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West Side Story Middle School Guide: A Comprehensive Resource for Educators and Students

West Side Story is a timeless musical that captures the essence of love, conflict, and cultural identity.
For middle school students, engaging with this classic can be both an enriching and challenging
experience. This guide aims to provide educators, students, and parents with resources, insights, and
strategies to navigate the themes, characters, and music of West Side Story effectively.

Understanding the Musical

West Side Story, created by Arthur Laurents, Leonard Bernstein, and Stephen Sondheim, is a modern
retelling of Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet. Set in the 1950s, the narrative revolves around the
rivalry between two gangs in New York City—the Sharks, composed of Puerto Rican immigrants, and
the Jets, a white gang. The story explores themes of love, prejudice, and the struggle for identity.

Key Themes

Understanding the central themes of West Side Story is crucial for middle school students. Here are
some key themes to discuss:

Love and Sacrifice: The relationship between Tony and Maria highlights the sacrifices made1.
for love.

Prejudice and Discrimination: The rivalry between the Sharks and Jets illustrates the impact2.
of racial and cultural tensions.

Identity and Belonging: Characters struggle with their cultural identities while trying to find a3.
sense of belonging in a divided society.

Violence and Consequences: The musical addresses the devastating effects of gang violence4.
and its repercussions on individuals and families.

Character Analysis

The characters in West Side Story are richly developed and provide a range of perspectives on the
social issues presented in the musical. Here are some key characters to explore:

Tony: A former member of the Jets who dreams of a better life and falls in love with Maria.



Maria: A young Puerto Rican woman who represents hope and the desire for a peaceful future.

Riff: The leader of the Jets who struggles to maintain his gang's dominance.

Bernardo: Maria's brother and the leader of the Sharks, who seeks to protect his family's
heritage.

Anita: Bernardo's girlfriend, who embodies the conflict between tradition and modernity.

Engaging with the Musical

Engaging middle school students with West Side Story can be achieved through various activities that
promote understanding and appreciation of the musical’s themes and characters.

Classroom Activities

1. Character Journals: Have students select a character and maintain a journal from their character's
perspective. This activity encourages empathy and deeper understanding of the characters’
motivations and struggles.

2. Scene Reenactments: Organize small groups to reenact key scenes from the musical. This will help
students grasp the emotional weight of the story and the importance of non-verbal communication in
performance.

3. Theme Discussions: Facilitate class discussions on the main themes. Encourage students to relate
these themes to current events or their own experiences, fostering critical thinking.

4. Musical Analysis: Play selected songs from the score and discuss their significance in the narrative.
Consider how the music reflects the characters’ emotions and the overall mood of the story.

Resources for Educators

Educators can utilize various resources to enhance their teaching of West Side Story:

Books: Consider titles such as “West Side Story: The Jets and the Sharks” and “The Making of
West Side Story” for background information and analysis.

Documentaries: Films that document the making of West Side Story or explore its cultural
impact can provide valuable context.

Online Resources: Websites like PBS and The American Musical Theatre provide lesson plans,
discussion questions, and multimedia resources related to the musical.



Preparing for Performances

If your middle school is planning to stage a production of West Side Story, preparation is key. Here are
some steps to ensure a successful performance:

Auditions and Casting

- Audition Process: Clearly communicate the audition process, including what students should prepare
(e.g., a song or monologue). Ensure that the environment is welcoming and supportive.
- Diversity in Casting: Aim for a diverse cast that reflects the musical's themes. This not only provides
authenticity but also enriches students' understanding of the story's cultural context.

Rehearsal Strategies

- Schedule Wisely: Create a rehearsal schedule that allows for individual and group practices. Be
mindful of students' other commitments.
- Focus on Collaboration: Encourage teamwork among students, fostering a sense of community and
shared responsibility for the production.
- Incorporate Feedback: Regularly solicit feedback from students on their experiences and challenges.
This can help guide your approach to rehearsals and performance.

Technical Aspects

- Set Design: Collaborate with students to create a set that reflects the gritty, urban environment of
1950s New York. Encourage creativity within budget constraints.
- Costuming: Discuss the importance of costumes in conveying character and time period. Involve
students in the design and selection process.

Conclusion

West Side Story remains a powerful and relevant musical, particularly for middle school students. By
exploring its themes, characters, and music, educators can create a rich learning experience that
encourages empathy, critical thinking, and creativity. Whether through classroom discussions,
performances, or character studies, engaging with West Side Story can inspire a new generation to
reflect on the complexities of love, identity, and cultural conflict. Through this guide, we hope to
empower educators and students alike to embrace the beauty and challenges of this classic musical.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'West Side Story' that middle
school students should focus on?
The main theme of 'West Side Story' is the conflict between love and prejudice, as well as the
challenges of gang rivalry. Middle school students should explore how these themes relate to their
own lives and societal issues.

How can teachers incorporate 'West Side Story' into the
middle school curriculum?
Teachers can incorporate 'West Side Story' by using it in literature discussions, exploring its historical
context, analyzing its music and choreography, and encouraging creative projects such as scene
reenactments or writing alternative endings.

What are some key characters in 'West Side Story' that
students should know?
Key characters include Tony, Maria, Riff, Anita, and Bernardo. Each character represents different
aspects of love, loyalty, and cultural identity, which can spark discussions about character
motivations and development.

What is a suitable activity for middle school students to
better understand the choreography of 'West Side Story'?
A suitable activity is to have students learn and perform a simplified version of one of the famous
dance numbers, like 'America' or 'Something's Coming', allowing them to experience the energy and
emotion of the choreography firsthand.

How does 'West Side Story' address issues of immigration and
cultural identity?
'West Side Story' highlights the struggles of Puerto Rican immigrants in New York City, focusing on
themes of assimilation, cultural pride, and the conflicts that arise from differing backgrounds, making
it a relevant topic for discussions about diversity.

What are some discussion questions that can be posed after
watching 'West Side Story'?
Discussion questions can include: 'How do the characters’ backgrounds influence their actions?',
'What are the consequences of violence in the story?', and 'How do love and loyalty play a role in the
characters' decisions?'



What resources are available for middle school educators
teaching 'West Side Story'?
Educators can find resources such as lesson plans, multimedia presentations, and study guides from
educational websites, theater organizations, and streaming platforms that offer insights into the
production and its themes.
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