Tackling the Straw Man Middle School

Both of the recent articles focused on middle schools—Meyer’s “The Middle School Mess” and Rockoff and Lockwood’s “Stuck: How and Why Middle Schools Harm Student Achievement”—share an interesting characteristic: They treat the title “middle school” as if it represents a uniform, monolithic method and structure of schooling. I write to challenge the logical fallacy of the “straw man” middle school these articles depict and the negative effects associated with it. 

Since it receives so much ink in both articles, I’ll begin with grade configuration, which seems to be the key and only defining criteria used by the authors to define a middle school. The National Center for Education Statistics (2005) data reveal that sixth, seventh, and/or eighth graders are found in schools with at least 60 different grade configurations. That statistic alone seems to challenge the use of grade configuration as the defining factor for the straw man middle school. It’s also worth noting that the Ed Source study (2010) cited in the Meyer article did not find grade configuration to be a factor in student performance. 

We can move past grade configuration to a broader definition of a middle level or middle grades school, a separate school that serves a group of young adolescents, those ages 10-14, in one or more grades. Using that definition of a middle grades school, then what can the authors tell us about why middle grades schools, in their view, are not successful? The answer is “not much.” For example, the articles do not address the professional preparation of the teachers in middle grades schools compared to those in K-8 schools, although NCATE’s recent report (2010) on teacher preparation highlights the critical connections between teacher preparation and student outcomes. 

The articles also do not take up what is happening inside the classrooms and in interactions between and among educators and young adolescents, nor the organizational structure of the schools, nor the policy and community contexts within which those schools reside. In describing middle schools as ineffective without addressing the variability represented among schools with those two words on the sign out front, the authors use a broad brush—some would argue a bucket of mud—to splatter aspersions on every school that educates young adolescents within a distinct structure. This inaccurate approach is akin to claiming that everyone who shares the last name “Andrews,” as I do, shares the exact same characteristics, idiosyncrasies, and weaknesses, a claim that seems illogical because, in fact, it is. 

The National Forum to Accelerate Middle-Grades Reform, a special collaborative of major leaders and organizations whose work intersects with the middle grades, is committed to making middle grades education academically excellent, developmentally responsive, and socially equitable, all facets of an education that prepares students for high school completion and college and career readiness. The Forum’s members share a sense of urgency that high-performing schools with middle grades should be accessible to every student in this country. When that occurs, every middle grades student will 
· Experience an academically excellent, relevant, meaningful, and rigorous curriculum that fosters critical thinking and problem-solving;

· Learn in a safe and healthy environment;

· Have access to high-quality classes and the support they need to achieve at high levels regardless of race, ethnicity, or socioeconomic level.

The good news is we know what works; the challenge is to put that knowledge into action. Key individuals and organizations articulate strong agreement regarding what needs to happen in schools serving young adolescents, agreement exemplified in the research base and implementation practice captured in the National Forum’s Schools to Watch initiative, Jackson and Davis’s Turning Points 2000: Educating Adolescents in the 21st Century (2000), National Middle School Association’s This We Believe (2010), and the National Association of Secondary School Principals’ Breaking Ranks in the Middle (2006). 

The National Forum’s state Schools to Watch initiative—operating in 19 states and 240 middle grades schools—uses a rigorous set of 37 criteria for high-performing middle grades school to foster school improvement (www.schoolstowatch.org). As the STW schools help to demonstrate, in 2011 middle grades schools across the nation are showing how to make high performance middle grades schools a reality that emerges from the shadow of the straw man middle school. 
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