Middle 
Schoolers 
learn to 
serve others 
and protect 
the natural 
world

how fish hatcheries and dams influence fish 
populations, and then see the impacts in 
person on the annual 6th grade overnight trip 
in late May or early June to Idaho’s Clearwater 
River.  

Finally, 6th graders and Upper School 
May Term students partner for a float down 
the Little Spokane and compete to see which 
team can pick up the most garbage between the 
SGS campus and the take-out at Nine Mile. 

7th
The 7th grade theme is Water Warriors 

and is borne out of newly-retired teacher Jim 
Tuck’s passion for riparian restoration and 
appreciation for clean sources of water for all 
organisms.  In mid-September, the 7th grade 
class visits Camp Spalding.  Among other 
activities like rock climbing and fly fishing, the 
students test the water for coliform bacteria, 
including E. coli.  

Later in the fall, students learn about 
healthy riparian habitats and evaluate the 
creek running through the campus.  Students 
also visit the local wastewater treatment plant, 
then learn about non-point pollution from a 
speaker from the Lands Council.  

In the early and late spring, students 

devote two days towards our riparian 
restoration project.  In March, students do 
service work planting trees along a creek in 
the Spokane community.  Towards the end 
of the year, students pull noxious weeds from 
the creek on campus and plant native species 
along its banks.  

The final theme-related activity is called 
“Quest for Water” and involves 7th grade 
students competing to find and collect water 
that has been hidden in the woods above 
campus.  

8th
The 8th grade theme is Empathy and 

Connections and its purpose is to introduce 
students to members of the Spokane 
community that are often underserved or 
unseen by the majority population.  Our 8th 
grade students will move on to the Upper 
School the following year and develop their 
own priorities for service work as part of their 
Creativity, Activity, and Service (CAS) hours 
that are part of their high school graduation 
requirements.  

This past fall, 8th grade students began 
with an animal welfare focus.  A representative 
from The Heart of Spokane explained their 

Joelle Neiwert,
Head of Middle School

Sixth graders visit a 
fish hatchery in Idaho 
during their overnight 
trip to study salmon 
habitats. 

Seventh graders pull invasive 
weeds from the stream next to 
the Middle School and plant 
native species along its banks to 
improve the riparian zone.

mission for emergency preparedness and 
disaster response in relation to animals.  
Students then visited River’s Wish Animal 
Sanctuary and SCRAPS to learn about their 
facilities and perform community service.  

In the early spring, students heard from 
and/or visited local community refugee 
resources like Global Kitchen, Global 
Neighborhood Thrift, and World Relief.  

The final focus was unhoused 
populations, including children their own 
age.  A representative from Village Cohousing 
Works and Mead School District spoke to the 
8th graders about how they help homeless 
students succeed academically.  Then students 
visited the Union Gospel Mission and 2nd 
Harvest Food Bank to tour their facilities 
and lend a hand in sorting meals into to-go 
packages.  

We believe that it is vital to instill in our 
students a deep sense of responsibility and a 
commitment to making a positive impact on 
the world. Through these grade-level themes, 
we engage in community service projects that 
promote empathy, compassion, and social 
awareness. Through our service initiatives, we 
emphasize the importance of preserving and 
protecting the natural world as well as serving 
others. 

In this way, Saint George’s Middle School 
not only nurtures compassionate and socially 
aware individuals but also fosters a generation 
of environmentally conscious leaders who 
will work towards a more sustainable and 
harmonious world.

— Joelle Neiwert, Head of Middle School

Eighth graders gather 
after touring 2nd 
Harvest Food Bank 
and helping sort 
meals into bags.


