In an October 2004 keynote address at the annual conference of the National School
Board Association’s Council of Urban Boards of Education, veteran middle grades
reform advocate Hayes Mizell reflected on the growing tendency for urban school
systems to abandon the middle school grade configuration (typically 5-8 or 6-8) in
favor of a K-8 model. In his talk, Mizell traced the history of the middle school
movement and weighed the available evidence on both sides of the grade
configuration debate.

“School systems may believe that educating young adolescents in K-8 schools will
solve many problems,” said Mizell, who is the Distinguished Senior Fellow of the
National Staff Development Council. “But school boards and superintendents need to
know that the wholesale conversion to a K-8 structure is not a matter of ‘set it and
forget it.”

“Rather than grappling with the difficult substantive issues of how simultaneously to
engage students in challenging academic work and provide them with the personal
and academic supports necessary to increase their levels of proficiency,” Mizell told
the urban school board members, “some school systems have focused on changing
schools’ grade configurations and reassigning students.”

Still Crazy After All These Years:
Grade Configuration and the Education of Young Adolescents

Many aspects of public education in the United States are effective. Each day, buses
pick up millions of children from their homes, transport them to school, and return
them safely to their families. Largely without incident, schools open and close on
time, and most of them are clean and safe. School systems go to extraordinary
trouble and expense to feed children a nutritious lunch, and perhaps even breakfast.
Teachers and students benefit from supplies and assistance that are the envy of
educators in other countries around the world. The curricula of schools are amazingly
diverse, addressing the complete spectrum of students’ differing academic needs and
talents. While the bureaucratic and logistical challenges in delivering these services
dependably and efficiently are daunting, most school systems succeed in doing so.

In light of these and other successes, one cannot help but wonder why so many
school systems have so much difficulty when it comes to educating students between
the ages of 12 and 15 years old. There seems to be perennial dissatisfaction with
how public schools educate these “young adolescents,” and consequently there has
been no shortage of recommendations for how to educate them more effectively.

This odyssey began more than 100 years ago. The grade configurations of schools
varied, but the dominant pattern was eight years of primary school followed by four
years of high school. At the end of the nineteenth century, a movement began to
start secondary education at the seventh rather than the ninth grade. One rationale
was that the transition from elementary to secondary education “may be made
natural and easy by changing gradually from the one-teacher regimen to the system
of special teachers, thus avoiding the violent shock how commonly felt on entering
the high school.”

By 1910, the first “junior high schools,” serving grades seven and eight, had
appeared and between 1912 and 1938, the number of these schools increased
dramatically. In spite of the subsequent development of more sophisticated



educational theories concerning the role of the junior high school, students continued
to experience them primarily as gateways to high school.

In the decade between the mid-1950s and the mid-1960s, several factors
contributed to an emerging critique of the junior high school. Educators complained
that junior high schools mimicked the high school model “with its emphasis on
content rather than exploration, departmentalization rather than integration, and an
adherence to a rigid schedule.” Researchers found that students were reaching
puberty earlier than had been the case at the beginning of the twentieth century,
and this contributed to the view that the elementary school setting was no longer
appropriate for young adolescents, or vice versa. Secondary school enrollments
declined while elementary school enrollments increased significantly, with the
corresponding temptation to push sixth grade out of elementary schools to create
more space.

School desegregation also prompted the reorganization of the middle grades as
school systems developed grade configurations to serve new and more diverse
school attendance areas. Between 1970 and 1986, the number of junior high schools
with a 7-8 grade configuration decreased by about 2,500 while there was a
corresponding increase in the number of middle schools serving grades six through
eight.! This movement accelerated during the 1990s so that by 2000 only five
percent of middle level schools had a 7-9 grade configuration. Today, the 5-8 and 6-
8 configurations dominate the organization of middle schools.?

While separate middle schools with these grade configurations prevail, a growing
number of urban school systems are turning away from this model. As was true of
the shifting fortunes of the middle grades during the past century, the reasons for
this new phenomenon are both societal and educational. When urban school boards
and superintendents embraced the middle school model during the 1970s and 1980s,
they did so without developing a deep understanding of the purpose of middle
schools or the support they required to be effective.

In many cases, school system leaders simply fell in line with the national movement
for middle schools and responded to its advocates within their school systems. The
argument that young adolescents are experiencing unique developmental challenges
requiring special attention was persuasive, as was the promise that “the middle
school concept” provided the framework for serving these young people more
effectively than elementary or high schools. Yet, in 1989, the Carnegie Council on
Adolescent Development reported, “a volatile mismatch exists between the
organization and curriculum of middle grades schools, and the intellectual,
emotional, and interpersonal needs of young adolescents.” In 1997, four foundation
officials who had invested heavily in improving middle schools wrote:

We have not seen the widespread dramatic improvement in academic
outcomes we had hoped for... Middle-grades reform efforts have
necessarily focused heavily on developmental responsiveness and the
accompanying changes in school climate and organization. But middle-
level reform is not a series of disconnected projects involving
scheduling, teaming, or advisories. While we believe that schools must
continue to press for changes in school climate and organization,
school practitioners and policy makers must follow through by focusing
increased attention on curriculum, instruction, and assessment so that
young adolescents meet high standards of academic performance.*



Where did the “middle school concept” go wrong?

What went wrong? Most school boards and superintendents had no sound philosophy
about educating young adolescents, and they lacked information, training, and
experience for how to translate whatever beliefs they did have into practical
education policy. They also failed to provide teachers and principals with a clear,
coherent vision of the outcomes middle schools should achieve. As a result, middle
school principals and teachers did the best they could, drawing on bits and pieces of
what they understood about the middle school concept to fashion a rationale for their
purpose.

Too often, however, this produced a mushy amalgam of educational philosophies
with a primary emphasis on helping students get through their difficult years of
developmental transition. The academic mission of middle schools frequently took a
back seat to addressing students’ social-emotional needs. It was not until the schools
experienced the full impact of the accountability, standards, and assessment
movements that many of them adopted a meaningful academic focus.

School systems that embraced the 6-8 middle school configurations also put too
much emphasis on changing the organization of the grades and too little emphasis
on the new knowledge, skills, and behaviors teachers and principals would have to
develop to make middle schools successful. School boards and superintendents did
not come to grips with educators’ lack of capacity to make fundamental changes in
how they related to and engaged students, or how they organized and operated the
schools. School system leaders did not understand that implementing such basic
middle school concepts as teaming, integrated curriculum, advisories, common
planning time, flexible scheduling, exploratory courses, and honoring student voice®
were very difficult, requiring new knowledge, skills, and behaviors, as well as
constant oversight, fine tuning, and quality control.

While many school systems did provide some initial training for teachers, the
systems’ flawed approaches to staff development often neutralized the potential
gains. As was true for the systems’ overall staff development programs, those for
middle school educators were poorly conceived, inconsistently implemented,
superficial, unrelated to the realities of teachers’ classroom challenges, and without
adequate follow-up. Many teachers understood little about young adolescents’
development or its implications for teaching and learning. This problem became
worse over time as middle schools hired new teachers with little or no training in how
to teach middle level students effectively.

By the 1990s, it was common to hear urban middle school educators complain that
while their school systems had provided initial support for middle schools, the
schools had ceased to be a priority.® There was often no powerful advocate for young
adolescents either in the boardroom or the superintendent’s cabinet. The fruits of
this neglect became apparent as results of states’ more demanding assessments
became public. The average academic performance of middle school students was
not impressive’, and educators puzzled over why grade cohorts of students who had
consistently improved their performance during their elementary school years
suffered significant declines in achievement after entering middle school.

Evidence suggests that 6-8 grade configurations can be effective



Partly in response to the tepid results of middle schools, in 1997 a group of
approximately 60 national middle school leaders, researchers, advocates, and
foundation officials organized the National Forum to Accelerate Middle Grades
Reform.® The Forum posited a three-part vision that all schools serving young
adolescents, regardless of the schools’ grade configuration, should be academically
excellent, developmentally responsive, and socially equitable.® Subsequently, the
Forum developed a set of practical but rigorous criteria that describe what these
attributes look like in practice.'® This led, in turn, to the Forum launching an
initiative, called “Schools To Watch,” to identify middle level schools throughout the
nation that are meeting or coming close to meeting these criteria. Currently, the
Forum and its state level allies have identified through on-site observations a total of
40 Schools To Watch in nine states, including California, Colorado, lllinois, and North
Carolina. According to the Forum, some of the schools

are urban, others rural. Some have several thousand students, some
several hundred. Some are in high-wealth areas; others are in high-
poverty areas. Some are from very homogeneous communities; others
have great racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic diversity. Yet all of them
are meeting the challenges of middle grades education in ways that
foster a community were academic excellence, developmental
responsiveness, and social equity thrive.'*

Because most the 40 Schools To Watch are middle schools with 6-8 grade
configurations, it is clear there are such schools that are educating students
effectively. School systems would do well to learn from them.

Unfortunately, it does not appear that many urban school systems are any more
committed to making their middle schools perform effectively in 2004 than they were
when they first created the schools. Rather than grappling with the difficult
substantive issues of how simultaneously to engage students in challenging academic
work and provide them with the personal and academic supports necessary to
increase their levels of proficiency, some school systems have focused on changing
schools’ grade configurations and reassigning students.

Urban school systems such as Cincinnati, Cleveland, Milwaukee, New York,
Philadelphia, Baltimore, New Orleans, Newark, Paterson, Trenton and Rochester'?
have concluded that 6-8 middle schools no longer work for them. The academic
performance of students is a major concern. In New Orleans, eighth-graders in the
school system'’s five K-8 schools, none of them magnets, were twice as likely to pass
the state test as compared to students “at the district’s failing middle schools.” The
K-8 students also performed better on the lowa Test of Basic Skills.'® Research
studies in the Philadelphia®® and Baltimore®® school systems reached similar
conclusions, as did at least one national review of the limited research on this
subject.*®

Issues of discipline and safety

Another major factor in school systems’ decisions to switch to a K-8 configuration
involves the issues of student control, discipline, and safety.'’” One researcher has
concluded, “The tendency to create narrow grade-span configurations reinforces the
bad habit of building larger and larger schools.”® This seems to be the case in many
urban school systems where 6-8 schools have student enrollments that are so large
they constitute a hostile context for applying the middle school concept.



Fundamental to that concept is personalization, the belief that young adolescents
need to be in daily contact with adults who know the students well, take an interest
in them, and provide the students with both academic and emotional support. In
very large middle schools without skilled leaders to create organizational structures
that mitigate the schools’ size, personalization does not occur.® This can lead, in
turn, to students who function at the margins of the school community, become
alienated®’, and seek recognition or power through aggressive behaviors or accede to
negative peer pressures. One result can be middle schools where children are more
vulnerable rather than less so, and where administrators choose to devote more time
to student control than to creating the conditions necessary for the students’
academic and personal development. Under these circumstances, the middle school
concept has little chance of success.

The attractions of the K-8 model

The K-8 grade configuration is attractive to some educators because it appears to
accomplish several desirable ends all at the same time. Obviously, it removes
children from 6-8 schools that have failed, for whatever reasons, to apply the middle
school concept with a high degree of fidelity. Second, because most K-8 schools are
smaller than many middle schools, they may provide young adolescents with the
personalization they could not get in poorly administered large middle schools?®.
However, whether K-8 students will also be the beneficiaries of an appropriate and
rigorous curriculum is a different issue, and to date there is inadequate research to
answer this critical question.*

Converting a school system to a K-8, 9-12 configuration also eliminates the
transition from fifth to sixth grade that occurs when there are 6-8 middle schools. As
every parent knows, whenever a young person transitions from one level of
schooling to another, whether that is from fifth to sixth grade®, or eighth to ninth
grade, or twelfth grade to post-secondary education, there is potential for difficulty.
These transitions require developing new relationships with adults and peers,
negotiating unfamiliar and unwritten social norms, and responding to expectations of
higher levels of academic performance.

Particularly for young adolescents who are also experiencing a variety of
developmental stresses, the transition from elementary to middle schools can be
problematic. The experience of adolescent development is filled with variables and
unknowns, and one can argue that a potential beneficial effect of eliminating the fifth
to sixth grade transition is to reduce, or perhaps just delay, the problematic effects
of some variables.?*

One researcher concluded that the fewer school-to-school transitions children
experience, the more likely it is they will have a positive academic experience. After
analyzing passing rate data from 232 schools in a large Midwestern inner-city school
system, she reported:

As grade span configuration increases so does achievement. The more
grade levels that a school services, the better the students perform.
The more transitions a student makes, the worse the student
performs..The longer a student stays in a given school, the better the
student performs.?



The K-8 configuration may also lead to unanticipated political benefits for the school
system. Families of young adolescents are understandably concerned about losing
influence and control over their children. While many families are quite involved in
their children’s elementary schools, their participation declines dramatically when
their children enter middle school. This is not entirely the responsibility of the
parents; middle school leaders often make less effort to engage parents as full
partners in the educational process.

One effect of a K-8 grade configuration could be that parents’ involvement in their
children’s school during the primary years carries over as their children progress
through the upper levels of the K-8 school. Another possible benefit is that parents
could feel the K-8 school provides an institutional focus they share with their children
for nine years, thereby providing a framework of common interests that parents can
use to sustain positive relationships with their children throughout young
adolescence. If parents experience greater satisfaction with their children’s education
because they believe the K-8 configuration helps them maintain positive
relationships with both the school and their children, this could translate into a more
committed and supportive constituency for the public school system.

Should urban systems hasten to abandon the 6-8 model?

Does all this suggest that urban school systems should proceed with haste to
abandon their 6-8 middle schools and create in their place a system of K-8 schools?
The answer is “no.” In many urban school systems, some middle schools are
performing well. They deserve their school systems’ support®® to perform even more
effectively, with the goal of becoming Schools To Watch.

There are other 6-8 schools on the brink of performing well, but they need greater
attention and support from their school systems.?” Perhaps they need principals with
the energy, knowledge?®®, and skill to develop schools that educate young
adolescents effectively. Perhaps the schools need to engage their faculties in more
appropriate, intensive and sustained professional learning experiences. Perhaps the
schools need the stimulus and assistance that a comprehensive school reform model
can provide. Perhaps the schools just need fewer students. When such schools are
on the brink of performing well, it is the responsibility of the school board and the
superintendent to provide the leadership and resources the schools need to progress
to higher levels of academic performance.

There are also, of course, middle schools that consistently perform poorly and may
be dysfunctional. When school boards and superintendents do not act forcefully to
dramatically reform?® or disestablish these schools, school system leaders become
complicit in the schools’ perennial low performance and unhealthy environments that
harm successive cohorts of young adolescents. In these cases, converting to a K-8
grade configuration, or forcing another major intervention, may not only be
appropriate but long overdue.

Changing grade configurations won’t get school systems off the hook

Some large urban school systems are turning away from 6-8 middle schools, citing
pervasive problems of low academic performance and high rates of disciplinary
actions. They say, “middle schools do not work” when what they should say is “Some
middle schools do not work the way the school system has traditionally organized,
led, and supported them.” Contrary to some reports, the conversion to K-8 grade



configurations is not a “trend.” In many school systems throughout the United
States, educators and families are not in angst about their middle schools.3® The only
trend is that in some large cities, there are, thankfully, aggressive, reform-minded
superintendents seeking to drag their dysfunctional school systems into the 21st
century. They believe that converting from 6-8 schools to K-8 schools is one way to
make a bold stroke for reform, wipe the slate clean, and chart a new and perhaps
more productive course for middle grades education.

The motives of other school systems may be less altruistic. Having fouled their own
nests through neglect and mismanagement of middle schools, these school systems
now want to convert to a K-8 grade configuration in the hope that they can achieve
better results with less effort. Perhaps they can, but it will be by exploiting the
strengths of the elementary level: smaller schools, more personalization, and high
levels of parent involvement. School systems may do little more than reconfigure
grades, schools, and attendance zones. There is reason to worry that these school
systems may be no more conscientious and vigilant about meeting the unique needs
of young adolescents in K-8 schools than they have been about meeting the needs of
this age group in 6-8 schools.

School systems may believe that educating young adolescents in K-8 schools will
solve many problems, but school boards and superintendents need to know that the
wholesale conversion to a K-8 structure is not a matter of “set it and forget it.”>*
Under any grade configuration, educating young adolescents well is hard work>?.
Whether young adolescents are in 6-8 or K-8 schools, they need engaging,
challenging curricula and high quality teaching rooted in knowledge of subject
content.®® Students in K-8 schools, no less than students in 6-8 schools, will need
constant attention and care, as will the schools themselves. Even if school officials
are ultimately happier and parents more satisfied®*, it will not necessarily mean that
all young adolescents are developing the knowledge and skills they need to be
independent, productive citizens for the remainder of this century. There will always
be potential for K-8 schools to fall victim to the same lack of leadership oversight
and support that eroded the potential of so many 6-8 middle schools.

We know how to educate youth effectively in the middle grades

There is not adequate research to provide definitive guidance about the relative
effectiveness of K-8 and 6-8 schools®, but there is no shortage of information and
models for how to educate youth effectively in the middle grades, regardless of the
configuration.® In addition, both K-8 and 6-8 schools have much to learn from
successful charter schools where students from African-American, Latino, and low-
income families are demonstrating high levels of academic performance.®’ Indeed,
there is more information and more public and private models for success than at
any time during the past thirty years.

Future generations of young adolescents will be no easier to educate than the
current generation, or those of the past. Whatever the grade configuration of the
schools young adolescents attend, the only hope for them successfully meeting the
academic and developmental challenges they face is for school system leaders to
understand what it takes to educate these young people effectively, and then act to
provide it.

Thank you.



Hayes Mizell may be reached at hmizell@msn.com
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