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Nationally 6,000 schools nationwide are structured in the grades K-8 "Elemiddle" 
configuration and 8,000 are Middle Schools, grades 6-8. Most K-8 buildings have 
separate areas and programs for 6-8. There are many reasons why a district may consider 
changing grade configurations from PK-5 and 6-* to K-8. These include loss of district 
students at the 6th grade transition point, budget, and facilities consolidation. However, 
recent studies also show systemic learning declines in middle schools 6-8 (Learning 
Declines Linked to Moving to Middle School, By Sarah D. Sparks, Education Week, 
November 28, 2011). 
 
Recent research on alternative grade configurations for middle schools in Florida 
(Schwerdt and Martin, Harvard, 2011) and New York City (Rockoff and Lockwood, 
Columbia, 2010), reported on in the Education Week article, find that middle schools 
have a negative impact on student achievement. Both studies recommend moving to K-8 
grade configurations. 
 
The Columbia study finds “two plausible interpretations for why moving to a middle 
school is detrimental to student outcomes. First and foremost, a number of factors 
common to middle schools may make educational production less efficient. For example, 
cohort sizes are much larger, students arrive from elementary schools with potentially 
diverse educational climates, and, at least in New York City, students are slightly more 
diverse. Moreover, adolescent children exhibit increased negativity, low self-esteem 
(Eccles et al. (1984)), poor ability to judge risks and consequences of their actions (Lewis 
(1981), Halpern-Felsher and Cauffman (2000)), and other traits that may make them 
difficult to educate when they are together in large groups.” 
 
The Harvard study concludes that “these results suggest that structural school transitions 
lower student achievement but that middle schools in particular have adverse 
consequences for American students. … our findings clearly support ongoing efforts in 
urban school districts to convert standalone elementary and middle schools into schools 
with K-8 configurations.” 
 
However a California study (Williams, Kirst, and Haertel, EdSource, 2010) found no 
support for these claims: “There may be good reasons for deciding to have a K–8, 6–8, or 
7–8 grade configuration, but improving student outcomes is not necessarily one of them. 
After accounting for specific school policies and practices, no single grade configuration 
was consistently associated with higher performance on the state’s standards-based tests 
in English language arts and mathematics.” 
 
All of these studies focused exclusively on measures of student academic achievement on 
state tests and student attendance. There is no longitudinal study of student success in 
high school and postsecondary education. There is no looking at measures of student 
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engagement or persistence. This means that the current research is not the best guide 
towards designing the optimum grade configuration for CH-UH. 
 
Where the studies do help is in understanding that the transition to middle school is 
difficult for students and that the size of middle schools is a negative factor – Rockoff 
and Lockwood say that because “cohort sizes are much larger”.  
 
Another important limitation of the studies is that they focus only on grade configurations 
and do not differentiate for middle schools that organize into smaller learning 
communities, what the Breaking Ranks study calls “small units in which anonymity is 
banished”. 
 
My experience working with many school districts across the country, it is my belief that 
more important than the grade configuration – PK-8 vs. 6-8 vs. 4-8 – is how you do 
middle school: how it is organized into learning communities, how teachers are organized 
into working teams, how relationships are fostered between teachers and students, and 
how teaching and learning is designed to foster “autonomous learners”. 
 
A key theme is the need to foster strong relationships between students and their teachers, 
which is also a key theme of the district mission. Reducing the number of transitions 
reduces the chance that a child will be left behind, and reduces the number of staff 
required to transition children.  If teams of teachers are able to stay with a cluster of 
students year to year it allows stronger bonds to develop. This implies the need for 
Learning Community organizational structures and Learning Community physical areas. 
While looping is generally understood as a teacher at the elementary level staying with 
his/her students for a second year, this model envisions the teacher team staying with the 
students, or Learning Community looping.” 
 
Middle School reform efforts in the 1990s and 2000s have made similar points. Breaking 
Ranks in the Middle advocates “Personalizing Your School Environment” and “Focus 
on Transition” while Turning Points 2000 advocates teacher teaming: “Organize 
relationships for learning to create a climate of intellectual development and a caring 
community of shared educational purpose.” 
 
Appendix: Middle School Research 
 
1. Harvard 
The Impact of Alternative Grade Configurations on Student Outcomes 
through Middle and High School 
Guido Schwerdt and Martin R. West, Harvard Graduate School of Education, September 
13, 2011 
 
Excerpts: 
Recent findings from New York City (Rockoff and Lockwood 2010) indicate that 
entering a middle school causes a sharp drop in student achievement, suggesting that a 
return to K-8 grade configurations may be beneficial in that setting. However, it remains 
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unclear whether this pattern is evident in other settings and whether the negative effect of 
middle school attendance persists into high school.  
 
The achievement drops we observe as students move to both middle and high schools 
suggest that structural school transitions (or being in the youngest cohort in a school) 
adversely impact student performance. The magnitude and persistence of the effect of 
entering a middle school, however, suggests that such transitions are particularly costly 
for younger students or that middle school provide lower quality education than K-8 
schools for students in grades 6 to 8. 
 
Taken as a whole, these results suggest that structural school transitions lower student 
achievement but that middle schools in particular have adverse consequences for 
American students. Especially when considered along those of other recent studies (e.g. 
Bedard and Do, 2005, Cook et al. 2008, Rockoff and Lockwood 2010, Schwartz et al. 
forthcoming), our findings clearly support ongoing efforts in urban school districts to 
convert standalone elementary and middle schools into schools with K-8 configurations. 
 
Stuck in the Middle: Impacts of Grade Configuration in Public Schools 
By Jonah E. Rockoff and Benjamin B. Lockwood, Columbia Business School, June, 2010 
 
Excerpts: 
The issue of grade configuration has been the topic of substantial debate by educational 
researchers and policy-makers who have challenged the notion that separating 
adolescents into middle schools is a more economical way to provide education tailored 
to their needs (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development (1989, 1996), Bickel et al. 
(2000), Juvonen et al. (2004)). 
 
Already, middle school reforms are underway in states such as Massachusetts, 
Pennsylvania, Ohio, Tennessee, Oklahoma, Maryland, and New York, including the large 
urban districts of Cincinnati and Cleveland, Philadelphia, and Baltimore. Moreover, at 
least eight other states across the nation are looking to convert their middle schools into 
K–8 schools. (Hough (2005), Pardini (2002), Reising (2002)). Our analysis suggests that 
such attention is warranted. 
 
We find two plausible interpretations for why moving to a middle school is detrimental to 
student outcomes. First and foremost, a number of factors common to middle schools 
may make educational production less efficient. For example, cohort sizes are much 
larger, students arrive from elementary schools with potentially diverse educational 
climates, and, at least in New York City, students are slightly more diverse. Moreover, 
adolescent children exhibit increased negativity, low self-esteem (Eccles et al. (1984)), 
poor ability to judge risks and consequences of their actions (Lewis (1981), Halpern-
Felsher and Cauffman (2000)), and other traits that may make them difficult to educate 
when they are together in large groups. 
 
Gaining Ground in the Middle Grades: Why Some Schools Do Better 
Williams, T., Kirst, M.W., Haertel, E., et al. (2010). Mountain View, CA: EdSource. 
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Excerpts: 
There may be good reasons for deciding to have a K–8, 6–8, or 7–8 grade configuration, 
but improving student outcomes is not necessarily one of them. After accounting for 
specific school policies and practices, no single grade configuration was consistently 
associated with higher performance on the state’s standards-based tests in English 
language arts and mathematics. 
 
Gaining Ground in the Middle Grades: Full Research Bibliography 
 
Middle Grades Study page 
 
Breaking Ranks in the Middle: Strategies for Leading Middle Level 
Reform  
Reprintable Executive Summary 
 
Excerpts: 
Core Area 2: Personalizing Your School Environment 
If high achievement for all students is the goal of reform, then a supportive environment 
for achievement must be established. Although some students might be able to make it 
through the middle level years despite the lack of personal connections, most students 
require a supportive environment—some more than others. Creating that environment is 
essential if a school is to bring learning to fruition for each student. In keeping with the 
sentiment implicit in the word, personalization can mean different things to different 
people, but most definitions converge on a few common principles associated with 
providing students with opportunities to develop a sense of belonging to the school, a 
sense of ownership over the direction of one’s learning, the ability to recognize options 
and to make choices based on one’s own experience and understanding of the options. 
 
Recommendations: 
10. Schools will create small units in which anonymity is banished. 
11. Each teacher involved in the instructional program on a full-time basis will be 
responsible for contact time with no more than 90 students, so that the teacher can give 
greater attention to the needs of every student. 
12. Each student will have a Personal Plan for Progress that will be reviewed often to 
ensure that the school takes individual needs into consideration and to allow students, 
within reasonable parameters, to design their own methods for learning in an effort to 
meet high standards. 
13. Each student will have a Personal Adult Advocate to help him or her personalize the 
educational experience. 
 
Focus on Transition 
It is easy for those who don’t work regularly with middle level students to forget that 
sixth-graders are only five or six years removed from their teddy bears; those who do 
work with middle level students sometimes forget that, by the time students leave “the 
middle,” the rigors of college are only four short years away. 
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A positive transition is crucial for middle level students. 
 
Turning Points 2000: Educating Adolescents in the 21st Century,  
By Anthony Jackson and Gayle Davis, Teachers College Press (2000). Project of 
Carnegie Corporation of New York. 
 
Excerpt -- Turning Points: A Decade Later, By Gayle A. Davis and Anthony Jackson, 
Middle Ground, October 2000 
 
Excerpts: 
Teachers must consider a mix of assessment methods - from quizzes to simulations - that 
allow for ongoing and cumulative feedback, otherwise known as formative and 
summative assessment. In putting together a variety of assessment methods for the 
curriculum, teachers typically have little trouble incorporating the traditional methods, 
such as tests. However, authentic assessment methods represent new territory for many 
educators, worthy of a closer look. 
 
The standards, concepts, and essential questions within the curriculum should be the first 
sources for ideas about authentic assessment. Teachers and students can brainstorm 
together, then refine and adapt their ideas to fit the standards. Examples of authentic 
assessment methods include simulations, formal debates, exhibitions, position papers, 
scientific experiments, individual and group research projects, and portfolios. Whatever 
the form, to be successful on a performance task in a unit of study based on critical 
concepts and essential questions, students must learn the substantive content and 
applicable skills necessary to do well. 

Whereas traditional assessment methods demand that students select a response from 
offerings presented by their teacher, authentic methods require students to construct a 
response based on their independent work. The latter can be hard at first on students who 
excel at absorbing and spitting back out the main points in a textbook chapter, Girardin 
says. With alternative assessments, they have to make meaning out of their new 
knowledge. And, paralleling the demands of the grown-up world, they have to put their 
new skills into action. 

Our discussions of teaching and learning are critical to everything that follows in Turning 
Points 2000. For example, the organizational structures we describe - teaming, flexible 
scheduling, democratic governance - should all be established in response to a curriculum 
that is substantive, significant, and relevant to the concerns of young adolescents. 

From http://www.middleweb.com/MWLresources/turningpts.html:  
 
The report's recommendations for middle grades include: 
 
* Teach a curriculum grounded in rigorous, public academic standards for what students 
should know and be able to do, relevant to the concerns of adolescents and based on how 
students learn best. 
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* Use instructional methods designed to prepare all students to achieve higher standards 
and become lifelong learners.  
 
* Staff middle grades schools with teachers who are expert at teaching young 
adolescents, and engage teachers in ongoing, targeted professional development 
opportunities.  
 
* Organize relationships for learning to create a climate of intellectual development and a 
caring community of shared educational purpose.  
 
* Govern democratically, through direct or representative participation by all school staff 
members, the adults who know the students best.  
 
* Provide a safe and healthy school environment as part of improving academic 
performance and developing caring and ethical citizens. * Involve parents and 
communities in supporting student learning and healthy development.  
 
Turning Points – Center for Collaborative Education 
 
Turning Points Resources at Middleweb 
 


