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ABSTRACT

The institution called the 'junior high" was
established in response to an accumulation of dissatisfaction with
the education and with the socialization of the age group termed the
"middle child", children in the 11th or 12th year through the 14th
year. However, serious rethinking of the entire 7-12 sequence now
needs to be undertaken. Studies are currently underway in at least
nine Northeastern and Middle Atlantic States, generated in part by
the pressure of accountability and cost effectiveness efforts, aimed
at some basic questions concerning what it is any high school
graduate should know and know how to do, at a very miniaum, and the
identification of some of the best new and old ways of getting him
there--in or out of school. The standard junior high school should be
abolished and, in its stead, three years of planned real work
experiences should be established. The three years of work should
roughly correspond to the 7th, 8th, and 9th grades and the tasks that
would change over that period of time. Entering students, the
equivalent of 7th graders, should be divided into work teams of no
nore than six young people, to work under the direction of and
receive direction from a term leader. The conventional 36-week school
year should be divided into four >-week terms, each term to contain
six weeks of "work!" and three weeks of intellectual, aesthetic, and
physical education activities. (Author/MLF)
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The society delegateé certain functions to schools: the trans-
mittal of certain values, the development of certain skills, the
reinforcement of certain attitudes, and the acceptance of certain
limitations. That these transfers and developments are seldom equally
acceptable to the various cqnstituents involved -- parents, citizsns,
faculty, students -- is partly due to the nature of the task; partly
due to the ambivalence of one or more of the constituents, partly
because of the lag between its recognition of the society's needs
ard the institutional response; and, in significant part, to the
irritating way institutions have of operating in terms of their own
accidental set of dynamics rather than in terms of the hopes of the
founders or the needs of the clients.

The institution called the "junior high'" was established in
response to an accumul.tion of dissatisfactions with the educatio;
and with the socialization of the age group Fe»havr zermed the "‘middle
child", children in the 11 or 12th year through the 14th year. I will
suggest that the junior high has become sericusly dysfunctioral in its
educational and its socializing task, in large part because of the
scope, ambivalence and organizational problems mentioned earlier, but
also in particular because we have misrrad the fundamental need of
young adolescents to deal with their anxieties about their competence
to fill adult roles by testing themselves in substantial and worthwhile
vasks. |

Begun about 1910, the junior high developed in an atmosphere of

optimism and Progressive cheerfulness. It would, its supporters



asserted, solve the drop-out problem, or at any rate help keep
thousands of youngsters in school at least one more year by simply
changing the critical transition year upward one notch. Presumably
those who might have left at the '"natural" division between the 8-year
elemeatary school andkthe high schocl would now wait until the end of
9th grade, giving the school one more year to capture them for the
secondary program.

It would increase the hclding power’of the schools not only because
of this mathematical sleight of hand, but also becauée there was a
"natural'' congruence of needs and behaviors in people of this age which
a separate institution could more fully serve. Better teaching would be
designed for the age group, more attmntion»could be paid to the discipline
problems unique to the age, better guidance and vocational direction,‘
more emphasis on the individual and on tﬁe non-academic needs of students.
Some supporters argued for independehce from the demands of the high
school, for the improved capacity of a separate school separately adminis-
tered to withstand the college-bound emphasis of the senior high in grder
to meet the whole-life needs of younger adolescents, now and later.
Others, more numerous and more convincing, argued the merits of junior
high as a way to reduce '"wastefulness' in the eiementary school, to
reduce the time necessary in school before ent;ring college. So while
some were proposing, although they did not call it that, an open,
exploratory, self—discbvery kind of interlude,rothers were forcefully
pushing for subjects which had traditionally been taught in the senior
high to be moved downward, algebra, classical and modern foreign

languages, formal study of science, all to be begun earlier, mastered
1
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earlier. Both ideas were swallowed togetfier and imperfectly digested
by the new institution.

Cther powerful eveﬁts affected and limited the hatching‘of the
junior high. The increased immigration resulting in larger numbers of
students who needed not only schooling but instant Americanization
co-incided with increased native enrollments resulting from the superflu-
ousness of child labor in an increasingly meinanized industry. Compulsory
attendance laws were the opposite side of the coin from child labor laws.
Society needed a place to store surplus and immature labor, and a new
breed of school administrator aspired to become the manager of larger
and more efficiently differentiated operations. The final, and in some
towns only really convincing, argument for junier highs was the population
pressure on the serior high schools. The old senior high could economi-
cally become the junior nigh, and a new building be built to house the
final three grades, a simpler political and less costly physical task
than building an additional four-yecar school. |

The pattern got set for the young American's educational odyssey,
which, though it may differ from system to system in many important
respects, does find almost all students spending six years in the not
uniformly beautiful intimacy of the autonomous classroom in a comparatively
small, relatively homogenous population, three years in a departmentalized
junior high school in a comparatively larger, diverse population, and
three years in the senior high school in a very large, very diverse
populatien.’

The high expectations for the uniqueness of the junior high have

rarely been realized. Teacher training specific to the age group did not
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follow. In fact, training for prospective teachers in the care énd
nurture of the adolescent is sparse and ineffective. We have some
theories of adolescence which chiefly derive from the experience of
therapists; my quarrel is not that their patlents are not typical, but
that the therapeutic experience gives us such a poor model for dealing
with young pers~ns in groups. Where the early ;hildhood literature
is rich with suggestions of the cognitive hay which-can be made of
children's interactions with one another, the adolescence literature
may aescribe the importance of the group to the adolescent but otherwise
deals with atoms., Junior high guidance is even more superficial and
spotty than senior high guidance.

In spite of its early promise of individual attention and a thoughtful
balance between the knowledge needs and the social needs of the young
adolescent, the junior high has become a large; impersonal place where
no teacher sées any student long enough to notice problems, much less
reach across the frantic éorridors to help. Teachers of 7th graders
spend too much time thu first weeks of school reminding students
that they are nof longer ''babies', under the protection of 'soft' elemen-
tary teachers, that they are now in a tough school where they will be
expected to produce without whimpering. Meanwhile, between classes,
these 7th graders are subjected to psychological or physical iniimidation
by 9th graders enjoying their last year as Kiﬁg of the Hill.

Parents surrender their children to the school, and citizens their
tax funds, with the faith that at the end of the school process the

y young adults will be able to discharge the responsibilities of adult roles
iﬁaemplbyment. civic 1life, and family life, as these rnles are presently

understood. This general acéeptance of the school's right and obligation
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to instruct, evaluate, punish and shépe is at one and the same time
the key that opens possibilities and the glue that holds the whole
operatién together.

The question is: Are the schools i fact perfoxrming the infor-
mation, skill and attitude developing function that they are authorized
to do as well as they can, exacting from the students no greater césts
in self-surrender than is absolutely necessary to arrive at that minimum
level of competence soclety is entitled to require of each individual so
he and it can survive and adapf?

I believe that there is a discrepancy between the goals professed
for the junior high and the actual results, but how do we explain the
difference? Certain of my more cynical and weary students have suggested
that the junior highs do very well at achleving their proper goal of
preparing youngsters to function in our society; that they systematically
and intentionally develop passivity, a reiuctance to hecome deeply
personally invested, an acceptance vf one's own limitations, anti-
intellectualism and a distrust of excellence, ard over-dependence on
peer approval. They find mo excessively romantic for persisting in
believing that the real goals of schools are to give students exposure to
democratic values and pract}ces,”opportunities for independence and
resourcefulness, and experience with a problem solving style that will
generalize to life as well as future academic work. Tempting as the
cynical, fatigued viex mﬁy be, I will propose a model for schooling younger
adolescentZs that assumes that the social activity necessary to support
schools is energized by the need for competent adults who are independent,

who can cooperate, who are capable. T»> get to this model I must describe




the junior high as I see it. Maybe my portrait is a trifle overdrawn.
On the other hand, students with whom I've shared it, junior high
teachers, parents, a few. administrators, all feel if anything I've
._been too kind.

Look. Onto the same half acre we have placed perhaps a thousand
persons at a poiht in their lives where they have little or no certain
identity. Proximity and density enable them to cannibalize an identity
from one another. For some this works, for the aggressive, the hustler,
the born ward-heeler, the youthful market analyst who reads his own and
others weaknesses uncannily well., Survival skills for most students,
however, are not fully compatible with or productive of the adult behaviors
we say we require to survive and adapt, together and separately, in the
"real world". A junior high school is a wonderful sefting for The lord

of the Flies. Even in the "best" sururban schools there is intimidation,

extortion, threats and physical terror. The psychological forms of dominance

and coercion are no less powerful or persuasive. Like an enormous aquarium,

the student fish act out Lord of the Flies whi}e the responsible adults i
in the institution ride 1jke waterbugs on the surface scum, never looking
down becausT if they did they would be obliged to.do something about it,
and they do@'t know what to do.

The jun%or high is an intellectual wasteland. Few students have
significdntly better skills when they leave than they had at entry, many
have retreated. At the '"better' schools there may be a tacit agreemeat
between students and téachers. Teachers pretend to teach and students
pretend to learn and only a rare addball from either camp takes it reallyrc

seriously. 1In the "worst' schools, discipline is such an open problem




that many teachers no longer eyen;pretend to teach, but instead talk
to themselves while students’ﬁake“no pretense of learning, talking with
one another, doing other things. A good class in such a school is one in
which the non-learning'is ‘done reasonably quietly and coﬁrteously. A
bad class is noisy and disruptive and sometimes violent.

Teacher morale is‘extremely low in the junior high. Practically
no one was trained for the specific characteristics of this age studént.
In most states there ars no certificates for junior high teachers; all
hold simply secondary certificates and their preo-service training has
contained no theoretical or pracgical work with younger adolescents. In
fact, Much pre-service preparation of secondary teachers contains no
work on adolescence at all. Many junior high teachers sought senior high
jobs, and would prefer to move to the senior high the moment an opening
occurred. Some others, much the worse, stick with junior high for fear
senior high would tax their intellectual strength. The movements to
discourage high schools from imitating colleges have largely failed, with
conéequeﬁt damage to the college preparatory student eqﬁally as serious
s that done to the terminal student. And since so many junior high
teachds are closet high school teachers, the junior high program imitates
the high school program which aspires to imitate the college program. But
the junior high student is singularly unsuited to being taught by an
imitation college program» He is restluss, vigorous, anxious and intense.
The junior high teachef many days describes himself as a zoo-keeper. The
concepts, the strategies,'the complexly beautiful balances of science or
of langu%ge;;all the ejements that might have made a person love a field
enough” to want to teach it, are wrung of significance by the indifference

. of this crude, clamoring, free and unfree, uncertain and defenseless
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aggregate. Administrators'try all the things that used to work and
don't anymore. dontrol is the magic word. Control is so important
that fear and rage are expressed by principals and faculty alike when
courts or state boards of education promulgate studentkbillspof rights
even when these simply underlinekthe rights tokdue process, which haye

so often been ignored in relations between schools and their subject

children.
And teaohers are no easier to control. Teacher militance is a
function not only of inflation or a social force which is universal and
irresistible. It's ulso a sign in any white collar group that the juice
has gone outhof the'jobkand all that's left is money andhthat symbolic,‘
money, "working'conditions" | | | |
Principals surrounded by restless students full of problems and
‘flexed and unflexed power plus uptight teachers: unhappy with their jobs y
and prospects have barely enough energy left to ight off the paperwork
and encroachments on their limited autonomy from the central administration;:;;
and, depending on the setting, community pressures of various types., Many |
,principals with whom I have talked can. describe the exact situation and '
sympathize with the plignt of students and teachers. They haVe some Very ;
‘clear notions of the problems and of solutions they might like to attempt kr;f

‘;‘imbut they feel. and may‘b they are, p0werless to bring it all to a stop

g and start off in another direction.,~_ -




sexual componeht of the behavior, restlessness and energy of the students.
‘In fact, they‘hay be trying to make sex stand for more in the array of
'problems" than it really does. The controlling anxiety of the early
adolescent is whether or not he can ever hack it as an adult. Sexeal
exploration and attractiveness and activity, it is clear to every youngster,
are a very important part of being an adult. But we have‘overestimated

the role of sex in identity formation and underestimated the roles of
competence and of work in earning one's adult idencity. Young adolescents
are deeply concerned about what kind of job they will be able to get,

what kind of life that wi11 mean, whether they will be atle to handle
irritable bosses, unfriendly co-workers, cruel drill instructors, cops,

tax men, insurance agents and store clerks. The very openness and uncer-
tainty which excite an adult about the endless potential of 1ife and its
opportunities for young people today is frightening to the young adolescent.
And why not. He has had a iife in isolation from work. Mostfparents‘have‘

jobs that cannot be described in terms that make much sense to someone

with no expérieﬁce to draw upon. ~ Most parents would not bekpermitted to
‘bring a child to work even for a half day -= it would be distract1ng or ‘,
‘dangerous’ And in most school districts in moet states that would be for

| the child an “illegal absence" Residential patterns of the 1ast thirty
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that used to grow over a'lifetime§ not with the specifics of a particular
work, but with Some’of its generalyqualities -~ time binding, wages,
production, excellence as compared with acceptability, exchange, dependence>
on others, frustration, fatigue, and satisfaction. | B
There is little work to be observed, little to do in the home, little

to do for the neighbors. Thanks to benign laws very little wage work of |

any kind can be done‘at all before age 16 or 17, and not all work even
then. Enterprise like carrying grocery bags‘outside supernarkets for’tips‘ ‘
is discouraged by the manager on grounds of insurance liability; Ithis~

a lot easier to find sex before 16 than 1t is to find a job. , | |

The relationship of school content and skills towork roles is rarelyne{ﬁhy

drawn in the school, in part because the curriculum is S0 arbitrary and f;':ﬁf s

contrived a symbol for which mostly we have forgotten the referrent, butgj;7f
| also in part because the adults in the school have never left school in Qi;v ;
’any way which would create or transform their understanding of work as

large numbers of ordinary people experience it. They themselves have
‘,‘always been students or teachers and those realities do not, the studentgjgs
; may rightly suspect translate into more interdependent types of work.;,f,;:;;

: Team teaching, for example, comes very hard to many teachers, trained for3}r

‘igautonomous classrooms. when students cooperate in School 1t is called'

“cheating.‘ Common enterprise is scrupulously excised§£rom the classroom 7
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"5*7three weeks of intellectuai, aesthetic and physical education activities.‘f*lﬁ

if The adult would follow his team chroughout the year, working along uitn







to "speak" at all. Our students should be able to chOOSe to become }

'5af articulate in silk sereen and other printmaking, oils, scu}pture, film, ;f:itf

W'“‘stillﬁphotography. needlecrafts, and other modes.,= o




-17-

'~Tkon local conditions particularly the state of the local job market,

e e G M,.__d

. ykand iabor laws. Some teams may generate their new tasks out of the

iiaprevious year's experiences and study. Others wili not, and will instead

fselect from a prepared array of experiences. In either year it is possible to

L dfdspend an additional term at a task that has been especially involving.;eﬁfgﬂ .

: There is nothing about career education in here so far. We are not

. 'fiencouraging students to prematurely decide on vocation.f We and they'#"t"

“diknow only that they wili in fact do work of some kind that they will.‘f;f
j7ben fit in a variety of ways from the work of others that they must ‘~:a

'faf;y. study work as it has not often been studied by younge‘istudents;‘

'k'";must study w0rk for the data it provides them about their society and

: 7~}:1ts values, its economy, its educational institutions, its reward struc

. fintures. They must study work for the signif‘;ance it'has to,an ndividua

‘Vfﬂ};,apart from the set of statements sociologists might »ake'about__ork »but

7“;;dffaiso studytthose statements., They must study Work to undﬁ stand‘and



The second half of the 9th grade year will be- spent preparing

for senior high under careful staff advisement., Most students are hot & 17?;:*
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should also be‘better able’to'nnderstand,~re1ate to, and respond td

;,the expressed and unexpressed hopes and fears his parents have for him

'»‘p 75as an adult.

Who will staff such a program? The ratios look wonderfullyplow

' ,‘p;;and horribly expensive.t How can we use such a program to changeW‘otﬁonly '

. ;fthe handful of students it w111 serve but also the mainstream schoolS?;:

a*:g{eWhen I first begar thinking about alternatives to the Junior hlgh 1

.ff‘,thought of staff m a kind of 1968 model -= cheap. brisht °aPab1° Pe,r5°"5

Tt supply._ Even if they were ab; dant, the




i and goals of the program. The director of the program would be 5

‘f[irﬁresponsible for careful monitOrlng of_the:perfbrmance and growth"

'”‘}'of the Staff and for the con urrent staff5s ‘1na‘. ,

*j,;]is that the experience of work*ng intimately in a 1







