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Gaining Ground in the Middle Grades:
Why Some Schools Do Better

OVERVIEW OF STUDY AND FINDINGS

In the 2008-09 school year researchers from
EdSource and Stanford University conducted a
large-scale study of 303 middle grades schools

in California. The team surveyed 303 principals,
3,752 English Language Arts (ELA) and math
teachers in grades 6-8, and 157 superintendents of
the districts and charter management organizations

that oversee the SChOOlS.

The sample of schools included grades 6-8 (50%),
K-8 (24%), and 7-8 (26%). Half of the schools
served predominantly low-income student populations
and half served predominately middle-income

pOplll&thl’lS. TWeDty—SCVCI’l Of the SCl’lOOlS were charters.

The three separate surveys explored 10 broad
domains of effective middle grades practice, and
included over 900 items combined. Questions
focused on concrete, actionable practices and policies
and were drawn from an extensive review of middle
grades research and theory as well as current state

and federal policy.
The study analyzed the reported district and school

practices against spring 2009 scores on California’s
standards-based tests in ELA and math in grades 6,
7, and 8 taken by the close to 204,000 students in
our sample. Multiple regression analyses controlled
for student demographic differences. One set of
analyses relied on a longitudinal student data file to
control for three years of prior student achievement
to determine which reported practices by middle
grades educators were most strongly associated with
schools that showed gains or growth in student

scores over what would have been predicted.

Gaining Ground in the Middle Grades is one of the largest
studies of its kind conducted on middle grades
educational practices and their relationship to
student outcomes. The major contribution of our
study is the set of specific actionable practices that
middle grades educators and leaders can implement

now by making smart, strategic choices.

After controlling for student demographics, what
did this study find?

Among middle grades schools serving very similar
students in terms of socio-economic background,
parent education level, and ethnicity, some schools
are doing much better than their peers at improving

student outcomes in ELA and mathematics.

What differentiates the higher-performing
schools most from the lower-performing schools

is a shared district and schoolwide culture that

places its primary focus on improvements in
academic outcomes for all students, from the

lowest performing to the highest;

designs its instructional program to prepare all

students for a rigorous high school education.

This focus is reflected in how district and school
educators set measurable goals for improvement,
communicate with students and families about the
relationship of middle grades achievement to future
goals, and make improved student outcomes a part
of educator performance evaluations. It is also
reflected in the intensity and coherence with which
the educators align school curricula, assessments,
and instruction to the state’s academic standards;
how assessment data are reviewed and analyzed to
improve instruction and learning; and how both
required and voluntary academic interventions are

implemented to proactively keep students on track.

This study did not find a consistent or strong

association between student outcomes on standards-
based tests and school grade configuration or

organizational models of teachers and instruction.

This Narrative Summary provides the reader with a
broad overview of the study’s methodology, limitations,
and findings. We conclude with implications of our
findings. For more detail on the numerous high-
impact and actionable practices and policies identified
in our study, go to page 8 of this Narrative.

© 2010 EdSource

Middle grade schools
that are outperforming
their peers with similar
students are doing

so with a full-court
organizational press
on improved student
outcomes. That press—
from including student
outcomes in educator
evaluations to
ensuring teacher
common planning
time for discussions of
student assessment—
reflects a significant
school culture shift
and is focused on
preparing students

for the future.
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It is clear from this
study that there are
school and district
practices that have

a significant impact
on student outcomes
regardless of student
background.

Why Are Middle Grades Outcomes

So Important?

here has been a great deal of focus in recent years on high school

reform as a way to ensure all students graduate ready for a skilled

job or additional postsecondary education.

As expectations for a more highly educated Ameri-
can citizenry rise, what happens in the middle

grades matters more now than ever. That is because:

i It is in the middle grades where many students
begin to lose ground in key subject areas such as
mathematics. In California, which educates one
in every eight students in grades 6 through 8
in the United States, student achievement in
mathematics in any given year is lower in the
middle grades than in the elementary grades.
Although California has made much progress
in recent years in improving the middle grades
performance levels of its students, according to
data published by the California Department
of Education (CDE), two-thirds of 4th graders
in California scored proficient or advanced in
mathematics in 2009, compared with only 43%
of 7th graders. Nationally, most states see a dip
in middle grade proficiency levels on the National
Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP)

compared with elementary levels.

I Middle grades are the last best chance to iden-
tify students at risk of academic failure and
get them back on track in time to succeed in
high school. Recent data analyses in California
(Kurlaender, Reardon, et al. 2008; Zau and Betts,
2008) show that many students at the greatest
risk of high school failure could be identified
early—during the middle grades and the late
elementary years—by their grades, attendance,
behavior, and test scores. A June 2009 policy and
practice brief by Robert Balfanz, which looked
at students in Philadelphia schools, found that
in high—poverty environments a student’s middle

grades experience strongly impacts the odds of

Narrative Summary—Gaining Ground in the Middle Grades

graduating from high school. Again, the more
“off track” indicators a student has, and the few-
er opportunities the school provides for interven-
tion and correction, the more likely that student
will not graduate from high school, much less

enter a college preparatory curriculum there.

I Success in key subjects in the middle grades is a
strong predictor of success in high school and
beyond. In California, students’ scores on middle
grades standards-based tests in math and ELA can
signal their chances of passing the California high
school exit exam, which they first take in
10th grade. Further, their test scores in math often
determine their math placement when they begin
high school, which has implications for science
placement, and consequently for completing the
requisite rigorous college preparatory coursework
needed for admission to the University of Califor-
nia and the California State University systems.

The past two decades have seen the release of many
reports stressing the importance of the middle
grades. All have focused to one degree or another—
and with more or less specificity—on the broad
concepts of developmental responsiveness (to young
adolescent needs), social equity (ensuring that all
students are encouraged and supported to achieve

at their full potential), and academic excellence or
rigor (consistent with standards-based instruction)

as central tenets of their recommendations.

But it has only been very recently that any research
or analysis has been conducted on middle grades
student outcomes, and even less has been conducted
on the relationship of various middle grades prac-

tices and policies to improving those outcomes.
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WHY NOW? The past few years have witnessed a
global and national economic crisis. At the same
time that public expectations for a better educated
workforce are rising, state budgets to provide the
funding for K-12 education are getting slashed
across the country and in few places more than
California. While education funding from states is
declining, federal education funding opportunities
are increasing and civic groups are re-examining their
opportunities with local sources. We appear to be
entering a “new normal,” where for many years ahead
we will have to increase our seriousness about doing
more with less. On the up side, the crisis is causing
individuals and institutions alike to rethink and jus-
tify their priorities and to be open to new goals and

new ways to accomplish important objectives.

Middle grades educators and their students, and their
efforts and success, are important. This EdSource
study makes a contribution to the field by document-
ing the broad range of traditional and newer middle
grades policies and practices that are in place in Cali-

Variation in Middle Grades Schools’ Performance

fornia, and by identifying which of these practices and
policies differentiate the higher-performing schools
from the lower-performing schools—serving similar

student populations—on standards-based tests.

This Study’s Research Question:
Why do some middle grades schools clearly
outperform others on standards-based tests even

though they serve a similar student population?

While it is widely accepted among educators that
much of the difference in student outcomes among
schools is directly related to student background
(or some might say zip code), it is less widely ac-
knowledged that there is great variation in student
performance even among schools serving a very

similar student population.

This difference is striking—and in many ways, a
reason for hope. It is clear from this study that there
are school and district practices that can have a
significant impact on student outcomes regardless of
student background.

The following scatter plot places all middle grades schools in California on a graph with an index score for socio-

economic status (SCI) running along the x-axis and average school-level student scores on the 8th grade ELA standards
test along the y-axis. The plot shows that student test scores clearly rise as family education and socio-economic status
(SES) increases. However, looking at the two narrower bands of schools highlighted on the graph, one can see there is a
bigger difference in performance within each SES band than there is, on average, between the two groups of schools.

Middle Grades Schools Serving Similar Students Vary Widely
in Their Students’ Achievement.
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School Characteristics Index (SCI)

All the schools in the green band
on the left serve a predominantly
lower-income student population—
yet their school-level mean test
scores vary by 79 points from

the highest-performing schools at
the top of the band to the lowest-
performing schools at the bottom.
For the yellow band on the right,
which includes schools that serve
a predominately middle-income
student population, the school-level
mean test scores vary by 92 points
from the highest-performing schools
to the lowest-performing schools.
However, the difference between
the average school-level mean

test scores in these two bands of
schools is only 32 points!

Source: California Department of Education,
2008 Standardized Testing and Reporting
(STAR) Program

© 2010 EdSource |3



About This Study

We surveyed thousands of district and school
educators regarding just over 900 different actionable
practices and policies. We aggregated the responses
up to the school level, then analyzed those responses
against school mean scale scores on the California
Standards Tests for ELA and math. The multiple
regression analyses we ran on these two massive

data files (survey responses and student test scores)

allowed the team to see which reported practices

Distribution of Participating Schools by Region in California
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North: 111 schools; 87 districts
(37% of Participants)
Bay Area: 39 schools, 32 districts

Central: 28 schools, 24 districts

(9% of participants)

South: 164 schools, 93 districts

(54% of participants)

LA County: 48 schools, 30 districts
LAUSD: 11 schools

San Diego County: 27 Schools, 13 districts
SDUSD: 11 schools

Mono

Inyo

Tulare

Kern

San Bernardino
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were positively and significantly associated only with
higher student test scores and not with lower student
test scores. The regressions controlled for student
background and other relevant factors. One set of
the regressions used a longitudinal student file to
control for three years of prior student test scores,
then identified practices associated with schools that
had made gains on predicted standards test scores. (A
more technical explanation can be found in the Initial

Research Report and the Technical Appendices.)

Of the 900+ survey items, we found close to
one-third of them to be positively and signifi-
cantly associated with higher student performance.
Together they complement each other and add up
to a cohesive interrelated set of district and school
practices and policies. They reflect concrete, action-
able practices—which constitute a sort of blue-
print—that higher-performing schools are using to
improve their students’ standards-based scores over

what would have been predicted for those students.

WHAT DISTINGUISHES THE STUDY

The Sample

Our sample of middle grades schools reflects dif-
ferences in district conﬁguration and size, as well

as the geographic diversity of California.

The research team chose to study the bi-modal
sample of schools illustrated in the previous scatter
plot: Half of the schools serve predominantly low-
income students and half serve predominately middle-
income students. The student demographic proﬁles
vary considerably between the two groups, and within
each socio-economic group their schoolwide student

performance also varies greatly.

We recruited all 528 schools within those two SES
bands and we were able to garner full participation

from 303 schools, more than half from each band.
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California has a diversity of grade configurations
and we chose to study them all: approximately
50% of the 303 participating schools were grades 6-8,
26% were grades 7-8, and 24% were grades K-8. We
also included charter schools that fell within our sarnple
parameters: 27 participated, some independently oper-

ated and some in charter management organizations.

The Methodology

We conducted a large-scale survey to answer the
research question. The research team obtained
completed surveys from 303 principals of middle
grades schools; 3,752 of their ELA and math
teachers; and 157 of their district or charter man-

agement organization (CMO) superintendents.

The surveys were extensive, including more than
900 items focused on concrete, actionable educa-
tional practices and policies in place at the school
and in its district regarding the middle grades. Survey
questions were neutrally phrased and most questions
allowed responses along a range of I to 5 to indicate

level of agreement or intensity of implementation.

Study’s 10 Study Domains of Practice
Intense Focus on Academic Outcomes
Standards-Aligned Instruction & Curriculum

Use of Data to Improve Instruction &
Learning

Proactive Academic Interventions

Teacher Competencies, Evaluation, &
Support

Principal Leadership

Superintendent Leadership & District
Support

School Environment

Organization of Teaching & Instruction
Attention to Student Transitions

The survey questions covered 10 broad domains or
areas of effective middle grades practices. The re-
search team generated these 10 domains from a review
of middle grades research and reports over the past
two decades, plus related state and federal policies.
The 900+ survey questions were clustered together by

topic into subdomains under each of the I0 domains.

The Analysis Plan

The unit of analysis was the school. Teacher
responses were aggregated to the school level and
analyzed with the principai’s responses and with

the district/ CMO superintendent responses.

The study had seven dependent variables: Cali-

test scores from close to 204,000 students.

Two sets of regression analyses were conducted,

fornia Standards Tests (CSTS) in ELA grades 6,7,
and 8; General Math CSTs in grades 6, 7, and 8;
and Algebra I CSTs in grade 8. Our sample had

one based on cross-sectional test results and

the other using longitudinal student data. After
student demographic differences and other relevant
factors were controlled for, one set of analyses ex-
amined school-level reported practices against 2009
school-level standards test scores. The second set of
anaiyses used a data file with longitudinal student
test scores going back three years for the students

in our sample to generate a 2009 “predicted” mean
test score for the students in each school based
upon their prior achievement. These analyses identi-
fied which school and district practices were most
strongly associated with student achievement growth

or gains beyond the predicted levels.

Limitations: What This Study Is Not

While the study identifies characteristics associated with higher-
performing middle grades schools, the reader should remember
that these analyses cannot establish cause-and-effect relationships
between practices and outcomes.

The study covered a broad range of middle grades policies and
practices. It did not evaluate any particular middle grades program or
philosophy, nor is it a study of middle grades classroom pedagogy.

Equally significant, the outcome measures used in this study are
limited to scores on standards-based state tests in English Language
Arts (ELA) and math. This study does not analyze outcomes in other
subject areas, or pertaining to other important aspects of school
effectiveness such as student engagement, attendance, or health.

Surveys are by nature “self reports” by the educators who complete
them. The study team did not conduct site visits to verify implementation

of the practices reported by responding superintendents, principals, or
teachers. To increase confidence in the validity of responses, about one-
third of the questions were asked of at least two of the three categories
of respondents. The team looked for consistency of responses between
levels and required high teacher participation rates from each school:
Over half the 303 schools had 100% teacher response rates and the
mean for all schools was 88%. An analysis checked the consistency of
teacher responses within schools.

The study considers only California Standards Test outcomes for schools
as a whole. Special education teachers were not surveyed, and the
outcomes studied do not include the California Modified Assessments
(CMAs) or the California Alternate Performance Assessment (CAPA). And
although some items pertain to practices specific to the education of
English learners, this study does not examine the CST outcomes of EL
students separately, or the CST outcomes of any other student group
reported separately under the federal No Child Left Behind law.

© 2010 EdSource |5
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THE FINDINGS
Making Academic Gains in the Middle Grades
Takes a Full-Court Organizational Press

o e O

he study reveals several policies and practices that correlate with higher

performance in middle grades. These schools, our research shows, create
a strong culture that emphasizes improved student academic outcomes. They
also center all the education professionals, resources, and strategies around

that focus. In fact, our findings are striking in showing how strong a role the
educational professionals—superintendent, principal, and teachers—play at each
level to establish this culture, and how tightly aligned and complementary their
actions are as reflected in their reported perceptions, policies, and practices.

FINDING: An intense schoolwide focus on improving academic outcomes most

The practices distinguishes higher- from lower-performing middle grades schools.
reported here are

This study domain was more significant than any families. Policies and practices related to this area
phrased as they were other in every analysis we ran: longitudinal and reflect a level of seriousness about the importance
in the actual surveys. cross sectional, and for the total sample of 303 of improving student outcomes that implies a shift

schools, as well as the subsamples of schools serving in the traditional middle grades mission.

predominantly lower-income and middle-income

Variability Explained by Domain-Specific Practices
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This study included a longjtudinal analysis that measured student test score gains as well as a cross-
sectional analysis based on 2009 school-level test scores. The reported practices that correlated
most strongly with higher schoolwide student achievement were consistent and complementary
across both analyses. Additional information is available in the Initial Research Report.
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Effective Practices That Distinguish
Higher-Performing Schools

Setting measurable goals for improved student
outcomes on standards-based tests.

The principal clearly communicates expectations for

improved student outcomes and sets measurable goals.

Improving student outcomes is an important goal
for all students regardless of proficiency level and

fOI‘ every grade and core subject area.

Meeting and exceeding state and federal account-
ability targets is a top priority for the school.

Grade and subject matter teams set goals for stu-
dent achievement; and the school sets measurable

goals for improvement on interim benchmark tests.

A shared school mission to prepare students
academically for the future.

Educators regularly communicate to students the
importance of middle grades achievement to high

school and to future goals.

The school’s instruction and curricula are designed

to prepare all students to leave the middle grades:
with strong foundational academic and study skills;

on track to pass the California High School Exit
Exam (CAHSEE); and

ready to begin taking courses required for

college admission.

Adults are held accountable and take responsibility
for improved student outcomes.

The superintendent’s annual evaluation is based
to a considerable or great extent on middle grades

student outcomes.

The superintendent also reports being able to
negotiate teacher contracts that place a priority on

improved student achievement.

Survey Statistic: Union Contracts Only 65 of 157
superintendents agmed tkey could negotiate teacher union

contracts that plare a priority on improved student achievement.

Principals report being evaluated by the superinten-

dent based on student success.

Teachers take responsibility for improving their
students’ achievement, and strongly agree that the

school principal:

arranges for evaluation of their skills by teacher

leaders;

ensures that evaluations are substantive and meaningful;

has clear expectations that students will meet

academic achievement goals; and

hOIdS teachers accountable fO]f using common

planning time to focus on student achievement.

The school expects students and parents to share
the responsibility for student learning.

In higher-performing schools, teachers report that
they actively inform students and parents about
the importance of middle grades academics to

students’ futures.

The school has requirements or contracts for parent

participation.

Survey Statistic: Outcomes and Performance Evaluations
Only slightly more than half of the superintendents (52%) said
they were evaluated to a considerable or great extent on performance
on standards tests at the middle grades and even fewer on preparation
of middle grades students for bigh school. Only 5% of principals
and 24% of superintendents reported salary adjustments based in
part on improvements in student achievement. This practice was not

sz"gnzﬁmntly related to student outcomes in this study

Was there a difference in which practices mattered most for schools in
different socio-economic bands of the sample?

This study looked at two groups of schools that were selected largely
on the basis of student characteristics, as described here.

20th—35th 70th—85th | Middle Grades
Student Demographics/ Percentile SCI Band | Percentile SCI Band Schools
Background (144 Participating | (159 Participating Statewide

Schools) Schools)

African American 10.0% 4.9% 7.1%
Hispanic 67.7% 25.0% 46.1%
White 13.2% 55.9% 33.2%
Socioeconomically Disadvantaged 75.6% 29.1% 54.1%
English Learners 26.6% 6.5% 18.0%
Parental Education - Less than High School 27.5% 5.0% 16.7%
Parental Education - College Graduate 8.4% 25.8% 15.9%

The practices and policies that differentiated higher- from lower-performing
middle grades schools were for the most part the same across both
groups of schools. A few practices were associated only with higher-
performing schools in the lower student socio-economic sample of this
study. These pratices include:

The principal reported that the district will support his/her decision
to replace the school administrative and/or instructional leadership
team if needed.

Principals reported that school staff members personally contact
students who cut classes, require detention for tardy students, and
give classroom and schoolwide recognition to excellent attendance.

Principals reported that the school uses student progress and
achievement data as part of teacher evaluations.

Teachers reported that the principal assigns teachers to ensure
students with the greatest need are served well.

© 2010 EdSource |7



FINDING: In higher-performing schools, curricula and instruction are closely aligned

with state academic standards.

Based on responses to the combined 900+
questions on our three separate surveys, it appears
that standards-based policy reforms that began

in California in the early 1990s have penetrated
from the district through to the classroom. In this
particular area of our study, what seems to most
differentiate the higher—performing schools from
the lower-performing ones is not whether they
engage in any of these practices, but whether a
high level of reported intensity accompanies the

implementation of most practices.

Effective Practices That Distinguish
Higher-Performing Schools

Implementation of standards-based curricula and
instructional practice is tight and coherent.

The district leads the adoption of districtwide middle

grades curricula aligned with state academic standards.

Teachers report that the district communicates high
expectations that instruction will dosely align with
those standards.

The principal follows through by communicating ex-
pectations that the school’s ELA and math teachers will
use the school’s adopted curriculum programs daily.

More speciﬁcaﬂy, the principal ensures the school’s
ELA and math instruction is:

closely guided by state academic standards and

state-adopted curriculum programs;

takes into account English Language

Development standards; and

Narrative Summary—Gaining Ground in the Middle Grades

emphasizes select key standards in each grade

and core subject.

Teachers report collaborating frequently to:
discuss curriculum pacing, scope, and sequence;
develop common benchmarks and assessments;

CliSCLlSS hOW common benchrnarks and assess-

ments relate to instruction; and

“break down” the state content standards to

identify prerequisite student skills.

Cohesive policies and strategies are implemented to
further strengthen student learning of ELA and math
in 7th and 8th grades.

For ELA, higher-performing schools report a
structured program to promote literacy across the
grade 8 curriculum and instructional strategies
for writing, and teachers report holding students

accountable for reading outside of class.

For math, teachers report the school considers a
wide range of factors in placing students into gener-

al mathematics classes in grades 7 and &, including:
explicit criteria set by the school;
scores on a placement or basic skills test;
teacher recommendation;
prior student academic performance;
student CST scores;
a review by the schools’ lead math teachers; and

a review by an administrative team to ensure the

widest appropriate access for all students.

California’s K-12 Standards Matter

for Students

Student performance on middle grades
standards-based tests is important because
student placement recommendations in
math in 8th grade and in high school are
based in part on middle grades standards-
based test results. In addition, students
who master the subject-matter academic
standards in the middle grades are more
likely to be prepared for a rigorous high
school curriculum.

- ™
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FINDING: Higher-performing schools use assessment and other student data exten-
sively to improve student learning and teacher practice.

For the most part, very few principals or teachers re-
ported “never” using student assessment data to in-
form their work. Instead, higher-performing schools
appeared to differ from lower-performing ones in
the frequency of their data use (throughout the year
versus a few times a year) and in how many and what
ways they use the data (to improve practice, to diag-

nose student learning needs, to set goals, etc.).

Effective Practices That Distinguish
Higher-Performing Schools

The district plays a strong leadership role regarding
the provision and use of student assessment data.

Principals and teachers report that the school district:

provides schools with timely CST student
achievement data and English language develop-
ment test data for EL students;

provides a computer-based system to enable school

staff members to access and review student data;

offers adequate staff training to enable effective

use Of the data management software;

uses student achievement data to identify needs
for improved teacher practices and to identify

and recognize exemplary teacher practices;
g plary P

communicates clear expectations that instruc-

tional decisions will be data driven;

has standards-based benchmark tests in each grade
and subject that it expects all schools to administer;
analyzes benchmark test data and reports back

promptly to the school; and

uses student outcomes to influence school and

instructional improvement.

Facility with and frequent use of assessment data
indicates a changing role for principals in higher-
performing schools.

The principal personally uses assessment data

extensively and in a variety of ways to:
set goals for the achievement of selected students;

develop strategies to help selected students reach

achievement goals;
follow up on the progress of selected students;

examine teachers’ practices and content knowledge;

determine the professional development needs of
individual teachers, or of all teachers in a subject

area; and
identify areas for schoolwide improvement.

The principal meets throughout the year with indi-
vidual teachers, teachers by grade level, English and/
or math teachers by department, and other school
administrators to review CST results and benchmark
test results, including for student subgroups.

The extensive use of assessment data by teachers in
higher-performing schools signals a culture shift with
student outcomes as the focus.

Teachers report frequent use Of assessment data to:

evaluate individual student achievement—and

achievement by subgroup—and set goals;

help students see steady and measurable progress

in their learning;
identify and correct gaps in their instruction; and

analyze student assessment data to identify ef-

fective instructional practices.
Teachers report receiving CST data:
individually for all their students;

disaggregated by specific skill/academic content
for all their students;

disaggregated by student subgroup (e.g., racial/
ethnic, EL) for all their students; and

in a summary for all students across the grade
level(s) they teach.

Teachers report the school uses annual student
standards-based assessment scores for placement,

promotion, and/or intervention.

Teachers frequently administer:

benchmark assessments to determine whether stu-

dents are meeting particular academic standards;

diagnostic assessments to determine what students

know and the nature of their misconceptions; and

classroom—based assessments, Wthh assess stu-

dents throughout a course and guide instruction.

Teachers and principals strongly concur that the school
has an instructional improvement plan in place and as-

sesses the effectiveness of the plan on an ongoing basis.

© 2010 EdSource

Survey Statistic: District
Role in Data Access
Only 163 of 303
prz'ncz'pals surveyed strongly
agreed that the district
provides a computer-based
system to enable school
staff members to access
and review student data.
Only 63 strongly agreed
that the district provides
adequate training to school
staff members to enable
effective use of the data

management software.

District Use of Student
Achievement Data

160 of 303 principals
agreed that their school
district uses student
achievement data to
identy‘y needs Sfor

improved teacher practice.

9



Attention to
English Learners

Higher-performing
middle grades schools
pay thoughtful
attention to the
assessment, academic
placement, and
intervention support
for English learners

to maximize both
their subject content
learning and their

English proficiency.

10

Higher—performing schools appear to recognize that
the middle grades are the last best chance to get strug-
gling students on track for success in high school, and
they don't have many years to accomplish that objec-
tive. The schools have both mandatory and voluntary
intervention programs in place, and use classroom

time and out-of-school time to conduct them.

Effective Practices That Distinguish
Higher-Performing Schools

Attention is paid to the assessment and careful
placement of EL students.

Districts expect the school to consider a range of
factors when placing non-newcomer EL students in

ELA and math classes, including:
amount of time in a California school;
language proficiency in English;
proficiency in native language;
knowledge of academic subjects;

previous academic performance as demonstrated

by class grades;
recommendations from prior school/teacher;

scores on California English Language Devel-
opment Tests (CELDT), California Standards

Tests, and other district assessments; and
input from parents.

School administrators and teachers review prior
CELDT scores and other English proficiency informa-
tion for entering EL students, and EL students with
less than reasonable fluency receive more instructional
time in math and English, while those with greater flu-

ency have more exposure to the full curriculum.

The records of entering students are reviewed
thoroughly for possible warning signs of academic
vulnerability and need for support.

Teachers report that school administrators and
teachers review cumulative records (CST scores,
grades, attendance, and behavior reports) for stu-
dents entering the middle grades. They follow up by
communicating with elementary teachers about any
student concerns and by implementing classroom

and intervention strategies to address academic

Narrative Summary—Gaining Ground in the Middle Grades

FINDING: Higher-performing middle grades schools emphasize early identification
and proactive intervention for student academic needs.

weaknesses among incoming students. (Note: This
was the only positive and significant practice from

Domain G: Attention to Student Transitions,)

Subject area teachers, intervention teachers, and
parents meet to develop and monitor student
intervention plans.

The principal ensures common planning time is
available for ELA and math teachers to meet with

intervention teachers to coordinate instruction.

Teachers report that teachers, staff members, and

parents meet to develop intervention plans for:

individual students at risk of failure in the

current year;

individual students identified for intensive

intervention (two or more years below grade

level); and

individual EL students.

A comprehensive range of required and voluntary
strategies is used to intervene on behalf of students
who are two or more years below grade level, or at
risk of failure in the current year.

The school uses a range of required intervention

strategies fOI’ these students:

required extra instructional time during the regular

school day, perhaps in place of an elective;

short-term required interventions that run

concurrent with class;

required intervention time outside the regular

school day; and
required intersession or summer courses.

The school provides at least one form of voluntary
academic support for students at risk of failure in

the current year, SUCh as:

voluntary academic support offered during non-

classroom time (e.g. lunch, after school);

programs like Advancement Via Individual

Determination (AVID); and
an online tutorial or intervention program.

Teachers report using differentiated teaching for indi-
viduals or groups of students during regular nstruc-

tion and flexible student groups in the classroom.

o NN M N MM MMM N N R N W
N e ™M M™™eMT T 1 17 71 7YY 'Y RPRTYDOCRMGYTYDORRORMYOO O T



11

@
(8]
—
>
o)

(2}

S

v

o

-

o

[Q\]

©

= A R OO W W OWm W T M M mMmm M Moo Wy



12

FINDING: Every role in a professional community of educators is important to making

gains in middle grades student outcomes.
Practices by teachers, principals, and superintendents
can be found throughout all 10 areas examined in this
study, but in addition we created a separate domain
of practice for each of these roles. This study affirms
that each of these roles is important to the challenge
of improving student outcomes in the middle grades.
Teachers have a central classroom role, with the most
direct contact with and influence on students. But
each teacher can only interact with a limited number
of students in a year; in addition to teachers’ class-
room effectiveness, according to our study, their col-

lective actions within a school help to “scale up” their

capacity to improve student achievement. Moreover,
for all teachers in the school to have the most impact,
they need a principal who drives student achievement
gains by setting goals, aligning staff members and
programs, maintaining a positive campus environment,
supporting teacher effectiveness, and getting needed
resources and support from the district. The higher-
performing schools in our study also had superin-
tendents who set high expectations and were held
accountable for meeting them—and who, in support
of those expectations, negotiated specially designed

teacher contracts and provided essential resources.

FINDING: Leadership of the superintendent and support from the district were
strongly associated with higher student outcomes.

Effective Practices That Distinguish
Higher-Performing Schools

Higher outcomes in middle grades schools were
associated with superintendents who reported that
the district functions well across many dimensions.

a7

Narrative Summary—Gaining Ground in the Middle Grades

Superintendents were more likely to report:

I highly skilled district staff members in curriculum
and instruction, in financial management, and at

working with middle grades school sites;
[T an effective school board; and

I constructive relationships with employee unions.

Superintendents were more Iikely to:

I be evaluated in part on middle grades academic

outcomes;

I emphasize improving achievement across all CST
levels and closing CST subgroup achievement gaps;

[ have the district lead decisions about curriculum
adoption;
I communicate high expectations that instruction

will closely align with state standards;

[ | provide schools with timely CST, CELDT, and
district benchmark data;

I provide a computer-based data system and

adequate staff training to use it;
I provide useful professional development for teachers;

I emphasize early identification of students

needing academic support; and

I provide the financial and human resources

necessary for the school to meet its goals.
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FINDING: The changing role of the principal in driving student outcome gains, orches-
trating school improvement efforts, and serving as the linchpin between district and
teaching staff members, was documented in multiple ways in this study.

Effective Practices That Distinguish
Higher-Performing Schools

Higher-performing middle grades schools were more
likely to report that the principal:

is evaluated on the effectiveness of academic
interventions and on improving student perfor—

mance on district benchmark tests and CSTs;

regularly communicates the importance of high
expectations for student achievement and holds
teachers accountable for using common pianning

time to focus on student achievement;

ensures a dlean, safe, and disciplined school environment;

has been trained in the evaluation of instruction

for EL students;

expects the school’s teachers to use the adopted

curriculum programs frequently;

uses student assessment data extensively and in
multiple ways to improve student learning and

teacher practice;

meets with teachers individually, by grade, and by sub-
ject to review CST and benchmark test results; and

ensures that common planning time is available
for subj ect area teachers to meet with intervention

teachers to coordinate instruction.

FINDING: Teachers with strong competencies, substantive evaluation of their practice,
and adequate availability of support, time, and resources work collectively to improve
student outcomes schoolwide and individually to improve instruction.

Effective Practices That Distinguish
Higher-Performing Schools

Principals in higher-performing schools are more likely to
strongly agree that a high proportion of each school’s ELA
and math teachers have the following characteristics:

ability to use student assessment data to improve

learning;

knowledge of California state standards;

fit well into the school culture;

ability to raise student achievement;

strong subject area knowledge;

ability to map curriculum standards to instruction;
are Iikely to remain in the teaching field;

enjoy teaching at the middle grades level;
understanding of adolescent deveioprnental issues;
taught at the school the previous year;

ability to collaborate effectively with peers;
ability to make personal connections with students;

well prepared by their teacher credential program

(new teachers); and

have expertise in Working with EL students.

The majority of the school’s teachers strongly agree
that the middle grades is currently their first choice

of teaching assignment.
Also, teachers report they strongly agree that the
principal:

understands and acknowledges excellent teaching;

arranges for evaluation of their skills by teacher

leaders;

ensures that evaluations of their teaching are
substantive and rneaningful;

ensures that they receive effective professional
development to improve instruction; and
builds strong relationships with them and with

other staff members.

Principal and teachers both report that the district

provides useful professional development for teachers.

The principal reports the school allocates a consider-
able amount of common planning time per month in

7th and 8th grade for ELA and math teachers.

Teachers report working together collectively as well
as individually in their classrooms to improve prac-

tice with the goal of improved student outcomes.

© 2010 EdSource

Survey Statistic:
Teachers Grow to Love
the Middle Grades

Of the 3,752 teachers
responding to the survey,
only 1,610 entered
teaching with the intention
of working with middle
grades students, but 3,248
now report the middle
grades as their first choice of

teacbing assignment.

13
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FINDING: The school’s environment and organization of time and instruction were not
strongly associated with improved student outcomes, although some practices were

associated with higher-performing schools.

Kids want to go to schools where teachers want to go.

Students are the beneficiaries of the school’s being a
good place to both work and learn. A positive and
engaging campus is important for teachers and stu-
dents alike, and often a central tenet in most reports
on the middle grades. Therefore, this study included
two research domains and numerous questions about
the campus environment and the internal instruction-
al organization of middle grades schools, including
practices intended to build supportive adult-student
relationships. These two domains of practice cor-
related less strongly with improving standards-based
test outcomes than the other domains studied in
almost every analysis. However, some of the practices
in these two domains stood out as strongly associated

with higher—performing schools.

Effective Practices That Distinguish
Higher-Performing Schools

Teachers report that the principal ensures a clean,
safe, and disciplined school environment.

The principal reports (and teachers confirm) that

he/she enforces a comprehensive set of strategies:

a requirement that students maintain minimum
performance standards (e.g., in terms of behavior,

academics, participation) to remain at the school;

Narrative Summary—Gaining Ground in the Middle Grades

a clearly defined dress code that is strictly enforced;

a strictly enforced, zero-tolerance policy for

drugs and weapons on campus;

a strictly enforced, zero-tolerance policy for any
type of bullying;
the presence of adult supervision during all

passing and lunch periods;

continuous monitoring, by teachers and admin-
istrative staff members, of student behavior to

identify students in need of intervention; and
incentives (e.g., front of line passes, parties, or

special events) to reward students for positive

behaviors.

The principal reports that a high proportion of

students participate at the school in:
one or more extracurricular activities;
course electives (music, drama, art, dance); or

course electives (exploratory wheel or mini-courses)

Principals report that a considerable amount of time
is allocated per month for common planning time

in grades 7 and 8 for ELA and math teachers and
that the school exceeds the state’s minimum annual

requirements for instructional minutes and days.

Teachers report:

there is consistent schoolwide focus on, and
communication with students and parents

about, attendance and behavior;

the school clearly communicates rules and poli-

cies on student behavior to students and parents;

excellent behavior and,/or attendance by students earns
classroom and/or schoolwide public recognition;

the importance of attendance and the consequences
of frequent absenteeism, such as academic failure,

are dearly communicated to students and parents;

little time in class is spent managing student

behavior; and

the school develops strategies to address student

behavior and/or attendance issues.

d
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FINDING: No clear association was found between grade configuration or models of
instructional organization and higher school performance on standards-based tests.

This study surveyed the 303 schools in its sarnple
to document the following commonly used or

recommended middle grades practices:
grade configuration (K-8, 6-8, and 7-8);

classroom organization strategies (self-contained
classrooms, one teacher for an English/ history
block and one for math/science, separate teach-

ers for each core subject, etc.); and

internal organizations designed to encourage strong
adult-student relationships (such as vertical looping,

advisory periods, and small learning communities.)

After accounting for specific school policies and
practices, no single grade conﬁguration was con-
sistently associated with higher performance on
the state’s standards-based tests in ELA and math.
Both more effective and less effective policies and
practices were found in schools with every grade

configuration studied.

In fact, based on the survey data we collected from
our 303 middle grades schools in California, it

seems that a SChOOl’S organization Of classroom

instruction cannot always be assumed from the
school’s grade configuration. In particular, almost
all 6-8 and 7-8 middle grades schools appear to
be more alike than different in how they configure

core instruction and in their use of subject matter

departments. This appears to be true whether they
take an interdisciplinary approach or have teachers

assigned to only one subject.

In addition, our study yielded no clear or consistent
finding that a school’s organization of classroom
instruction was associated with schools’ performing

better on California’s standards-based exams.

Regarding instructional designs intended to sup-
port stronger adult-student relationships, our study
did not find these to be correlated with higher
school-level test scores. This does not mean these
strategies are not useful for other reasons, however,
or do not make an important contribution to the
climate and supportive culture of a school for both

teachers and students.

Survey Statistic: Practices Designed to Support Adult-
Student Relationships Of 303 principals surveyed about
their school practices: 40 reported assigning an adult advocate
to every school; 22 said the adult advocate stays with the same
students through the middle grades; 32 reported the use of ver-
tical looping so students would have the same teachers for two
or more years; 62 reported some form of small learning com-
munities or “schools within a school”; 50 reported advisory /
homeroom teachers who stay with the same student for multiple

years; and 91 reported inte‘fdisciplina@i tmm~tomgkt courses.

K-8 Schools
(N=172)

KEY:
[0 Different teacher for each subject area

[l One teacher for ELA/history, one teacher for math,
and a separate teacher for science

[ Self contained classrooms

6-8 Schools
(N=147)

7-8 Schools
(N =80)

4%
4%

[H One teacher for a block of ELA/history and one
teacher for a block of math/science

[0 Other organization strategy

Il Multiple organization strategies selected

How K-8, 6-8, and 7-8 schools in our sample organize classrooms in grade 8

K-8 schools were far
from uniform in their
organization of grade 8
classrooms, while 6-8
and 7-8 schools both
tended to organize
grade 8 classrooms
with a different teacher
for each core subject,
either exclusively or

in combination with
another organizational
practice.

Source: EdSource
Principal Survey 2010
NOTE:

(4 responses missing.)

© 2010 EdSource |15
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Implications for Practice and Policy

e believe that this report makes an important contribution to the

field by identifying policies and practices that correlate with higher
achievement in middle grades schools. We invite educators and policymakers
to use this collection of rich findings to evaluate their own practices and guide
conversations about reform at the state, district, and school levels. Some
general recommendations based on the report’s findings are:

Local educators can use these findings to learn more about what is working

in some higher-performing schools and as the basis for staff discussions
about ways to improve student outcomes in their own schools.

State policymakers should examine the extent to which current state policies
and budget cuts either strengthen or inhibit local schools’ and districts’
ability to carry out the practices this study found to be significant.

While further research and discussion are warranted,
we want to highlight the following implications for
consideration in the context of policy development,
evaluation of current practices, and improving

reform strategies.

Implications for Districts and Schools

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 math.

Superintendents and boards overseeing grades 6-8
students should discuss the priority they give to
academic improvements in the middle grades. This
study clearly documents the positive influence of
district superintendents and boards on middle grades
student academic outcomes when they communicate
the importance of outcomes; include those outcomes
in their annual evaluations; provide leadership and
policies around curriculum and other instructional

practices; and align resources to meet academic goals.

Narrative Summary—Gaining Ground in the Middle Grades

i L L L

The results of this study should encourage
principals to engage their staff members and their
teachers in conversations about their mission for
the middle grades in their schools. Educators in the
middle grades have long believed that responsiveness
to early adolescent developmental issues and strong
adult-student relationships are a central part of the
middle grades imperative. They are, but so is academic
learning. Educators from higher-performing schools
in our study provided a safe and positive environment,
extracurricular activities, and frequent efforts to reach
out to students and parents. However, the central
focus of their collective time and energy was on the
kinds of strategies—extensive review and use of

data, proactive student interventions, and standards-
based instruction—that are associated with improved

student learning and outcomes in ELA and math.

Prioritize strategies for helping students make
gains on standards-based exams in the context of
the middle grades’ unique position in the K-12
hierarchy to prepare all students to succeed in high
school. Students who do well on standards-based
exams in ELA and math in the middle grades are
more likely to pass California’s high school exit exam
and graduate. Students who do well on 7th and 8th
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grade math CSTs are more likely to start high school
in a college preparatory curriculum. If the school
views improved student outcomes on standards-based
exams as a priority because students benefit, then the

school mission will reflect that belief.

When hiring middle grades principals, districts
should consider looking for the kind of skills
and competencies found in principals of the
higher-performing schools in our study. In
addition, the district can ensure that a principal has
the authority to replace the school leadership team,
if necessary, with one that can better support him/

her in driving change.

When hiring middle grades teachers, districts and
principals should consider looking for the kinds
of interests, skills, and competencies that princi-
pals in higher-performing schools report about
their teachers. And if those competencies are pres-
ent, our study suggests that many teachers asked to

work at the middle grades level will grow to love it.

Examine the extent to which their middle grades
curricula, instructional practices, and assessments
are tightly aligned with state academic standards.
Questions include: Does teacher professional de-
velopment help teachers map key state standards by
grade and subject to instruction? Does the district
provide standards-based benchmark tests for middle
grades and return results quickly? Do teachers work
collectively and know how to respond to test re-
sults? Do teachers use diagnostic tests to determine
why a student is struggling? Is there support to help

teachers address students’ instructional needs?

Consider making improvements in middle grades
student outcomes a part of professional educator
performance evaluations. Consistent with much of
the national conversation around educator effective-
ness, this study found that evaluating superintendents,
principals, and teachers in part on improvements in
student outcomes was associated with higher student
outcomes on standards-based exams. This practice
should be part of a comprehensive strategy that also
includes availability of student data, meaningtul pro-
fessional development for teachers and principals, and
schools’ possessing a complete portfolio of student
intervention strategies. This study did not find that
salary adjustments for superintendents or principals
based upon student performance, which is not a

common practice in California, was associated with

higher student outcomes. The survey did not ask a
question about teacher salary adjustment based on

student outcomes.

Implications for State Policy

California policymakers should make it a priority
to do what they can to sustain the state’s invest-
ment in public education, including a focus on the
middle grades. The middle grades are critical to
student success in high school. And despite California’s
having fewer resources than many other states, this study shows
that many middle grades schools bere are succeeding at improving
student outcomes. This study has identified practices
associated with these higher performing schools—
such as frequent and adequate time for common
planning, a comprehensive array of student inter-
vention strategies as well as extracurricular classes,
access to timely student assessment data, and the
computer software and training to effectively use it
to improve instruction and learning. Each of these
requires resources that are difficult to find when
budgets are being cut. State policymakers should do
all they can during these challenging fiscal times to
continue to support middle grades schools in their

efforts to improve student outcomes.

© 2010 EdSource (17
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The practices in this study reflect a positive inter-

section between state policy and the schools’ abil-
ity to implement it effectively. It has taken time,
but California’s aligned standards-based reforms
are taking hold and are reflected in the higher—per—
forming schools no matter what the socioeconomic
background of their students. California should
stay the course, completing the reforms where there
are gaps, refining the system where improvements
would have the most impact, and doing all it can to

provide local educators with critical support.

California should be thoughtful when refining
its K-12 academic content standards. This
study’s findings make it clear that higher-
performing middle grades schools use the state’s
academic standards, and the adopted curriculum
programs, to support their efforts to improve
student outcomes and prepare students for high
school. This momentum should be taken into
consideration as state officials consider changes
to the state’s academic standards. That said,
higher—performing middle grades schools also
report that they identify and focus on select “key
standards”—those most critical to master—at each
grade level and in each subject. A state policy that
keeps standards rigorous but moves toward fewer
standards of greater depth might especially help

lower-performing schools better focus their efforts.

Narrative Summary—Gaining Ground in the Middle Grades

Completing California’s student data system,
combined with support to help districts effec-
tively access and use the data, must remain a high
priority. Effective use of data can make a differ-
ence in student outcomes, but the ability to access
and use data varies widely across the state. Al-
though California and its school districts have been
developing data capacity for years, criticism lingers
that the state has not invested enough to make this
a reality for its nearly 1,000 school districts.

Based on this study, student academic interven-
tions at the middle grades level are an essential tool
for educators to get on track the students who are
behind grade level, students who are growing disen-
gaged, and English learners. California’s budget cuts
to K-12 education this past year and looking forward
are likely to have a seriously negative effect on schools’
ability to provide an array of effective intervention
strategies for all the types of students, including Eng-
lish learners, who could benefit. Districts and schools
trying to improve student outcomes will need state,
federal, or philanthropic support to maintain effective

required and voluntary interventions.

Implications for Federal Policy

The findings reinforce several Race to the Top
(RTT) central principles for improving student
outcomes, in particular rigorous standards and
quality assessments, and the use of student data

to improve teaching and learning.

California might highlight the following in its
future discussions with the U.S. Department of
Education about its RT'T grant program:

RTT requires states to demonstrate they are
making progress toward rigorous college- and ca-
reer-ready standards and quality assessments. The
state’s higher-performing middle grades schools
exemplify these principles: They report that the
state’s academic standards are the foundation

for high expectations for all students, rigorous

instructional programs, and student assessments.

Similarly, principals and teachers in these districts
and schools use data and data systems as envi-
sioned by RT'T. They report that districts pro-
vide data in a timely manner using systems that
allow easy access and management. These schools
use data extensively to guide instruction, identify

student needs, and improve teacher practices.
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In two other RTT areas—turning around low-
performing schools and distributing high-quality
teachers and leaders in equitable ways—the find-
ings point to policies and practices that support
these priorities. For example, the state’s higher—
performing middle grades schools report that their
districts provide useful professional development,
ensure teachers are assigned so that students with
the greatest need are served well, and give principals

the opportunity to reconstitute leadership teams.

For federal policymakers, the findings can help
inform the reauthorization of the Elementary

and Secondary Education Act in several areas:

The term “college ready” does not apply only to
what happens in high schools. This study makes
it clear that higher-performing middle grades
schools think about and plan for a rigorous high
school curriculum as a foundation for college-

and career-readiness.

The early identification of struggling students
and appropriate interventions—particularly in
the middle grades—are priorities for California.
These findings offer examples for how federal
policy and spending could reflect these priorities

in any new education legislation.

Implications for Research

As both benchmarking and diagnostic assessments
become more common, researchers, K-12 educators,
and state policy groups should carefully review the
quality and validity of these tools. Further develop-
ment and improvement in these types of assessments
could strengthen their usefulness for teachers in their
daily work and for adjusting their practice.

Current efforts by foundations, researchers, and
federal policymakers to develop a new definition of
what makes an effective teacher could contribute
signiﬁcantly to the field. Teacher effectiveness, based
upon a list of attributes and competencies cited

by principals, was strongly associated with higher

student achievement. Our study did not find that a
specific credential was associated with higher school
performance, but it did find that other attributes—
such as teacher subject matter knowledge and skills
in using assessment data to identify student needs—

were important.

Principal training and certification programs
should be reviewed to ensure that they prepare
leaders who can meet the needs of local schools.
This study is consistent with others in recent years
that chronicle the changing role of principals in
higher-performing schools to that of manager of
school improvement and change, and driver of an
orchestrated and coordinated effort by the whole

staff to bOOSt outcomes for all students.

Further Studies

Encouraged by these ﬁndings, we plan to continue
our research. In the spring of 2010, the research team
will conduct a more detailed and deeper analysis

of our extensive data file on grades 6-8 math and
Algebra I outcomes. The goal is to relate those
outcomes to school placement policies, student
participation rates in Algebra 1, school choice of
curriculum, teacher credentials and other subject

matter qualifications, and relevant practice and policy.

If funded, another analysis could explore the
possibility of tracking the 8th graders in the study
to high school and examine their 9th grade math
placement and CST scores to see what they reveal
about the impact of middle grades math on high

school achievement.

EdSource also wants to follow up with field

work and case studies to more deeply understand
how some districts and schools, especially those
previously in Program Improvement that have turned
around, were able to develop alignment based on

an intense focus on student outcomes. In this way
we hope to keep enriching the discussion of these

critical middle grade years of education.

Note to readers: This narrative report of findings is a short summary of a complicated and
comprehensive study. For more detail on the study’s methodology, analyses, survey items,

effective practices domains, sample, and other information see the Initial Research Report
and the Technical Appendices at www.edsource.org/middle-grades-study.html

© 2010 EdSource
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