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PRESERVICE TEACHERS’ BELIEFS ABOUT YOUNG ADOLESCENTS AND
THEIR IMPACT ON GRADE LEVEL TEACHING PREFERENCE

Abstract

Middle level education programs need qualified, specifically trained teachers to best
address the needs of their young adolescent learners. However, despite extensive
information as to what constitutes appropriate middle level teacher preparation, there
remains a shortage of specifically educated middle level educators. This study seeks to
determine if that shortage is impacted by the beliefs that education majors have of young
adolescents. Having validated knowledge of preservice teachers’ beliefs about young
adolescents and how those beliefs affect their choice of teaching level allows teacher
education programs to design experiences that address these beliefs, or may encourage
educators to address other reasons for the specifically educated middle level teacher
shortage. It also seeks to examine whether preservice teachers' beliefs about young
adolescents are impacted by the existence of a state requirement of middle level teacher
certification. The major findings indicate that preservice teachers in both locales hold an
overall stereotypically negative view of about young adolescents which is not impacted
by the state licensure requirement. The study also reveals a greater sense of self-efficacy
for teaching at the middle level evidenced by preservice teachers enrolled in a specific

middle level teacher preparation program.



PRESERVICE TEACHERS’ BELIEFS ABOUT YOUNG ADOLESCENTS AND
THEIR IMPACT ON GRADE LEVEL TEACHING PREFERENCE

Chapter 1
The Research Problem
Background of the Problem

The middle school movement is quite simply a movement to reorganize public
education around the cause of improving early adolescent education (Lounsbury, 1991).
It grew out of recognition of early adolescence as a critically important transitional period
of life that requires schools which specifically address the nature and needs of youth.
Prior to this, young adolescents (children generally from 10-14 years of age) were most
often educated in schools that were, in fact and in practice, junior highs, where the
schedule, subject-focused configuration, and teaching methods were essentially the same
as in high schools. As understanding grew regarding the developmental needs and
learning styles of the young adolescent, many educators, notably W. M. Alexander and
John Lounsbury, began to campaign for more student-focused schools at the middle level.
Educators identified structures, curriculum, and methodology best suited to support the
developmental tasks of young adolescence.

The basic tenets of what came to be called the Middle School Philosophy can be
found in several sources. Two of the most influential and on-going are This We Believe,
a consensus statement first issued in 1982, which was updated and reprinted in 1992 by
the National Middle School Association (NMSA) and Turning Points, a report first
issued by the Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development in 1989. In 2003, NMSA

revised This We Believe to reflect new developments in education and in the practice of



middle level education. The result, This We Believe—Successful Schools for Young
Adolescents describes NMSA’s vision for a successful school in 14 characteristics (see
Appendix A). It is worthwhile to note, apropos of this research, that the first
characteristic listed for a successful middle school culture is “Educators who value
working with this age group and are prepared to do so” (NMSA, 2003, p. 7). Turning
Points: Educating Adolescents for the 21* Century contained eight recommendations for
improving the educational experiences of all middle level students and became the
mainstay of middle level educational reform (see Appendix B). Anthony W. Jackson
and Gayle A. Davis (2000) revisited those original recommendations in light of new
research about what works at the middle level. They authored Turning Points 2000:
Educating Adolescents in the 21* Century. This work presented a design for improving
middle grades education in seven recommendations (see Appendix C) which they refer to
as design elements for the structure, staffing, methodologies, climate, governance, and
curriculum of a successful middle grades school. Again, the importance of having
teachers who are specifically educated for teaching in the middle grades, was stressed as
a key element (Jackson & Davis, 2000).

In response to the middle level literature’s demands for teachers who are expert at
teaching young adolescents, some states sought to require middle school and junior high
teachers to obtain middle level licensure in order to assure appropriate educational
preparation for teaching at this level. Colleges and universities in those states created
extensive teacher preparation programs to educate teachers in best practice at the middle
level. Educators generally agreed on the essential components of a successful middle

level teacher preparation program. They felt it should provide teachers with a thorough



knowledge of the nature and needs of early adolescents, a study of middle level
curriculum, instruction, and specialized methods, a broad academic background which
includes a concentration in at least two academic areas, and early and continuing field
experiences in good middle level schools (Alexander & McEwin, 1998; Clark & Clark,
1994; Kellough & Kellough, 1999; Scales & McEwin, 1994). NMSA and The National
Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) developed guidelines (see
Appendix D) for teacher education curriculum at the middle level and revised them in
1995 (Swaim, 1996).
Statement of the Problem

Despite such advances in educational theory and practice, there remains a shortage
of specially trained educators at the middle level. While progress has been made in this
area, in a 2001 study conducted by McEwin, Dickinson, and Jenkins, only 24% of the
746 middle level schools surveyed had 76-100% of their faculty specifically prepared to
teach young adolescents. Perhaps even more disturbing is the statistic at the other end—
of those same schools, 45% still had a fourth or less of their faculties educated for
teaching at the middle level. “The lack of teachers who wish to teach at the middle level
and who have the specialized professional preparation to do so expertly has continued to
be a primary barrier to the full success of middle schools”, states McEwin, Dickinson,
and Jenkins (2003, p.59). Since it appears that the “know-how” is out there, it begs the
question, “Why aren’t there more teachers specifically prepared to teach middle school?”
Since recent studies document the strong positive connection between teachers’
knowledge and skill and students’ learning level (Darling-Hammond, 1999, 2000;

Wenglinksy, 2000), it becomes even more crucial in our age of accountability and high



stakes testing to discover why there exists such a shortage of specifically trained middle
level teachers.

Upon investigation, it is apparent there are several factors at work to create this
shortage. First, overlapping, optional or nonexistent middle level preparation continues to
persist due to state licensor regulations (McEwin & Dickinson, 1996). While many states
have adopted some sort of voluntary middle level endorsement or licensure, the required
licensure categories remain simply elementary or secondary. This large spread allows
teachers and administrators greater flexibility of teacher placement, but often does not
adequately prepare incoming teachers to teach at the middle level. What happens all too
often is that pre-service teachers plan to teach elementary school or high school and
prepare accordingly (Cooney, 2000). Pre-service teachers who seek an elementary
degree most commonly have in mind teaching at an elementary school, not a middle
school or junior high. And likewise, most often the young educator seeking secondary
certification is planning on teaching high school. When a placement is not forthcoming
at the desired level, the beginning teacher often accepts a position at a middle school or
junior high school. All too frequently, their lack of preparation for teaching young
adolescents results in a less than satisfying teaching and learning situation. Results of
research done in 1989 by the Carnegie Council indicated that many teachers of middle
school students dislike their work and found that assignment to middle school was often a
last resort for teachers who are prepared to teach elementary or high school students.
McEwin (1992) confirms this concern as he observed, “A perennial roadblock to
excellence in middle level education is the practice of staffing middle level schools with

teachers and other professional personnel who have no special preparation for teaching or



working in other ways with adolescents” (p.374). This fact may have a great deal to do
with the lack of teacher satisfaction in teaching at the middle level. In a study conducted
by Stahler (1996) which compared a group of middle level student teachers who were
prepared in a middle school teacher education program with a group of middle level
student teachers who were prepared in an elementary or a secondary teacher education
program, the results clearly indicated that the student teachers with special middle school
preparation knew more about early adolescents, were familiar with the literature and
developmentally appropriate practices for middle level learners, and had a more positive
attitude toward middle level teaching than those who were prepared in a more general
program (Stahler, 1996).

Secondly, in states where there is no middle level licensure, most colleges and
universities are reluctant to offer coursework specifically designed for middle level
preparation. They indicate that there are not sufficient numbers of students requesting
these classes and adequate enrollment would be a problem. The reason for this is unclear.
It could be that since a middle level license is not required in most states, the students do
not see the value in investing time and money in classes they are not required to take.
Additionally, as mentioned previously, the majority of teachers who wind up teaching
middle school did not intend to teach at that level initially. The question of why they did
not intend to teach at the middle level speaks to the purpose of this study.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to determine what beliefs preservice teachers hold

about young adolescents and how these beliefs may affect their choice of teaching level.

In order to answer this question, the beliefs pre-service teachers hold about young



adolescents must be identified, and information about whether these beliefs affect their
choice of teaching level must be gathered and analyzed. Next | want to determine how
these students constructed these beliefs. Finally | want to compare the effect of state
requirement of middle level licensure on pre-service teachers’ beliefs about adolescents.
I am interested in knowing if the mere fact of a state’s requirement of middle level
licensure introduces to the education major the idea of early adolescence as a distinct
developmental stage for which a teacher should prepare, and if that makes a difference in
their beliefs about young adolescents.

Research Questions

The primary question of the study asks what beliefs do education majors hold
regarding young adolescents. To further explore this and to develop some significant use
of the information, some additional questions must be answered:

1. How did these education majors develop these beliefs?

2. To what extent do these beliefs affect their choice of teaching level?

3. To what extent do the students’ beliefs about young adolescents differ in a state
that requires middle level licensure as compared to a state that does not?

This study acknowledges research which has found that the beliefs that teachers
hold influence their perceptions and judgments which in turn influence their teaching
behaviors and practices (Pajares, 1992). Indeed, beliefs are thought to be the best
indicators of the decisions individuals make throughout their lives (Bandura, 1986;
Nisbett & Ross, 1980). Many educators agree that pre-service teachers bring to the
education classroom previously constructed ideas and beliefs about students, teaching,

and learning, although they are not always aware of these ideas nor able to articulate



them (Bird, Anderson, Sullivan & Swindler, 1993; Florio-Ruane & Lensmire, 1990;
Hollingsworth, 1989). Accepting this premise, it becomes paramount to explore
education majors’ perceptions and beliefs about young adolescents if information about
these education majors’ behaviors regarding choice of teaching at the middle level is
desired.
Significance of the Study

Because relatively little information exists about pre-service teachers’ beliefs
about adolescents and the impact of those beliefs on choice of teaching level, this
research study will serve to fill in some gaps in our knowledge of education majors’
decision making. It may validate or dispel certain assumptions that may be made
regarding education majors’ motivation in choosing or not choosing to teach at the
middle level. Researchers have found that the beliefs held by pre-service teachers when
they come into the program are subject to change when the education majors are
presented with instruction in child development and provided opportunities for
observation and apprenticeship (Snider & Fu, 1990; Stremmel, Fu, Patet & Shah, 1995).
Consequently, acquiring some answers to the above questions will provide direction to
modifying teacher preparation programs to encourage middle level preparation. Knowing
the impact of state middle level licensure on education majors’ attitudes toward teaching
at the middle level may help to influence state licensure requirements in order to provide
more qualified teachers to middle grades schools. According to No Child Left Behind
(NCLB, 2002) all students deserve highly qualified teachers. Cooney and Bottoms
(2003), in a study done for The Southern Regional Education Board (SREB)--Making

Middle Grades Work, define highly qualified teachers for middle grades classrooms as



teachers who know academic content and how to teach young adolescents. They call for
states to eliminate overlapping certificates at the middle level and institute a required
middle level certificate. Their research has found that "when states have overlapping
certificates--such as K-8 or 7-12--preparation programs rarely focus on the middle
grades." The problem then surfaces that "teachers with these broader range certificates
typically lack the expertise they need to work with young adolescents; they do not feel
qualified to teach middle grades students, and they look for opportunities to transfer to
other schools and grade levels” (p.10). Middle school teachers themselves support
specialized middle level professional preparation as needed and desirable (Scales &
McEwin, 1994; McEwin, Dickinson, & Hamilton, 2000). In order to fill the demand for
specially prepared middle level educators, states may need to actively recruit young
people to become middle level teachers and provide incentives for school and colleges to
improve content knowledge and teaching practices in the middle grades (Cooney, 2000).
Clearly, the sooner education majors determine that this is the age level they
would like to teach, the sooner they can begin to prepare appropriately. By identifying
the beliefs that education majors have regarding young adolescents and why they hold
these views, teacher preparation programs can address any misconceptions the students
may have that influence them negatively toward working at the middle level. If there are
negative perceptions of young adolescents that affect the education majors’ choice of
teaching level, then we need to understand how they developed those perceptions to
know how to address that in teacher preparation programs. If a lack of experience with
young adolescents is identified as a factor in creating these misconceptions, then teacher

preparation programs can build in more opportunities for education majors to observe and



work with young adolescents in a positive environment. Too often the first real
experience with young adolescents that our secondary or elementary majors have is
during their student teaching. It is not unusual to hear a student teacher say, “I never
thought 1’d like teaching middle schoolers, but | have to say, it’s been a really good
experience.” How sad that this revelation comes at the end of the student’s teacher
preparation. Had that positive connection been made early on in the student’s teacher
education, the student could have targeted learning about methods and curriculum that
are most effective with this age group. There is some evidence that such early exposure to
middle school students does have an impact on the beliefs of pre-service teachers
(Finders, 1999). If the results of the research indicate that education majors do not hold a
negative view of young adolescents, then teacher preparation programs at the middle
level can eliminate this a source of the problem and move on to investigating
environmental factors such as school climate, work load, and school governance, etc. as
possible causes of the middle level teacher shortage.
Limitations of the Study

Personal Experience

My experiences in education at the middle level for over 20 years and my
observations regarding teacher preparedness for teaching at the middle level influence my
perspective in this research. | also bring my strong commitment to developmentally
appropriate middle level practice as described in the afore-mentioned documents, This

We Believe: Successful Schools for Young Adolescents and Turning Points 2000.



University Location

The study’s setting at only two universities, both of which are located in suburban
areas of the southern United States, presents a possibly regionally influenced and
somewhat limited view of education majors’ attitudes about young adolescents. This
affects the ability to generalize the findings to education majors as a whole.
Teacher Education Programs

The difference in the two universities’ education programs preclude accessing
education majors at the exact same point in their educational preparation, although steps
to address this are taken through the attempt to engage students in the study through their
enrollment in a similar beginning education course.

Definitions

Perceptions

Webster’s New World Dictionary of the American Language defines “perception”
as “1. awareness of objects or other data through the medium of the senses; 2. the
process or faculty of perceiving; 3. the result of this; knowledge, etc. gained by
perceiving; and 4. insight or intuition, as of an abstract quality ” (1966, p. 1085). For the
purpose of this study, the fourth definition is most appropriate and is what is intended
when referring to pre-service teachers’ perceptions of young adolescents.
Beliefs

In addition, in the literature surrounding the subject of teacher decision making

77

and motivation, the terms “beliefs,” “perceptions,” and “attitudes” are often used
interchangeably. As Pajares (1992) writes:

It is for this reason that articulate conversation must demand not only clarity of
thought and expression but also preciseness of word choice and meaning.

10



Educational psychology does not always accord its constructs such precision, and
so defining beliefs is at best a game of player’s choice. They travel in disguise
and often under alias—attitudes, values, judgments, axioms, opinions, ideology,
perceptions, conceptions, conceptual systems, preconceptions, dispositions, ...to

name but a few that can be found in the literature. (p. 309)

The definition of perception seems to lead to a close connection to beliefs. The
difference as seen in the eyes of this researcher is that perceptions may lead to beliefs, but
do not in and of themselves constitute a formulated concept upon which one would
initiate action. This is akin to the shades of difference between beliefs and knowledge.
While it is often difficult to distinguish beliefs from knowledge, for the purposes of this
study, Nespor’s (1987) view of beliefs as being distinct from knowledge in that they have
stronger affective and evaluative components is appropriate to the information sought
from the research. A definition of belief can be borrowed from Pajares (1992) who says
that “a view of belief speaks to an individual’s judgment of the truth or falsity of a
proposition” (p.316). Nespor (1987) drew on Abelson's research which suggests that
belief systems frequently include propositions or assumptions about the existence or
nonexistence of various types of entities. Often the assumptions that teachers make about
student characteristics are conceptualized as entities, inherent and beyond their control
and influence. There is frequently no logical process for validating the relevance of
beliefs to real-world events and situations as these beliefs are most often derived from
"largely automatized and procedural processes of perception which take place without
conscious attention” (p. 20). It would seem then that through the perceptual process,
individuals take in information and impressions that they form into some sort of a

proposition or assumption, but do not necessarily subject these to any sort of evidence or

argument akin to what is normally applied to knowledge. Applying this view to Pajares'
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definition of belief, it appears that the individual's judgment of the truth or falsity of a
proposition must happen in an automatic and affective evaluative way, rather than in the
same sense that judgments about knowledge area made.
Young adolescents

Young adolescents are described as young people between the ages of 10 and 14.
This period of early adolescence is one of rapid and profound personal changes although
there are dissimilar rates of growth among young people of the same gender and
chronological age (NMSA, 2003).
Middle level or middle grades

Regardless of the school configuration, middle level or middle grades refers to
education of young adolescents in grades five through eight. These grades have been
identified because the vast majority of young adolescents in the nation attend middle
schools with some organization of these grades. Ninth grade is not included, although
some may argue that it should be due to the wide disparity in adolescent development.
Nationally, the number of junior high schools where the grade configuration is seventh
through ninth is rapidly dwindling (McEwin, Dickinson, & Jenkins, 2003).

Summary

Middle level education programs need qualified, specifically trained teachers to
best address the needs of their young adolescent learners. However, despite extensive
information as to what constitutes appropriate middle level teacher preparation, there
remains a shortage of specifically educated middle level educators. This study seeks to
determine if that shortage is impacted by the beliefs that education majors have of young

adolescents. Having validated knowledge of preservice teachers’ beliefs about young
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adolescents and how those beliefs affect their choice of teaching level will either allow
teacher education programs to design experiences that address these beliefs, or encourage
educators to address other reasons for the specifically educated middle level teacher
shortage. It also seeks to examine whether preservice teachers' beliefs about young
adolescents are impacted by the existence of a state requirement of middle level teacher

certification.
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Chapter 2
Review of Literature

Introduction

The call for specifically prepared teachers at the middle level has gone
unanswered in many schools throughout the nation. In order to fully understand how that
call came to be and why it is so important, it is useful to begin with a history of
adolescence and the middle school movement. Through an understanding of the
formative issues of the problem, it becomes more apparent why identifying teacher
beliefs, specifically preservice teachers’ beliefs about young adolescents, is an important
issue and how that information can serve to help teacher educators engineer programs
that effectively prepare preservice teachers for a satisfying and successful career at the
middle level.
Adolescence and the Development of the Middle School Movement

At the turn of the century, most schools, especially in the urban areas, were of the
kindergarten through eighth grade variety, and education past this point was primarily
reserved for the exceptional and the upper class (Beane, 2001). However, with the influx
of immigrant children, the schools became increasingly crowded, and more and more
older students were experiencing academic failure in a program that was designed
primarily for younger children. Consequently, many of these youngsters dropped out of
school and joined the work force in the factories of the Industrial Revolution.

Meanwhile the concept of adolescence as a separate and distinct developmental

period in human life, while said to have been introduced by Jean Jacques Rousseau a
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century earlier, was not widely advocated (Manning, 1993.) It was not until the 1904
publication of G. Stanley Hall’s two-volume work, Adolescence, that the age span
between 10 through 15 was identified as a distinct growth stage. Further, Hall called for
these students to be educated separately to accommodate their unique needs. Hall’s
theory bolstered the social agenda with a convenient developmental justification.
According to critical theorists, it is important to note that adolescence is a social and
cultural construction whose definition may change over time. Its meaning has grown out
of existing social, historical, economic and political realities and is different in different
cultures and at different historical moments. Current understanding of adolescence in the
United States stems from the social conditions at the advent of industrialism (Saltman,
2005).

Social reformers, eager to enact child labor laws, and social efficiency advocates
whose agenda included a mix of vocational education and “Americanization” for
immigrant children, saw a mutually beneficial alliance with educators such as G. Stanley
Hall, Charles Eliot and the National Education Association’s Committee of Ten. These
educators recognized a need to restructure the schools to better meet the needs of
American education. The proposed solution of moving seventh and eighth graders out of
the elementary schools solved the problem of overcrowding, allowed for more college-
preparatory courses for those privileged to be able to continue on to high school and
university, and was advocated by the NEA’s Committee of Ten and the elementary-
focused Committee of Fifteen. In the end, however, this new institution, the junior high
school, was created primarily as a social invention, rather than out of recognition of the

needs of the young adolescent (Beane, 2001). With its primary education mission being
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to prepare students more thoroughly for success in high school and possibly college, the
junior high became essentially a “mini” high school, adopting almost all of the high
school’s structure, methods, and programs (Lounsbury, 1991). This approach taken in
junior highs at their inception remained largely untouched and unchallenged for several
decades, despite the progressive movements of the 1930s and 1940s (Beane, 2001).

After World War 11, as the population grew and high schools became more
crowded, the junior high expanded to include the ninth grade, solving the numbers
problem and further cementing the high school model of fixed courses and schedules
(Voss & Hatch, 2001). Junior high schools continued to function without regard to the
specific needs of the young adolescent. This type of authoritarian, instructor-driven,
highly structured and compartmentalized education came to be known as “the factory
model,” a tip of the hat to what many considered the real work of education—namely to
prepare America’s youth to take their place in the workforce. The exploratory aspect of
education at the middle level, initially proposed by the original junior high school
pioneers, Leonard Koos and Thomas Briggs, became relegated to short courses designed
to help students better choose their electives in high school (Lounsbury, 1991).

In the meantime the movement to recognize adolescence, especially young
adolescence, as a developmentally distinct period and one requiring schools to specialize
in structure, methodology, and curriculum, continued to exist and grow. Dissatisfaction
with the junior high model and recognition of its failure to provide a supportive and
successful learning environment for many young adolescents led to calls for reform by
such notables as W. M. Alexander, D. H. Eichorn, John Lounsbury, William Van Til and

Gordon Vars (Manning, 1993; Wiles & Bondi, 2001). The Junior High: A Changing

16



View by W. M. Alexander called for extending the middle school downward to the sixth
grade and moving ninth to the high school. Alexander’s rationale was based on research
regarding the younger age at which children were experiencing puberty. He felt that the
middle school should be based on social competence, mastery of basic skills, and
personal development. He saw the curriculum as being more exploratory than focused on
mastery. In his emphasis of the word “middle”, Alexander believed schools for young
adolescents should not be junior high schools, but a bridge from elementary to high
school (George & Alexander, 1993). Eichorn (1966) focused attention on
developmentally appropriate education for the young adolescent while Lounsbury and
Vars (1978) called for the kind of meaningful curriculum change that would actually
move middle schools beyond the traditional academic offerings of the junior high school.
They knew that no substantive change in the schooling of young adolescents would occur
without curriculum reform. All these educators shared a vision for schools at the middle
level that would recognize, adapt to, and serve the needs of the young adolescent. In
1975, the Working Group on the Middle School of the Association of Supervision and
Curriculum Development (ASCD) published its findings in a report called, “The Middle
School We Need.” It validated the concept that schools at the middle level should
address the developmental characteristics of young adolescents in educationally
appropriate ways.

Several social factors continued to interact with the calls for change at the middle
level. First and foremost was the overcrowding of the elementary schools. The schools
were bursting at the seams with baby boomers. The option of building more elementary

schools was expensive and only provided a temporary solution. The idea of enlarging the
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high schools, often with the enticement of adding a gymnasium, moving the ninth graders
back to the high school and bringing the sixth graders up from the elementary to ease the
crowding caught on quickly. Add to that the concern that junior highs were not meeting
the mark academically and that ninth grade coursework which was part of the graduation
requirements from high school was in many cases an inadequate preparation for
subsequent high school classes. Again social reformers latched onto the schools as a way
to achieve societal changes, and mandated desegregation of the schools provided yet
another reason to move the sixth and ninth grades. Since these sixth and ninth graders had
to change schools anyway, they became likely candidates to be bused sometimes great
distances from their homes, to other middle and high schools. Finally, the events and
movements of the 1960s and 1970s provided a climate ripe for change (Beane, 2001;
George, Stevenson, Thomas & Beane, 1992; Voss & Hatch, 2004).
By 1973, the middle school movement was well established (Wiles & Bondi,

2001). School districts rapidly changed over to the new grade configuration. By the early
1990s there were nearly three middle schools to every junior high. Professional
organizations such as the National Middle School Association were formed to support
education at the middle level and to promote the middle level philosophy. Educators
found that when the middle school philosophy was fully implemented, student behavior
and attitudes improved, academic achievement increased, and the school climate was one
of cooperation and optimism (Flowers & Mertens, 2004; VVoss & Hatch, 2004).

As noted in the introduction to this paper, the definitive description of a
successful middle school was first outlined in the National Middle School Association’s

This We Believe in 1982 (which was revised in 1992) and then in the 1989 Carnegie
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Council for Adolescent Development’s Turning Points: Preparing Youth for the 21°
Century. These documents called for schools responsive to the needs and characteristics
of early adolescents. In order to do this, the true middle level school would employ
educators who were knowledgeable about 10-14 year-olds and have a balanced
curriculum based on developmental needs taught in a variety of ways, allowing for
exploration and self-awareness. The school would make use of comprehensive advisory
and counseling programs, appropriate assessment and evaluation measures, cooperative
planning and teaming, and a positive school climate (Manning, 1993). By 1992, three
major universities had taken the lead in developing curriculum and teacher preparation
programs for middle level educators: The Center for Early Adolescence at University of
North Carolina—Chapel Hill, The University of South Florida’s National Resource
Center for Middle Grades Education, and The Center of Education for the Young
Adolescent at University of Wisconsin—Platteville (Manning, 1993). Research continues
there and in other universities and school districts as educators seek the best ways to
address the developmental needs of the adolescent.

However, school restructuring, the process of instituting new beliefs and values in
the school mission, structure and process, does not come about automatically as a result
of adopting a middle school grade configuration (Clark & Clark, 1994). Restructuring
presents challenges in three main areas: technical—changes in the curriculum and
instruction of the schools, political/social—changes in the culture of the school, in
student and parent relationships with schools, and in making it more supportive of change
and new ideas, and occupational—changes which create more collegial workplaces and

build partnerships and networks with other educational and social agencies, and/or
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changes which involve teachers more in the decision-making proves (Clark & Clark,
1994). In order to effect these changes, a long-term commitment must be made and
efforts to restructure must be accompanied by adequate “time to learn, to plan, test new
ideas, and to maintain lines of communication” (David, 1991, p. 15).

As early as the 1975 ASCD report, it became clear that many schools had
changed in name and grade configuration only. “The available research indicates a
significant gap between the main tenets of the theoretical middle school concept proposed
by leading middle school authorities and actual educational practices in most middle
schools” (ASCD, 1975, p. 3). Despite the encouraging research on the effectiveness of
the implementation of the middle school philosophy, most middle schools hardly
resemble the schools envisioned in the Carnegie and NMSA descriptions. In their book,
America’s middle schools: Practices and progress—A 25 Year Perspective, McEwin,
Dickinson, and Jenkins (1996) charge that the majority of middle schools are in some
stage of “arrested development—where the middle school concept has not been
completely implemented, or where it was once implemented and has now grown static
and unresponsive”. What happens all too often is the shuffling of the ninth grade to the
high school and the sixth grade to the former junior high, capped with a proclamation that
the school is now a middle school. Sometimes this is accompanied by the piecemeal
implementation of the elements of the middle level program. Failing to grasp that the
middle school concept has interdependent characteristics and must be implemented as an
integrated model, too many schools have tried to incorporate only one or two aspects of
eight essentials of a successful middle school program as described in the Turning Points

report, often resulting in less than satisfactory outcomes (Beane, 2001; Dickinson, 2001;
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McEwin, Dickinson, Jenkins, 2003). For instance, a school will decide to try
interdisciplinary teaming which groups as many as four core teachers together with the
same cadre of students with a goal of communicating about these students, developing
and sharing strategies to better serve them, and integrating curriculum wherever possible.
Then the teachers are given little, if any, shared planning time, dooming the team to try to
catch each other on the run, before school, after school, and essentially assuring the
ineffectiveness of the team. Studies have shown that common planning time is deemed
absolutely necessary to the success of an interdisciplinary team because it provides
teachers with an opportunity to plan collaboratively (Warren & Muth, 1995). When
teaching teams have at least 30 minutes of common planning time four times per week,
students were found to have higher levels of student achievement and student self-esteem
than students at less implemented schools (Felner et al., 1997). When elements of the
middle school philosophy are inadequately implemented, the outcomes are often not what
were anticipated and the program is unfairly dubbed a failure and not worth the money or
time it takes.
Need for Specifically Educated Middle Level Teachers

Another fundamental way in which the middle school philosophy has been
consistently under-implemented is the practice of staffing middle level schools with
teachers and other professional personnel who have no special preparation for teaching or
working in other ways with adolescents. Results of research done in 1989 by the
Carnegie Council produced some disturbing findings in regard to teaching at the middle
level. It reported that many teachers of middle school students dislike their work and

found that assignment to middle school was often a last resort for teachers who are
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prepared to teach elementary or high school. While there has been tremendous growth in
the number of middle level schools, this has not been accompanied by a significant
increase in middle level teacher preparation programs. Alexander and McEwin (1989)
reported that in a national study of 670 middle level schools less than 25 percent of all the
teachers in the responding schools had special preparation for teaching at the middle
level. This may have a great deal to do with the lack of teacher satisfaction in teaching at
the middle level.

Having special preparation seems to make a significance difference. A study
compared 30 graduates of the University of Washington Puget Sound Professional
Development Center program for middle level preparation with 44 elementary/secondary
program graduates, all of whom were placed in middle schools for their student teaching.
At the end of the semester, the special middle level program graduates felt significantly
more prepared than the other graduates to work with middle level students and felt more
knowledgeable about young adolescents and their needs (Yerian & Grossman, 1993).
Another study that involved early childhood preservice teachers found that practical
experience alone does not appear to have a significant effect of teachers’ knowledge of
developmentally appropriate practice. A teacher needs to have a solid knowledge base of
what constitutes developmentally appropriate practice as well as supervised practical
experience in order to develop a true understanding of what is developmentally
appropriate for her students (Snider & Fu, 1990). This is true for those teaching at the
middle level as well.

Given that high levels of teacher efficacy have been found to be associated with

mastery-oriented instructional practices and higher student expectations in middle school
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classrooms, it would only seem to make sense to prepare middle level teachers in the
ways that help them feel most likely to succeed (Midgley, 1995). The National Forum to
Accelerate Middle Grades Reform policy statement on teacher preparation, licensure, and
recruitment calls for creating excellent middle grades teachers who are prepared to teach
challenging content to young adolescents, but recognizes these teachers’ success is linked
to teacher preparation programs that address three critical components: academic
excellence, developmental responsiveness and equity and cultural diversity (see
Appendix E).

The evidence in support of specifically prepared middle level teachers is
mounting. Teacher satisfaction goes hand-in-hand with student achievement. How
Teaching Matters, an ETS study released in October 2000, found a direct correlation
between teachers’ classroom practices and student achievement (Wenglinsky, 2000).
When students have teachers who are prepared in developing higher order thinking skills,
trained to work with special populations including certain age groups, and use hands-on
experiences in the classroom, student achievement increases. This study shows that it is
not just enough to have extensive subject matter knowledge; teachers must know how to
teach their subject and must be able to shape student learning experiences based on the
specific learning needs of the student group. The 1999 report prepared by the National
Research Council, “How People Learn: Bridging Research and Practice,” found that
teachers must be sufficiently familiar with the population they teach that they can
actively inquire into students’ thinking and be skilled at working with students’ pre-
existing and mistaken ideas (Donovan, Bransford, Pellegrino, 1999). Again, this requires

a teacher preparation program that goes beyond content familiarity into an in-depth
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knowledge of adolescent development and culture. The call for specifically educated
middle level teachers does not only come from theoreticians and organizations. In a
survey of the faculties at two public middle schools in Alabama, 82% of the respondents
felt that transescents (children of approximately 10-14 years of age) had developmental
and unique needs and 80% felt there was a need for specialized instruction of preservice
middle school teachers (Skelton & Harris, 1991).

In recognizing the need for fully prepared teachers at the middle level, several
organizations have developed comprehensive standards and frameworks that define
essential attributes of both middle level teachers and preparation programs. NMSA
teamed with the National Center for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) to
establish program accreditation guidelines for middle level preparation (NMSA, 1997).
The National Board for Professional Teaching has standards for obtaining national
middle grades licensure (McEwin, Dickinson, & Hamilton, 2000). Praxis Il also has
domains and criteria for teaching young adolescents (Dwyer, 1994). Gaskill (2002) notes
a growing number of states are requiring middle level teacher certification, resulting in a
net 75% increase in the 1990’s. Accordingly, while there still remains a shortage of
colleges and universities providing specific teacher preparation for the middle level
(NMSA, 1999), professors such as Penny Bishop (2003) at the University of Vermont
and others are working hard to construct meaningful and effective programs to prepare
those who wish to teach middle level learners. Bishop’s program focuses on curriculum
that is relevant, integrative and literacy-focused, pedagogy that is collaborative, varied,

and education that is relational. At the University of Vermont, the teacher preparation
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program serves as a model for the education students so that they can actually experience
that which they are supposed to emulate.

So the question remains, with what we know about developmentally appropriate
education for young adolescents, why aren’t there more teachers specifically prepared to
teach middle school? The teacher preparation issue is inextricably tied to certification
requirements for teaching young adolescents. Starting back with the creation of junior
high schools, the failure to staff the schools with personnel specifically prepared to teach
at this level has been a continual problem. Teachers whose expectations were to teach at
the elementary or high school