
Research findings in the middle school to date 
show a 'mixed bag" of results. It some 
positive trends continue, however, middle 
schools may yet fulfill their promise.

THOMAS E. GATEWOOD*

LOURING its infancy in the early 
19GO's many of the middle school's early 
proponents touted its promise. It would be 
different from the junior high, not only in 
name and grade organization, but also in 
the quality of education provided for stu 
dents. Overcome would be the junior high's 
weaknesses. Implemented instead would be 
an educational program focused on the period 
of growth and development occurring be 
tween childhood and adolescence and charac 
terized by:

1. A home base and teacher for every stu 
dent to provide for continuing guidance and 
assistance to help him make the decisions he 
faces almost daily regarding special needs and 
learning opportunities

2. A program of learning opportunities 
offering balanced attention to three major goals 
of the middle school: (a) personal development 
of the between-ager, (b) skills of continued 
learning, and (c) effective use of appropriate 
knowledge

3. An instructional system focused on 
individual progress, with many curricular op 
tions and with individualized instruction in 
appropriate areas

4. The use of interdisciplinary team ar 

rangements for cooperative planning, instruct 
ing, and evaluating

5. A wide range of exploratory activities 
for the socializing, interest-developing, and lei 
sure-enriching purposes of the bridge school (1").

Yet after a decade of meteoric growth, 
what has really happened to the original 
promise of the middle school 1? What has been 
learned from the available research?

The following conclusions have emerged 
from several research studies, many com 
pleted only within the past five years.

  The history of the middle scliool 
movement lias been characterized by phe 
nomenal emergence of ncu< grade organiza 
tions for the middle grades.

When did you first hear the words, 
"middle school"? The odds are great that it 
was not before 1960. A National Education 
Association survey (29) in 1963-64 found 
only 20 of 443 school systems reporting 
schools organized on a grades 5-8 or 6-8 orga 
nizational pattern. Only two years later. Cuff 
(7) identified 449 middle schools (schools
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having grades 6 and 7 and not extending 
below grade 4 or above grade 8). Of these 
schools, 35 percent were organized on a 
grades 6-8 basis, and 30 percent on a 5-8 basis.

In 1967-68, Alexander ( 2) reported 
1,101 middle schools (using a definition simi 
lar to Cuff's). Study of a 10 percent random 
sample of these schools indicated that 60 per 
cent had grades 6-8, 27.4 percent had grades 
5-8, and 12.7 percent had either grades 4-8, 
5-7, 6-9, or 4-7 organizations.

Kealy ( 21) found 2.298 middle schools 
(using Alexander's definition ) a year later in 
1969-70. The grades 6-8 organization was still 
most popular, accounting for 58.2 percent 
of the schools, followed by the 5-8 pattern at 
25.4 percent. Thus, during a six-year period, 
the increase in middle schools was geometric. 
with the number more than doubling every 
two years.

  M iddle schools have been established 
for reasons more administrative than educa 
tional.

As documented by several studies (2. 11, 
16, 17, 22, 36, 40), reorganization of the 
grades in the middle years has been attributed 
primarily to such practical reasons as to 
eliminate crowded conditions in other schools, 
to utilize a new building, to move grade 9 
into high school, and to aid desegregation. 
More strictly educational reasons such as to 
provide a more appropriate program for pre- 
and early-adolescent students, to better bridge 
the elementary school and the high school, 
and to implement innovative plans for curric 
ulum, instruction, and organizational struc 
ture have been less emphasized.

  M iddle schools have adopted the edu 
cational programs and practices of junior 
highs, thus not successfully achieving the 
middle school concept.

The junior high versus middle school 
controversy has existed since the early days 
of the middle school. Claims and counter 
claims have been made, but only recently 
has research been conducted to determine 
whether or not differences really exist.

In truth, the only real difference be 
tween most junior highs and middle schools 
is in name and grade organization. Founded

more upon grounds of administrative expedi 
ence than of educational improvement, most 
middle schools have simply moved the junior 
high structure, program, and schedule down 
a grade or two. Or, the programs of grades 
5 and or 6 from the prior elementary school 
and that of grades 7 and/or 8 from the junior 
high are maintained so that, in reality, two 
very different schools are housed in the same 
building. Most of the research on the topic 
(2. 4, 5, 15, 17, 19, 23, 26, 30, 31, 40) reports 
that middle schools tend to have the same 
high school-type program of studies, depart 
mental organization, Carnegie units, inter- 
scholastic athletics, and early socialization 
activities that have long characterized and 
plagued junior highs.

Based upon these findings, it should 
come as no surprise that several studies (14, 
17, 24, 33) have found a significant gap 
between the main tenets of the theoretical 
middle school concept proposed by leading 
middle school authorities and actual educa 
tional practices in most middle schools.

Some studies (3, 8, 27, 32, 35. 36, 39) 
have favored the middle school over the 
junior high; others (10, 20, 34, 37), the junior 
high over the middle school. However, many 
of these studies tend to be either too specific 
in locus, confined to too small a sample, or 
too conflicting with one another to be very 
conclusive.

  The most appropriate grade organiza 
tion for the middle school cannot he deter 
mined from the available research.

Do fifth and/or sixth graders belong in 
an elementary or a middle school? In terms 
of personal, social, and physical characteris 
tics, research (6, 9) indicates that sixth grad 
ers are more like seventh graders than fifth 
graders. The reason is rel< ;ed to the onset 
of puberty, which has not begun for most 
fifth graders as it has for sixth graders. Thus, 
pupils in the fifth grade still resemble chil 
dren more than they do early adolescents. 
Research (12, 13, 25, 36) has reported an age 
for the onset of puberty approximately one to 
two years earlier than in preceding genera 
tions and an accelerated growth process.

Where should ninth graders be placed?
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Ninth graders are more compatible with tenth 
graders than eighth graders in terms of 
physical, social (9), emotional, and intel 
lectual (28) maturity.

Based upon the foregoing findings, a 
grades 6-8 organization would appear to be 
more appropriate. However, some research 
(4, 18, 27, 39) reports that it makes no dif 
ference to the educational achievement (18). 
self-concept, attitude toward school (27. 39), 
and acceptance among peers (4) of fifth 
and or sixth grade pupils whether they arc 
placed in either an elementary or a middle 
school. In addition, none of the studies on 
grade organization takes into account the 
obvious differences in maturity between boys 
and girls. Taking this factor into account, 
and offering a compromise among the many 
conflicting studies on grade organization, one 
perceptive educator was moved to suggest, 
with tongue only partly in cheek, that the 
best middle school organization would have 
all seventh and eighth graders, plus sixth 
grade girls and ninth grade boys.

The Future of Middle Schools
Despite the disparaging evidence re 

ported in the research, some middle schools 
are becoming more diverse and innovative in 
their educational programs. The percentage 
of schools reporting a variety of the following 
types of practices appears to be increasing 
each year: interdisciplinary team teaching; 
exploratory programs; nongradcd and indi 
vidualized instruction; flexible scheduling; 
open classrooms; innovative plans for reading 
instruction; and more personalized guidance 
services.

The movement toward true middle 
schools has been given much impetus from 
new state organizations such as those in 
Florida, Maryland, and Michigan, and from 
regional organizations such as the Midwest 
Middle School Association. New publications 
such as the M iddle School Journal. Tninscs- 
cence: The journal ou Emerginf] Adolescent 
Education, a nd D issemination Services on the 
Middle Grades h ave emerged to give national 
identity to the middle school movement. In 
addition, a plethora of books and articles on

the topic have appeared in recent years. More 
teacher certification is now found at the state 
level, which in turn has spawned new pre- 
service training at the college level and in- 
service training at the school level.

If all of these positive trends continue, 
research conducted on middle schools in the 
future hopefully will reveal more fulfillment 
of their original promise than that conducted 
to date.
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