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ABSTRACT

GETTING THE BEST OF BOTH: TRANSFORMING MIDDLE LEVEL

EDUCATION TO MEET THE INTELLECTUAL AND PSYCHOSOCIAL NEEDS OF

EARLY ADOLESCENTS

By

Glenda Ann Breaux

This study explored five areas of education research to identify shared

understandings that might promote consensus about the goals ofmiddle level education

and an organizing/guiding concept that might reinvigorate stalled transformation efforts.

The study had archival and empirical components. The archival component involved

content analysis of selected literature on Developmentally Appropriate Education, Middle

Level Education, At-Riskness, Educational Resilience, and Structural and Instructional

Reform. Analyses focused on similarities in descriptions of early adolescents’

intellectual and psychosocial characteristics and needs, consequences of not meeting

them, and effective approaches to meeting them. Results related to the implications of

these similarities for three hypotheses. 1) Early adolescents are at risk for unnecessary

academic and social difficulties if they attend schools with an unbalanced approach to

addressing intellectual and psychosocial needs. 2) Reforms based on educational

resilience could effectively address these risks. 3) Educational resilience could serve as

an organizing concept in middle school transformation efforts. The general conclusion of

the archival component was that these hypotheses were confirmed. In the empirical

component these conclusions were tested against interview and survey data collected

from researchers in the five areas. An interview was conducted with one researcher from

each topic area, and three of the five also completed a survey. Interviews and surveys
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focused on researchers’ perceptions of shared understandings between topics, imbalance

as a source of risk, and educational resilience-based approaches as potential solutions.

Results indicated that they articulated numerous connections between topics and viewed

unbalanced programs as sources of risk, but viewed educational resilience-based

approaches as a potential source of additional risk. Two researchers expressed concern

that focusing on educational resilience could promote an emphasis on students’ ability to

cope rather than on matching learning environments to students’ intellectual and

psychosocial characteristics/needs. By contrast, they viewed intellectual autonomy more

favorably. The general conclusion of the study was that among the five topics examined,

intellectual autonomy appeared to be the most promising candidate for promoting

consensus and progress towards middle school transformation.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

For over 60 years our nation has articulated a need to define and

implement an educationalprogram appropriatefor children between the

ages of10 and 14. For these 60 years, other issues—some related, some

not— have clouded our objective...[M]any and diverse priorities and

points ofview aflect the educationalprograms we deliver.

Judith Brough, Education Young Adolescents, (1995, p. 48)

Since at least 1920, literature on middle level education has exhorted educators to

increase both the academic standards and the developmental responsiveness of schools

that serve early adolescents. According to several historical accounts (Brough, 1995;

George, Stevenson, Thomason, & Beane, 1992; Irvin, 1992), these have been the major

goals ofmiddle level education since early in the twentieth century when the first junior

high schools (grades 7—9) appeared. With the emergence ofmiddle schools (grades 6-8)

in the mid-1960s, these were again asserted as the central goals in middle level education

(Alexander & Williams, 1965; Blom, Gerard, & Kinsinger, 1979; National Middle

SChool Association, 1982, 1992, 1995).

Although high academic standards and developmental responsiveness have been

emphasized throughout middle level education literature, according to only a small

number ofjunior high schools and middle schools have actually managed to provide

ear1)! adolescents with educational programs that delivered either (George et al., 1992).

Recording to Cuban (1992) and Mac Iver and Epstein (1993), even fewer schools

ItT-‘Elnaged to provide students with programs that delivered both. Many advocates of

middle level education bemoan the fact that despite exhortations and numerous attempts

to. 1‘eform educational programs, middle level schools still have not achieved the goals for

WIllich they were created (Beane, 2001; Brough, 1995; George et al., 1992). In the words

05‘ Tucker and Codding (1998):
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Middle schools are a wasteland ofour primary and secondary

landscape...Caught between the warmth of a good elementary school and

the academic seriousness of a good high school, middle school students

ofien get the least ofboth and the best of neither.” (p. 153 )

Despite efforts to correct this Situation, the typical middle school still contains

many obstacles to healthy intellectual and psychosocial development (Brough, 1995;

Dickinson, 2001; Irvin, 1992). Past and recent research on the concept of at-riskness

suggests that these obstacles play an important role in early adolescents’ achievement and

behavior problems (Hixson & Tinzmann, 1990; Rak & Patterson, 1996; Taylor, 1994).

Research on the history of middle level education indicates that this role has been

recognized for over 80 years (Briggs, 1920; Koos, 1927; Lounsbury, 1984), but efforts to

align middle level approach with this understanding have met with limited success

(Bandlow, 2001; Clark & Clark, 1993; Cuban, 1992). AS Mac Iver and Epstein (1993, p.

530) note, “Currently, few middle grades schools have implemented many of the

Practices recommended for the education of early adolescents, and even fewer have

implemented them well.” Viadero (1992) concurs with Mac Iver and Epstein’s

asSessment that reform progress is likely to continue to be slow.

In the quote that opened this chapter, Judith Brough describes this unfortunate

Ci1‘Cumstance as a result Of competing priorities and points of view. Other researchers,

SuCh as James Beane (2001), emphasize the competition between specific priorities and

points of view, such as those related to educational equity and academic excellence. In

’3einventing the Middle School (2001), Beane describes the Situation as follows:

[T]he middle school reform movement became especially vulnerable in

the 19903 as some of its advocates began to push for more egalitarian

arrangements in both the structures and curricula of schools. If middle

schools were to provide more access to more knowledge for more children

in a positive and nurturing climate, efforts would have to be made to
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emphasize collaborative learning, get rid of tracking, [and] create

heterogeneous grouping. . .Obviously, the push for such ideas put the

middle school movement on a collision course with the standards and

testing juggernaut. The progressive framework didn’t have a prayer. (p.

xix)

According to Dickinson (2001, p. 8) the “collision course” mention above is the

product of a “false dichotomy” which asserts that “if middle schools [are] to be good

places for young adolescents, nurturing environments, then they [are] ‘sofi’ learning

places that [don’t] overtax or overburden students.” In essence, the effort to provide

early adolescents with psychosocially appropriate learning environments has been viewed

as a decision to avoid challenging students intellectually. In the words of Chester Finn

(cited in Manzo, 2000):

It’s about time the emptiness and folly of the middle school movement

[ends]. . .the rationale [is] that somehow, by virtue of that fact that the

hormones are pumping, these kids can’t learn real things. They must be

humored, socialized, accommodated, and amused. That's an excuse not

to teach prealgebra.

Statements such as this are a potent source of the concerns, such as those

expressed by Dickinson, about the prohibitive role that “false dichotomy” plays in efforts

to achieve full implementation of the middle school concept. Advocates of the concept,

SuCh as Beane and Dickinson, believe that the perspective underlying Finn’s criticism is

alSO held by many middle level educators, and that the prevalence of this perspective is

evidenced by the unbalanced programs that are implemented in many of middle level

Sc31710015 (Beane, 2001; Dickinson, 2001).

While some unbalanced middle level programs emphasize the psychosocial

Component and neglect the intellectual, others emphasize the intellectual and neglect the

PSychosocial. Implementations such as these have been characterized, in the case of
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psychosocial neglect, as sterile and uncaring (Eccles & Midgley, 1989). In the reverse

case, that of intellectual neglect, they have been described as “sofi” and “fuzzy” (Sykes,

1 996). Recent literature on middle level education asserts that each of these approaches

is harmful to early adolescents’ motivation and achievement, and encourages educators to

implement programs that reflect a balanced emphasis on both aspects of learners’ needs

(National Middle School Association, 1995). Unfortunately, reform efforts have been

complicated by the tendency to extend negative characterizations of unbalanced

implementations to the general approach with which they are associated. For example,

student-centered approaches to middle level education are often equated with “soft” and

“fuzzy” implementations, and subject-centered approaches are often equated with sterile

and uncaring implementations. This is another example of the dichotomization that

interferes with reform at the middle level.

In response to concerns about the apparent dichotomization of early adolescents’

intellectual and psychosocial needs and the appropriate emphasis of educational programs

that serve them, as well as recent concerns about the quality ofmiddle level education in

America, there have been many additional calls for curricular and instructional reform.

But, as is evident from the history of similar efforts, the simple desire to produce lasting

and widespread positive change is an insufficient condition for realizing reform goals

(Chubb & Moe, 1990; Tyack & Cuban, 1995). This history also suggests that having a

S‘Dvecific reform plan that is closely aligned with the priorities and point ofview of a

particular group is also insufficient (Cobb, 1994; Gewirtz, Ball, & Bowe, 1995).

With regard to middle level reform, many researchers have argued that differing

Perspectives on the relative importance of equity, excellence, intellectual issues, and
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psychosocial issues have led to far more debate than change (Brough, 1995; Cuban,

1 992), and far more confusion than consensus (Beane, 1999a, 1999b, 2001; Dickinson,

2001). However, as of yet, the solution to the problem remains elusive.

In the words ofJames Dickinson (2001):

What is ironic at this point in the evolution of middle schools as an

educational entity is that we know what needs to be done and we have the

research to support those decisions. What remains, however, despite this

emerging evidence ofwhat should be done, is a large number of middle

schools mired in practices and programs that serve no one. (preface)

Dickinson’s view ofwhat should be done is closely tied to research that highlights

the academic and psychosocial benefits of student-centered, developmentally responsive

middle level education (Felner, Jackson, Kasak, Mulhall, Brand, & Flowers, 1997; Irvin,

l 997; Lipsitz, Mizell, Jackson, & Austin, 1997). However, advocates of subject-centered

approaches also assert that research on academic achievement supports their position and

Provides clear direction regarding what should be done (Bradley, 1998; Henry, 1994;

SYkes, 1996). The fact that both ofthese claims about research support are true has

Served, in the larger sense, to further complicate matters in middle school reform.

According to Clark and Clark (1993) and Becker (2000), the existence of empirical

sllpport for both approaches has lead to a series of implementations and reversals of

Stl“lent-centered and subject-centered middle level curricula. The upheaval arising from

frequent reversals have added to the confusion and interfered with the realization of even

t1'lose reform goals, such as high academic achievement, that are shared by advocates of

b0th approaches to middle level education.

According to Larry Cuban (1992), this situation has persisted for over 80 years.

During this period, researchers have generated a number of interesting metaphors to
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describe the lack of consensus and forward progress in middle level education reform.

Wl‘lile Tyack and Cuban (1995) use a metaphor that likens this reform situation to a series

of pendulum swings, Thomas Dickinson (2001, preface) describes it as a “log jam” where

middle schools are “stuck” in a stage of arrested development.

In the past 10 years, several texts have been produced in an effort to promote

sustained progress toward full implementation of the middle school concept. While Irvin

( l 992) called for middle school transformation, Clark and Clark (1994) called for middle

school restructuring, and Dickinson (2001) called for reinvention, the situation in middle

level education remains much the same now as it did when the first of these works was

published. Although middle school reform has remained a priority issue in American

education, these schools have not been transformed, restructured, or reinvented. Diverse

Priorities and points ofview continue to interfere with the achievement of major reform

goals.

In the face of this enduring “log jam” it has become increasingly important to

investigate potential options for overcoming this impasse. In the chapters that follow, I

report on my effort to do just this. While this dissertation does not present a ready-to-

i1'I'lplement solution to the problem of reform stagnation at the middle level, it does

describe an effort to identify ideas and perspectives that are shared by a set of researchers

Strongly commitment to different, but specific, educational issues or concepts. The topics

that I focus on in the dissertation are developmentally appropriate education, middle level

education, at-riskness, educational resilience, and structural and instructional reform.

The rationale behind the range of topics included in this set is described in detail in a later

POrtion of this chapter. What is important to mention at this point, is that the goal of this
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activity was to search for connections—germs of shared perspective—that might lead to

reform goals and emphases that could be embraced by advocates of student-centered and

subject centered reform, as well as by those who are centrally concerned with issues of

educational equity and academic excellence.

Taking the perspective that dichotomization has presented the most significant

challenge to middle school reform, I designed this dissertation to investigate the extent to

which the literature and personal views of experts in various fields reflect

dichotomization as well as connection. This work was also designed to explore the

potential of a particular concept (educational resilience) to mitigate intellectual and

psychosocial dichotomization, to bridge student-centered and subject-centered

perspectives, and to promote constructive dialogue about the purpose, structure, and

practices of schools that serve early adolescents. While a hilly detailed description of the

methods used to pursue these ends is reserved for Chapter 2, some detail on the methods

iS presented in the “methodological overview” provided near the end of this chapter.

Before proceeding with any description ofmethod it is important to first describe the

major hypotheses and claims to which the methods were applied.

As argued above, dichotomization, and the resulting imbalance in educational

emphases, has generated a significant degree of concern among middle level education

researchers. While some worry that students do not receive adequate academic

preparation, and others worry that they do not receive adequate levels ofpersonal

Support, many—such as Larry Cuban and myself—worry that they do not received

adequate levels of either.
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As researchers have come to rely, increasingly, on ecological models of personal

311d academic development (such as Worell and Danner’s Theory of Adolescent

Decision-Making, 1989) to explain variations in student outcomes, the issue of imbalance

has taken on greater significance. Educational settings are no longer viewed as inert

components in the developmental process. Along with person, family and community,

educational settings are increasingly viewed as critical developmental contexts (Hill,

1 980; Worell & Danner, 1989). With this in mind, it is important to attend to the possible

long-term consequences of an unbalanced educational program.

In this dissertation I investigate the claim that imbalanced attention to early

adolescents’ intellectual and psychosocial needs is a significant source of potential harm

to students. Specifically, in the dissertation I test the hypothesis that literature from

multiple topic areas within education support the claim that middle schools that approach

early adolescent education in an unbalanced manner place all students in those schools at

risk for motivational, achievement, and social/behavioral problems.

While I believe that recognizing the nature of the problem is essential for reform

progress, I also recognize that simply identifying the problem is not enough. In order to

begin addressing current problems in middle level education, it is important to also

identify potential directions in which to proceed. While this, alone, will not solve the

problems, reducing the potential solution set to a smaller number of options could help to

focus discussion, political will, and resources on a particular courses of action that can be

pursued in concert. Toward this end, I nominate a particular concept (educational

resilience) as a potential frame for reform.
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In the dissertation I investigate the claim that middle school programs that are

designed to promote educational resilience can help to address this imbalance and its

consequences, thereby fostering robust development in both the intellectual and

psychosocial domain. Specifically, in the dissertation I test the hypothesis that the

adoption of educational resilience as a guiding concept in middle level education and

reform could support efforts to transform middle schools into institutions that finally

achieve their central, and long-pursued, goals of providing academically rigorous and

developmentally responsive programs for early adolescents.

Methodological Overview

In this dissertation I rigorously examine the possible connections between five

topics/concepts that are described in the section that follows. This examination process

involves the use of l) archival data and 2) interview and survey data obtained from

experts in the five topic areas. The details of each process are presented in the

Subsections describing the respective archival and empirical components of the project.

The Archival Component

In the archival component I employed the method of content analysis to code,

categorize, and classify literature in the five topic areas. This process gave rise to the

teXtual data that was used in the comparison activities. The comparison process was the

1Tliilg'or activity of the archival component of the dissertation. It involved examining the

teXtual data related to each area and using that data to draw conclusions about conceptual

cOlinections in literature related to students’ intellectual and psychosocial needs, effective

approaches to addressing these needs, and the possible role of each concept in promoting

constructive dialogue and middle school transformation. The purpose of these
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comparisons was to generate answers to questions that bear upon the validity of the two

major claims of the dissertation. The results of this process also influenced the contents

0f the interview and survey questions in the empirical component.

TheEmpirical Component

In the empirical component I employed semi-structured interviews and

standardized surveys to gather additional information about the conclusions arising from

the archival component. The data from the interviews and surveys was also used to

explore the possible role of educational resilience in promoting middle school

transformation. Through the interviews and surveys I attempted to examine the

conclusions resulting from the archival component from the perspectives ofprominent

researchers in each of the five topic areas. The empirical component also represented an

effort to gain more historical perspective and deeper insight into the process and progress

of education reform. Through this activity, I also hoped to identify additional or

alternative topics and concepts that may prove useful in transformation efforts.

The Five Topics and the Rationale for their Selection

As mentioned above, this dissertation describes an effort to identify ideas and

perSpectives that are shared by a set of researchers strongly committed to different, but

SDecific, educational issues or concepts. While there are many possible issues and

concepts on which I could have focused, in this work I chose to focus on five specific

topics. The topics of focus in this dissertation relate to early adolescents’ characteristics

and needs, the goals and purposes of developmentally responsive education, the original

intent and current status of middle level education, and the rationale behind many of the

reforms connected to the Standards Movement and the Restructuring Movement.

10
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For the purposes of content analysis, these topics were translated into five

categories of literature that were used to guide my efforts to identify relevant material for

review. These categories are represented by the following phrases:

1 - Developmentally Appropriate Education

2 - Middle Level Education

3 - Third-wave Structural and Instructional Reforms1

4- Educational Risk

5 - Educational Resilience

In Chapter 2, I explain how these phrases assisted my efforts to locate relevant

literature and how that literature was used to investigate the claims and identify

conceptual connections. In the paragraphs below I describe the perceived connections

between concepts related to these phrases that motivated the major activities of the

arehival component of the dissertation.

Develmmentallv Appmriate Education (DAE) is a concept that emphasizes

Student-centered approaches to education that are based on varied and combined

understandings of students characteristics and needs (National Association for the

Education ofYoung Children, 1996; National Association of Secondary School

Principals, 1989; National Middle School Association, 1995). These characteristics and

needs are described in many ways, but ofparticular interest in this dissertation are those

that relate to early adolescents cognitive, psychosocial, socio-psychological, and socio-

e1notional characteristics and needs.

\

‘ The term “Third-wave” refers to the period between 1989 and the present, during which large-scale

8(211001 and subject matter reform was propelled by teacher empowerment initiatives and the production of

Curriculum and teaching standards for the core academic subjects.

11
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Preliminary examination of documents related to l) the expressed intent of middle

level education and 2) position statements that define the middle school concept

suggested that DAE is a concept that is deeply connected to the goals, structure, and

practices of “true” middle schools (National Middle School Association, 1982; 1989;

1 992; 1995). Within the goal ofproviding developmentally appropriate education for

early adolescents exists an implicit—but often discounted—concern about the role of

schooling (i.e., Middle Level Edgcatifl) in promoting the development of intellectual

capacities associated with formal operations (as described by Jean Piaget in his theory of

cognitive development).

In Piaget’s theory (Piaget, 1976), these growing intellectual capacities are

described in terms of early adolescents increasing ability to engage in abstract,

probabilistic, and combinatorial thought processes which pave the way for executive

Cognition (or advanced metacognition) and synthetic/integrative mental action. These

higher-order cognitive skills allow for increasingly accurate long-range predictions that

are based on multivariate analyses of situations and of self, rather than on the simpler

univariate analyses upon which younger—or less cognitively developed (i.e., concrete

0Derational)——children must rely.

Within the field of education in general, and in many recent instructional reform

efforts, the power ofhigher-order cognitive skills has been recognized as a contributor to

stladents’ success in reading comprehension, algebraic thought, scientific literacy, and the

development ofhigh levels of skill in many other domains (De Corte, 1995; Duffy, 1990;

I<amii, 1985; Kamii, 1991). This recognition has led to many subject-area instructional

l'eforrns that emphasize advanced (i.e., schematic, thematic, or predictive) organization of

12
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information, hypothesis formulation and testing, self-assessment practices, and

informative—rather than judgmental—evaluations of students’ knowledge and skills.

The emphases described above are central in Third-wave instructional reforms

that aim to promote conceptual understanding and intellectual confidence (i.e.,

confidence in one’s ability to reason effectively and reach—and appropriately

communicate—sensible, defensible conclusions). In other words, these emphases are

cornerstones in reforms designed to promote intellectual autonomy or critical

thinking/reasoning among students.

Some researchers view the skills associated with intellectual autonomy as not

only academic skills, but also as life skills (i.e., skills that influence how individuals

perform in classroom learning situations, as well as how they behave in social situations).

In literature on adolescent reasoning and decision-making, the skills associated with

intellectual autonomy have been linked to students’ perceptions of and responses to

recent instructional reforms, their adaptation to the cognitive demands of advanced

studies in many subjects, and their reactions to instances of negative peer pressure

(Hunter, 1998; Worell & Danner, 1989).

The suggested relationship between intellectual autonomy and students’ academic

and social behavior has significant implications for determinations of educational and

social risk.2 Recent literature on “at-risk students” identifies a powerful psychosocial

component to at-riskness that cannot be inferred by simple membership in a racial group

or socio-economic bracket, and cannot not be discounted be simple membership in the

 

2 Educational risk refers to the likelihood of poor academic performance or school failure. Social risk refers

to the likelihood of engaging in anti-social or criminal activities.

13
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Caucasian race, the middle-class, or the male sex (Hixson & Tinzmann, 1990; Rak &

Patterson, 1996; Taylor, 1994).

Arising from recent research on at-riskness are an increasing number of

interventions designed to address it, not by providing a smorgasbord ofprograms

targeting specific risk factors, but instead by providing an integrated program designed to

promote overall wellness. Programs such as these are based on the rationale that at-

riskness is not simply a deterministic reaction to adverse circumstances, nor an inevitable

result of personal deficiencies. Instead, risk is viewed as a product of challenging

circumstances coupled with inadequate personal and institutional responses (Benard,

1991; Henderson & Milstein, 1996; Krovetz, 1999; Liddle, 1994; Werner, 1990). This

rationale gives rise to risk-reduction programs that reflect a transactional view of at-

riskness, and incorporate into their approach measures to improve both the quality of the

learning environment and the adequacy of students’ responses to stress.

Using the concept of educational resilience as a guide, these programs attempt to

maximize the protective factors present in learning environments, and foster the

development of traits common to highly adaptable (i.e., naturally resilient) individuals

(Benard, 1991; Skinner & Wellbom, 1997; Wang, Haertel, & Walberg, 1994). Results

from several implementations of resilience education programs suggest that this approach

is effective in reducing the negative outcomes associated with risk factors such as

minority status and low socioeconomic status (Benard, 1991; Hawkins, Catalano, &

Miller, 1992; Werner & Smith, 1992; Wolin & Wolin, 1993; Cooper & Henderson,

1995). Ofparticular relevance to this dissertation are results that suggest that education

reform guided by this concept could yield a “pound ofprevention” rather than the typical

l4
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“ounce of cure” that results from most risk-reduction programs (Fiske, 1992; Henderson

& Milstein, 1996; Richardson, Neiger, Jensen, & Kumpfer, 1990).

The direct connection between educational resilience and at-riskness, and possible

indirect connections to the remaining concepts suggest that educational resilience is

concept that may reflect not only a shared understanding of the problems in education,

but also a path to the solution. I believe that this concept is best candidate for promoting

dialogue and transformation. For this reason exploring perspectives on educational

resilience is the major goal of the empirical component.

Structure of the Dissertation

To assist the reader’s comprehension of the text that follows, this section contains

a brief outline and basic description of the document’s contents. This dissertation

consists of 10 chapters, the first ofwhich is this Introduction. Chapter 2 describes the

archival method, and Chapters 3-6 present the finding from the literature related to each

focus topic. In Chapter 7, I revisit the two major claims and describe the comparisons

and conclusions of the archival component. Chapters 8 and 9 present the methods,

results, and discussion of the empirical component. And the final chapter, Chapter 10,

includes general discussion and conclusions that integrate the findings from both

components of the work. The paragraphs below describe the contents of these chapters in

more explicit detail.

Chapter 2 (Archival Methods) provides a detailed description of the goals and

methods ofthe archival component. It describes archival research and the process of

content analysis, and explains how the process was implemented for this work. Chapter 3

(Findings Related to Developmentally Appropriate Education) presents the findings fiom

15
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the literature search process described in Chapter 2, and presents answers to the guiding

questions presented in Chapter 2. Chapter 4 (Findings Related to Middle Level

Education) is similar in structure and purpose to Chapter 3. This is also the case for the

next two chapters, which present the findings related to At-Risk Students and Educational

Resilience (Chapter 5), and Structural and Instructional Reform (Chapter 6). Closing the

archival component is Chapter 7 (Archival Summary) which presents the conclusions

drawn from the answers to the major comparisons discussed in the chapter, and discusses

the implications of these conclusions for the activities of empirical component of the

dissertation.

Chapter 8 (Empirical Methods) provides a detailed description of the goals and

methods of the empirical component. It describes the process of selecting participants,

the design of the interviews and survey, the process of conducting the interviews and

administering the survey, and major features of the data analysis. Chapter 9 (Empirical

Results and Conclusions) presents the results derived from the analysis of the interview

and survey data, and the conclusions drawn from those results. This chapter is divided

into two major sections—one for interview results, and one for survey results. As will be

explained in Chapter 8, the interview results and conclusions give rise to the survey

contents. For this reason, all findings related to the interviews are presented first. Within

each of the two major sections, results are presented both topically and thematically

Chapter 9 closes the empirical component.

Chapter 10 (Dissertation Conclusion and Discussion) integrates the findings and

conclusions fi'om both components of the work. This final chapter begins with a

summary of the goals of the larger work—as well as those for each component—and

16
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reacquaints the reader with the major activities of the investigation and their relationship

to the goals. This chapter also contains a section that describes the limitations of the

study, in addition to a section that describes the study’s implications and presents

suggestions for future research.

17



e3 3

1.9. .. .

V."(.Vw VS a

. _

Wanna.“



CHAPTER 2: ARCHIVAL METHODS

At somepoint in the evolution ofevery researchfield, it becomes

necessary to try to make sense ofits sense-makers. This is the motivation

that drives the conduct ofmeta-analytic research.

The primary goals for the archival component of the dissertation were: (1) to

identify points of conceptual overlap between five research topics—Developmentally

Appropriate Education, Middle Level Education, At-Riskness, Educational Resilience,

and Structural and Instructional Reform; (2) to understand the ideas driving research

interest in each topic area; and (3) to gain insight into the history of, and current thinking

in, each area of research. My purposes in the archival component were to test my

emerging conjectures that important conceptual connections exist between topics, and

that these connections could be exploited to promote middle school transformation.

As stated in the Introduction, the primary method used for this component was

archival research. Archival research is the analysis ofpreviously gathered information.

In this case, the archive was the body of educational research literature on the five topic

areas. However, not all of the research in this archive was studied. The method of

content analysis was used to select articles for analysis.

Content analysis is a method that requires the use of a predetermined set of

categorization and classification procedures. When the procedures for content analysis

are used, the standard for identifying and including relevant literature is higher than when

the process is driven by adherence to a particular research tradition or when the

prevailing interest of the researcher determines what background literature is selected.

Adherence to the procedures of content analysis introduces an element or rigor that

increases the validity of inferences made from textual data. This method is particularly

18
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useful for research on texts, rather than through texts. The primary difference between

these types of research is that in research through texts, the empirical data gathered by

the researcher serves as the primary test of the theory or conceptual framework

represented in the literature review. In research on texts, the documents that the

researcher gathers serve as the empirical data for testing the hypotheses that drove the

pursuit.

The five basic procedures for content analysis are:

1. Mg: determining the basic unit of analysis

2. Categorization: creating meaningful categories to which the unit of analysis can be

assigned

3. Classification: verifying that the units can be unambiguously assigned to appropriate

categories

4. Comparison: making significant comparisons between the categories and performing

5. Conclusion: drawing theoretical conclusions about the content in its context

In the following paragraphs, I describe how I used the coding, categorization,

classification, and comparison procedures in this dissertation. The findings generated by

this approach are presented in Chapters 3-6, and details on the process of drawing

conclusions are provided in Chapter 7.

Coding

I preferred to use articles published in peer-reviewed journals as the basic unit of

analysis in this study. This decision was based on the understanding that journal articles

are the most popular means of disseminating academic research. The major advantages

of using these works is that they are less text-intensive than books, evaluated more

19
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rigorously than monographs, and produced at a faster and more regular rate than other

textual forms.

Although journal articles offer many advantages, there are also some

disadvantages associated with reliance on these works. The primary disadvantage is that

the structure and purpose ofjournal articles is basic. A text whose basic purposes are to

demonstrate the scientific rigor of the empirical process, and provide enough contextual

detail to allow for replication is not likely to allot a great deal of text to describing the

intricacies of the conceptual framework. Due to my overriding interest in the ideas

underlying the conceptual framework, my analysis was especially sensitive to this

limitation. In an effort to overcome this limitation, I decided to include longer texts

whose primary purpose was explanation rather than justification. Books and book

chapters were the favored texts in this regard as their quality could be evaluated by proxy

(i.e., by the reputation of the publisher or author).

While journal articles and books provided the majority of the texts used—and had

the greatest assurances of quality—some texts were also included on the grounds of

“significant exposure.” Significant exposure refers to the likelihood that a text would be

read by a large number ofpeople. Documents were only included on “significant

exposure” grounds if they were published or officially endorsed on the official web sites

of professional organizations with large and active memberships. The professional

organizations that met the criteria included:

1. National Middle School Association (NMSA)

2. Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD)

3. National Association of Secondary School Principals (NASSP)

20
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4. National Association of Elementary School Principals (NAESP)

5. Center for Research on the Education of Students Placed At-Risk (CRESPAR)

6. National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC)

Documents (usually papers) from the first four professional organizations were

included only if they were specific to middle level education and reform. Documents

from the NAEYC were included only if they provided a general (conceptual or historical)

overview of developmentally appropriate education.l Documents from CRESPAR were

included for both reasons.

In total there were three types of documents that can be described as the basic unit

of analysis. The general term (i.e., code) assigned to all approved document types was

“text”, but as explained above, this group ofdocuments was composed ofjournal articles,

books and chapters, and papers—each ofwhich had their own criteria for selection. The

rationale for including each type ofdocument is presented above, as was the specific

criteria for selecting papers. The criteria for selecting articles and books are given

below.

Journals Articles

The primary means of determining the significance of a journal article was the

number of times a document was cited in subsequent research. Eligible documents were

those that had been indexed in the Social Science Citation Index (SSCI). This index

includes all articles that have appeared in peer-reviewed journals between 1977 and the

present. Because I did not the selected articles to a specific frequency standard, in some

 

' The phrase “developmentally appropriate education” has its origins in early childhood education. It

became popular in the 1960s with the introduction of Kindergarten programs. It borrowed from ideas of

developmental responsiveness—an idea that serves as the foundation of the junior high philosophy of the

early 19003.
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topic areas articles were included if they were cited on as few as two occasions. In other

topic areas, some articles were excluded although they had been cited more than five

times. This variation resulted from my decision to set the significance standard within-

topic rather than across-topics. This decision was based on the recognition of each

research area has a unique history. As a result, there were various differences between

the archives across topic areas. Some of the major differences included the size of the

archive, the number or researchers who specialize in the topic, and the recency of

research interest in the topic field.

My decision to use citationflequency as the primary criterion presented certain

limitations that necessitated the use of additional selection methods. A major issue that I

needed to overcome was the lag time between the publication of a text, and the SSCI

cataloging of a text that cites it. As one ofmy goals was to include texts that reflected

the state of the field, it was particularly important to develop a method for including very

recent articles that indicate new directions and paradigm shifts in a topic area. Texts

meeting this description were included if they were written by well-known reputable

authors, or in direct response to assertions by these authors; if they challenged established

views and contained credible empirical evidence in support of the author’s proposed

view; if the author grounded the work within a well-established tradition or line of

research; and if the work expanded upon—and was supported by—the findings of

research that met the SSCI criteria. While I must admit that the inclusion of these texts

introduced a larger element of subjectivity than the SSCI process, I considered this to be

a risk worth taking as it increased the currency of the work.
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Books and Book Chapters

Unfortunately, the SSCI does not index books and other media. For reasons

described above, it was necessary to develop a procedure for selecting books for

inclusion in the study. The procedure for selecting books involved:

1) Searching for books authored or co-authored by researchers identified in the SSCI

search.

2) Examining reports, monographs, and manuscripts provided by the six professional

organizations listed above for recommended books. These organizations have large

membership rolls and provide materials that identify seminal works and recommend

specific readings to those interested in their topics.

3) Searching the book review sections of refereed journals for endorsed texts.

4) Searching the brochures of reputable publishing firms, such as Lawrence Erlbaum

and Kluwer.

Although these procedures were used to select the majority of the articles and

books included in this research, some works were selected simply on the basis of their

relevance to the topics. Included here were works that provided historical accounts of

concepts and movements, and those that explicitly described educational applications of

the concepts (e.g., Resilience Educationz). These texts were used in the Introduction, to

frame the interpretation of results, and in the discussion. Their contents were not used in

the comparisons except as additional references in support of findings from approved

texts. Texts selected by these means were not used as either primary or sole references.

 

2 See Brown, D’Emedio-Caston, & Benard (2001) for a description of resilience education programs.
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Categorization

The categorization stage involved placing works into their topic categories. The

topics of interest included Developmentally Appropriate Education, middle level

education, at-riskness, educational resilience, and structural and instructional reforms

(especially intellectual autonomy). Because some works discussed more than one topic,

they were placed in more than one category.

Classification

Within each category, a General SSCI Topic Search was conducted using the

following search terms:

1) Developmentally Appropriate Education

a) Adolescent characteristics (cognitive, psychosocial, and socio-emotional)

b) Adolescent needs (cognitive, psychosocial, socio-emotional, and educational)

c) Adolescent health

(1) Adolescent behavior

e) Developmentally appropriate education for adolescents

f) Developmentally responsive education for adolescents

g) Developmentally appropriate practices for adolescents

2) Middle Level Education

a) Middle level education movement

b) Middle school concept

c) Middle school philosophy

(1) Middle school movement

24



3) Educational risk

a) At-Riskness

b) Academically at-risk

c) Educationally at-risk

d) Psychosocial risk

e) Socio-emotional risk

0 School failure

g) Underachievement

h) School violence

4) Educational Resilience

a) Resilience

b) Academic Resilience

0) Educational Resiliency

(1) Academic Resiliency

e) Resilience Education

5) Third-wave Structural and Instructional Reform

a) Middle level reform

b) Middle school reform

c) Restructuring Movement

(1) Standards movement

e) Intellectual Autonomy

1) Critical thinking

g) Critical literacy
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h) Critical reasoning

i) Scientific literacy

j) Executive cognition

k) Self-directed learning

The five major classes were selected for the purpose of investigating the existence

of conceptual links between the focus topics. The sub-classes were selected as a means

to extend the search. The selection of these specific terms was based on my

understanding that the “search” feature of the SSCI database is adept at locating similar

terms, but not similar ideas. In addition, I attempted to account for the fact that

researchers frequently express similar ideas using different phrasing. While I make no

claim to have identified all of the important variations in expression, preliminary searches

using the above terms indicated that these terms generated a range of relevant documents.

To account for differences in the frequency of using each term, I operated under

the assumption that certain terms were roughly equivalent3, and selected the most

frequently cited works using each variation of phrasing. This decision was based on my

discomfort with ranking each sub-class. As I had no reason to believe that conceptual

underpinnings of “educational resilience” are rendered less important because the author

used the phrase “academic resilience,” I decided not to exclude the most cited “academic

resiliency” works on the basis that they were cited less frequently than—for example—

the fourth most frequently cited “educational resilience” work.

Overall, however, I attempted to select at least two of the most cited works in

each sub-class. The exception to this rule occurred when the most cited work in one sub-
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class was cited less frequently than the sixth work in another sub-class. When such an

event occurred, I selected all works from a sub-class that were cited more frequently than

the most cited work of another sub-class. For example, if the ninth work in the class

“educational resilience” was cited four times, but the most cited work in “academic

resiliency” was cited three times, I selected all works under “educational resilience” that

were cited at least three times. In this way, I attempted to give equal weight to each

phrasing in the sub-classes. This emphasis on parity was due to the fact that I was

primarily interested in the popularity of the idea, not the popularity any particular

phrasing.

The Guiding Questions

Within the literature related to each topic/concept, I searched for information

relevant to answering each of the following questions:

1. How does the literature describe the intellectual and psychosocial needs of students

(both in general and with specific reference to early adolescents)?

2. How does the literature describe the consequences of failing to meet these needs?

3. How does the literature describe effective approaches to meeting these needs?

4. How does the literature describe the relationship between the topic/concept and

education reform (both in general and with specific reference to middle school)?

5. What explicit references, if any, does the literature contain that connect the

topic/concept to others included in the dissertation (or external to the dissertation)?

 

3 This assumption of equivalence arose from investigative readings into concepts such as intellectual

autonomy and critical thinking or educational resilience and academic resilience, which indicated that these

phrases represented the same or very similar ideas.
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I selected these questions to guide my efforts due to my interest in issues of risk

and resilience. As mentioned in the introduction, recent literature on the concept of at-

riskness describes it as a transactional processes where risk arises from a discrepancy

between an individual’s needs and personal resources, and the provisions and demands of

the environment (Benard, 1991; Henderson &Milstein, 1996). Because the literature on

each topic/concept in the dissertation presents it and its application as a potential solution

to a specific problem or issue, it seemed essential to investigate the ways in which the

literature on each topic/concept describes student needs and how to best address them.

The literature on each concept also presents a rationale that contains an explicit

discussion of its benefits. In addition, or by extension, this literature also supplies

information related to negative consequences. The expressed benefits describe what is

lacking or needed, and why the students need it. The consequences express or suggest

expected outcomes of allowing those needs to persist. The information gained by delving

into these underlying beliefs is necessary for conducting comparisons and searching for

connections that may be hidden by differences in terminology. It is for this reason that I

refrained fiom phrasing the questions in terms of the focus topics/concepts. The generic

phrasing used in the questions was an attempt to avoid creating a self-fulfilling prophecy

with regard to conceptual connections between the five topics.

In the first phase if the archival analysis, the answers to guiding questions were

compiled into focused summaries of the views expressed in each category of literature.

These answers are referred to, in Chapters 3-6, as “the findings” related to each topic.

With the exception of Chapter 5 (At-Riskness and Educational Resilience) each chapter

presents the findings for only one topic, and the content is presented in order of the
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guiding questions. These chapters are arranged in the following order —developmentally

appropriate education, middle level education, at-riskness and educational resilience, and

structural and instructional reform.

Although the five bodies of literature are independent and lend themselves to

presentation in any order, I decided to present them in an order that reflects a conceptual-

temporal relationship between the reforms that I focus on in the dissertation. Because of

the ongoing nature of education reform and my desire to ultimately speak on reform, this

topic was place in the final position with reference to the other “findings” chapters. This

order ofpresentation is intended to help the reader begin to construct and explore the web

ofconceptual relationships that arose from the comparisons, and influence the structure

and contents of Chapters 7 and 8. The basic rational for the order ofpresentation is as

follows:

In a conceptual sense, the needs ofpeople precede the character of institutions

designed to serve them. Since reform is more about responding to recognized needs than

to identifying those needs, I chose to discuss concepts and topics that relate to identifying

characteristics and needs before discussing reform. The dissertation topics that relate to

identifying characteristics and needs are Developmentally Appropriate Education, At-

Riskness, and Educational Resilience. The topics that relate to responding to recognized

needs are Middle Level Education, and Structural and Instructional Reform. Although

Middle Level Education is, itself, a reform, this topic is discussed immediately after

Developmentally Appropriate Education rather than in close proximity to Structural and

Instructional Reform. The reason for this is that Middle Level Education is a reform that

was implemented in an effort to the developmental characteristics and needs of early
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adolescents. In addition, middle level institutions have existed for so many decades that

it is not customary to discuss the institutions, themselves, as reforms. The paragraphs

below describe the rationale for discussing Developmentally Appropriate Education, At-

Riskness, and Educational Resilience in the order I have chosen.

In a temporal sense, Deve10pmentally Appropriate Education has been used to

guide educational approaches for much longer than the other concepts. This is the reason

why this topic is discussed before At-Riskness, Middle Level Education, Educational

Resilience, and reform. Middle Level Education is presented second because, although

structural and instructional reforms (including the creation of middle level schools) have

taken place throughout the history of American education, middle level education became

an important concept in the early 19005, long before the structural and instructional

reforms of focus.

While the concept of at-riskness has been a focus since at least the 19705, this

concept was reconceptualized in the late 19805 and continues to be amended today.

Many structural and instructional reforms (including those related to Educational

Resilience) are designed to address issues of at-riskness. This is why At-riskness is

discussed before Educational Resilience and structural and instructional reform.

Educational resilience arose fi‘om the general conception of resilience that came to the

fore in the 19805. Among the five topics, Educational Resilience is the most recent. In

addition, Educational Resilience is the topic/concept that frames my discussion of

structural and instructional reform.

The reforms of interest in this dissertation are those that took place during the

Third-wave (19808 and 1990s)——some ofwhich focus on improving the developmental

3O



spropriatem

alucatlon at

terms pres

re not prcsc

with in slog

ltst'uctlona

[0 follow a1

dung be r

Tilt

‘ezd‘ict the

(“Daria

Int]

hfssalCh;

“Ware {h

3f.” .

‘3“ 53 In

‘44“ .

16.. :SSln I:

”3 _

”6 Clam

laC‘iIZOHai

itat, .
.l. 30:10:

Refs.



appropriateness of educational approaches, and many of which have impacted middle

education at the level. It would be difficult for the reader to follow the analysis of the

reforms presented if developmentally appropriate education and middle level education

are not presented beforehand. For these reasons, the presentation of the findings begins

with developmentally appropriate education and ends with Third-wave Structural and

Instructional Reform. It is my hope that this arrangement will make my argument easier

to follow, and I encourage the reader to refer back to relevant sections of this chapter

during the reading of the chapters to come.

The findings presented in Chapters 3-6 provided the textual data that was used to

conduct the two major comparisons of interest in the archival component. In the section

below I describe the role of these findings in answering the comparison questions.

Comparison

In the second phase of the archival component, I used the findings generated fi'om

the search process to look across the textual data related to each topic/concept and

compare the answers to the guiding questions. For each guiding question, I compared the

answers from each of the five “findings” chapters to find information relevant to

addressing questions arising fiom the two major claims presented in the Introduction.

These claims relate to the role of educational structure and practices in promoting

educational risk, and the role of educational resilience in helping to address these risks

and promote middle school transformation.

The specific comparison questions used to investigate the validity of these claims

were:
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1. Does the literature across the five areas reflect a shared understanding of the nature

and sources of educational risk? What are the implications of this for the claim that

all early adolescents in middle schools with an unbalanced approach are at risk for

academic and social difficulties?

2. Does the literature across the five areas reflect a shared understanding of how to

effectively address academic and social risk? What are the implications of this for the

claim that resilience education addresses these risks?

The answers to these questions also gave rise to conclusions about the possible

role of educational resilience in promoting middle school transformation. These

conclusions were then tested in the empirical component of the dissertation.
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CHAPTER 3: FINDINGS RELATED TO DEVELOPMENTALLY

APPROPRIATE EDUCATION

As educators, we cannot be content to simply allow adolescents to survive

the transition to adulthood. We have a responsibility to assist them. T00

often our only response to their needfor guidance and sensitivity is to

insist upon high academic achievement—a response that, according to

Covington & Beery (I976), creates both anxiety and apathy, and does not

speak to the tremendous variations in developmental status that

adolescents present (Lipsitz, 1977).

Worell & Danner (1989, p. 10)

As is the case with each of the five focus topics/concepts, there is an extensive

body of literature on Developmentally Appropriate Education (DAE). This body of

literature, when analyzed as a collection (i.e., archive), communicates many implicit and

some explicit connections between the characteristics and needs of American society, and

the characteristics and needs of American students. Taken together, these two sets of

characteristics and needs give rise to definitions of what it means to be well-educated (in

the intellectual sense) and well-prepared (in the psychosocial sense). This literature also

makes specific recommendations for achieving these intellectual and psychosocial goals

and explains these recommendations in relation to students perceived characteristics and

needs.

As stated in the Introduction, this chapter presents the findings that resulted fi'om

the coding, categorization, and classification processes described in Chapter 2. The

findings are presented in five major sections, each ofwhich corresponds to the one of the

guiding questions. As a reminder to the reader, these questions are:

0 How does the literature describe the intellectual and psychosocial needs of students

(both in general and with specific reference to early adolescents)?

o How does the literature describe the consequences of failing to meet these needs?
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0 How does the literature describe effective approaches to meeting these needs?

0 How does the literature describe the relationship between the topic/concept and

education reform (both in general and with specific reference to middle school)?

0 What explicit references, if any, does the literature contain that connect the

topic/concept to others included in the dissertation (or external to the dissertation)?

In each section, the answers to these questions are presented in paragraph format.

These paragraphs summarize the views that were commonly expressed in the particular

body of literature. Due to the commonality of the views summarized, there are numerous

supporting references that could be cited. In an effort to avoid excessive interruption to

the flow ofthe summary, a maximum ofthree references is provided in parenthetical

form. To accommodate guidelines for the formatting of dissertation documents,

additional references, when deemed necessary for inclusion, are provided in the endnotes

section found at the end of this chapter.

How does the literature on DAE describe the intellectual and psychosocial needs of

students (both in general and with specific reference to early adolescents)?

Developmentally appropriate education is centrally concerned with promoting

learning and enhancing development in all domains—cognitive, emotional, physical, and

social. Advocates ofDAE argue, “because development and learning are so complex, no

one theory is sufficient to explain these phenomena” (National Association for the

Education ofYoung Children, 1996, p. 1). For this reason, developmentally appropriate

education relies on multiple theories and perspectives on development and learning to

identify the intellectual and psychosocial characteristics and needs of students.
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To assist educators in their efforts to promote robust development and learning,

the literature on developmentally appropriate education offers a framework for

integrating various theories, and highlights various student characteristics that educators

should attempt to respond to. Drawing on the theories of Piaget, Vygotsky, Erikson,

Dewey, Bronfenbrenner, Brunet, Maslow (Bredekamp, 1987; Bredekarnp & Rosegrant,

1992; Caine & Caine, 1991), and various theories related to ethical development,

motivation, affect, and resilience (see Novick, 1996), literature on DAE presents general

principles ofdevelopment and learning. These general principles assert that:

Development and learning occur in and are influenced by multiple social and cultural

contexts, and result from the interaction of biological maturation and the

environment, which includes both the physical and social worlds that children live in.

Children develop and learn best in the context of a community where they are safe

and valued, their physical needs are met, and they feel psychologically secure.

Development and learning proceed in predictable directions toward greater

complexity, organization, and internalization; occur in a relatively orderly sequence,

with later abilities, skills, and knowledge building on those already acquired; and

proceed at varying rates fi‘om child to child as well as unevenly within different areas

of each child’s functioning.

Development and learning advance when children have opportunities to practice

newly acquired skills as well as when they experience a challenge just beyond their

present level of mastery.

Optimal periods exist for certain types of development and learning.
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0 Children demonstrate different modes ofknowing and learning and different ways of

representing what they know (NAEYC, 1996, Part 3, p. 1-7).

These are the principles of development and learning as expressed by the

NAEYC. While this is an organization dedicated to promoting developmentally

appropriate early childhood education, these principles are not specific to that age group.

The principles represent an effort to bridge the distance between stage theories and life

span theories of development, between cognitive and social cognitive theories of

learning, and between various epistemologies. The extent to which the contributing

theories attend to the characteristics of students at different ages determines the

generalizability of these principles to students at various grade levels.

While the theories of Piaget and Erikson present different descriptions of students

at different periods of life, those ofDewey, Bronfenbrenner, Bruner, Maslow and

Vygotsky emphasize the enduring nature ofparticular characteristics and needs. The

needs for belonging, security, and personal relevance/meaning are among the enduring

psychosocial needs. Takanishi (1993) describes these as the need to experience secure

relationships, to be a valued member of a group, to become a competent individual who

can cope with the exigencies of everyday live, and to believe in a promising future in

work, family, and citizenship. When considering developmentally appropriate education

for students in a particular age range, these enduring needs are superimposed on those

arising fiom stage theories to produce translations and recommendations for practice that

are specific to an age group.

Such age-specific translations of the general recommendations for DAE appear in

official statements produced by organizations dedicated to developmentally appropriate
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education at specific grade levels. For example, the National Middle School Association

(NMSA) espouses the general principles presented above, and translates these principles

by focusing on the relevant cognitive and psychosocial stages presented in Piaget’s and

Erikson’s theories. This translation serves as the basis for recommendations that are

designed to take both the specific and enduring characteristics and needs of early

adolescents into account.

In general, DAE emphasizes an organismic/ecological perspective of

development and learning such as that described by Bronfenbrenner (1974, 1979) or Hill

(1980). According to the organismic/ecological perspective individuals are situated with

a set ofnested relationships fiom which they cannot be extracted or studied in isolation.

These relationships give rise to the larger (and unique) context on an individual’s

development. This context contains features related to personal characteristics, as well as

the small-scale and large-scale systems in which the individual functions. For example,

personal characteristics of focus may include biological status (such as general health and

physical development/pubertal status) and psychological status (such as cognitive, social,

and emotional characteristics). Small-scale systems of focus may include communities,

families, and peer groups (including classmates), while large scale systems of focus may

include culture and society).

As a result ofDAE’s reliance on the organismic/ecological perspective, literature

on DAE defines students’ characteristics and needs in relation to their personal

characteristics (such as cognitive level and knowledge base), and the expectations

imposed by systems (namely, school and society) in which they function. According to
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Manning (1993) early adolescents characteristics and needs are frequently defined in

relation to:

the general principles of learning and development

the specific characteristics associated with Piaget’s stages of concrete and formal

operations

the specific characteristics associated with Erikson’s stages of industry versus

inferiority and identity versus role confusion, and

the features of middle school learning environments

As a result ofthese foci, middle level educators are encouraged to consider a

range of early adolescents’ characteristics that relate to psychosocial as well as

intellectual domains. Among these are:

The capacity for abstract and hypothetical thought in intellectual and psychosocial

domains (Piaget, 1959; Vygotsky, 1978)

Heightened awareness of self and increased sensitivity to the opinions of others

(Elkind, 1967; Milgrarn, 1992; Worell & Danner, 1989)

The tendency to seek out information that can be used to define the self as a unique

and coherent entity, and predict one’s potential (Evans & Piaget, 1973; Erikson, 1959,

1968; Worell & Danner, 1989).

The desire for increasing behavioral autonomy and emotional independence from

adults (Erikson, 1959; Worell & Danner, 1989, Eccles & Midgley, 1989).i

Due to these characteristics and those expressed in the general principles, early

adolescents’ needs are often described, in global terms, as the need for environments that

simultaneously build and integrate their academic, personal, and social knowledge bases
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by promoting content mastery, conceptual understanding, self-understanding, self-

determination, social belonging, and security. In more specific terms, these needs are

often described as needs for:

0 academic content that is authentic/realistic, intellectually challenging, and personally

relevant/interesting (Simmons & Blyth, 1987),

0 social contexts that communicate acceptance, and promote affiliation and belonging

(George and Alexander, 1993; Havighurst, 1972; Simmons & Blyth, 1987), and

o interactions with adults that provide guidance and support, communicate respect for

individual differences and potential for improvement, and offer opportunities for

decision-making and autonomy (Manning, 1993, Takanishi, 1993; Worell & Danner,

1989)

Fulfilling the needs is considered essential for promoting both healthy intellectual

and psychosocial development (NASSP, 1989, 1993; NMSA, 1995, Scales, 1991).

Failure to fulfill these needs is associated with a number of negative consequences for

development and learning (Eccles & Midgley, 1989; Lounsbury & Clark, 1990; NMSA,

1995).ii The following paragraphs describe these consequences as presented in the

literature on developmentally appropriate education.

How does the literature on DAE describe the consequences of failing to meet

students’ intellectual and psychosocial needs?

According to the literature on developmentally appropriate education, early

adolescents are in a state of developmental flux, during which, they are in the process of

forming a self-concept that frames their future pursuits. In other words, they are using

information about their strengths, weaknesses, and potential to refine their academic and
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social identities, and they are integrating these components ofpersonal identity into a

more unified self-view (Erikson, 1959, 1968; Marcia, 1980). According to Manning

(1993) and Worell and Danner (1989) the early adolescent’s self-view forms a basis for

goal-setting and decision-making that is reflected in their academic and social behavior.

When learning contexts are not developmentally appropriate for early adolescents

there is an increased likelihood of negative outcomes for cognitive, social, and emotional

development, for learning and motivation in specific subjects, and for perspectives on the

utility of additional education (Anderman & Midgley, 1997; Beane, 1990a, 1990b;

Eccles, Lord, & Midgley, 1991).iii According to the literature, developmentally

inappropriate education either provides experiences that are outside of students’ zones of

proximal development in the intellectual or psychosocial domain, or reflects an

unbalanced approach to promoting development in these domains (Dickinson, 2001;

Manning, 1993; Novick, 1996).

For example, education that is developmentally inappropriate for early

adolescents does not respond to the possibility that students may be in the concrete

operational stage or the formal operational stage of cognitive development, and/or that

they may have greater or lesser desires and capacities for autonomy, self-regulation, and

self-evaluation (Manning, 1993). In addition, developmentally inappropriate education

does not respond to both the intellectual and the psychosocial needs of early adolescents,

but instead over-emphasizes one set of developmental needs over the other (Caine &

Caine, 1991; Kostelnik, Soderrnan, & Whiren, 1993; Sroufe, Cooper, & DeHart, 1992).

The following paragraphs summarize the consequences of unmet need as

expressed in the writings of individual researchers and national organizations that
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advocate developmentally appropriate education. The work of Constance Kamii,

Jacquelynne Eccles and her research associates", Sally and Donald Clarke, and John

Lounsbury figure prominently in the discussion ofnegative consequences expressed in

literature on DAE. As a result, the discussion of negative consequences presented below

relies heavily on the findings reported in the works of these authors. Also prominent in

literature on DAE are the negative consequences emphasized by the national educational

organizations cited above. As a result, the views expressed in the official

communications of these organizations also figure prominently in the discussion of

negative consequences presented below.

Consequences ofUnmet Intellectual Need

Constance Kamii presents a description of students’ intellectual needs that is

based on Piaget’s theory of cognitive development. She emphasizes the constructive

nature of learning and the centrality of autonomous thinking in effective individual

functioning. According to Kamii, students are active learners who construct their

conceptual understandings through physical experience with objects and in contexts that

involve social interaction with peers (Kamii, 1985; Kamii & Ewing, 1996; Kamii &

Joseph, 1989; Williams & Kamii, 1986).

While Kamii’s work focuses primarily on mathematics and elementary school

children (ages 5-12), her work also incorporates other content areas, such as literacy

(Kamii & Manning, 1999; Willert & Kamii, 1985), and broader issues such as national

education goals (Kamii, Clark, & Dominick, 1994) and violence-prevention in schools

(Kamii, 1995). Kamii’s work also extends to older student groups (Moses, Kamii, Swap,

& Howard, 1989) and higher educational levels (Kamii, 1990, 1991) when describing
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algebra learning, the content-independent goals and purposes of education, and the roles

ofteachers and students during learning.

Kamii’s work describes developmentally inappropriate education as learning

interactions that promote “intellectual heteronomy” or excessive dependence on others

when attempting to decide between truth and untruth in intellectual domains (Kamii,

1984a, 1984b, 1991). In essence, intellectual heteronomy is the inability to engage in

effective self-monitoring and self-regulated cognition. According to Kamii, intellectual

heteronomy is the result of excessive teacher control of methods and thought processes

(Kamii, 1984b) and/or content that demands thinking that is beyond the student’s

cognitive zone ofproximal development (Kamii & Clark, 1995; Kamii & Warrington,

1995)

While intellectual heteronomy is considered the primary negative consequence of

developmentally inappropriate education, Kamii also describes the negative

consequences that arise from intellectual heteronomy. According to several ofher works,

intellectual heteronomy leads to a form of learned-helplessness—a disposition that

undermines intrinsic motivation, interferes with solving novel problems, and stifles the

effectiveness ofpeer-interactions around learning (Kamii, 1984b, Nelson, Kamii, &

Pritchett, 1996; Kamii & Ewing, 1996).

These consequences have significant implications for the effectiveness of recent

reforms that emphasize cognitive flexibility, authentic problems, and group-based

learning. The relationship between cognition and disposition is emphasized throughout

the literature on developmentally appropriate education, and the ways in which educators

respond to early adolescents’ increasing desires for autonomy and self-determination
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have been the focus ofmany studies on motivation, affect, and achievement in middle

school settings. The work of Jacquelynne Eccles and her research associates has

highlighted the negative affective and achievement consequences of unmet needs, which

they conceptualize as a “mismatch” between the characteristics and needs of early

adolescents and the features of the school environment.

Consequences ofUnmet Psychosocial Need

In their research, Eccles and her research associates draw on various perspectives

and theories to define developmentally appropriate education and describe the

consequences of unmet need. Among these are person-environment fit theory (Hunt,

1975), Dweck and Leggett’s (1988) social-cognitive approach to motivation and

personality, and the description of early adolescents’ characteristics and needs expressed

in Turning Points: Preparing American Youthfor the 21‘" Century (Carnegie Council on

Adolescent Development, 1989).

According to the writings produced by Eccles and her associates, developmentally

appropriate education for early adolescents responds to issues of imaginary audience

(Eccles & Midgley, 1989), the need for belonging (Eccles, Midgley, Wigfield, Buchanan,

et al, 1993), the need for caring relationships with adults (Feldlaufer, Midgley & Eccles,

1988), the need for intellectual stimulation and challenge (Eccles & Midley, 1989) and

increasing desires for autonomy and decision-making in the classroom (Eccles,

Buchanan, Flanagan, Fuligni, Midgley, & Yee, 1991).

According to the collective writings of the group, developmentally inappropriate

middle level education displays several features. These include:
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o excessive teacher control of classroom activities and limited opportunities for

meaningfirl participation by students (Eccles & Midgley, 1989; 1988; Midgley and

Feldlaufer, 1987),

0 an emphasis on comparative performance (Eccles & Midgley, 1989),

o a lack of intellectual challenge and a decline in emphasis on critical thinking (Eccles

& Midgley, 1989; Gheen, Hruda, Middleton, & Midgley, 2000), and

o homogenous ability grouping (Fuligni, Eccles, & Barber, 1995).

According to Eccles and her associates, these experiences lead to declines in

intrinsic motivation, increases in behavior problems, maladaptive patterns of learning,

negative self-views, anxiety, apathy, and declines in academic achievement. These

negative consequences have significant implications for content mastery, preparation for

higher-level studies, long-term educational goals, and persistence/attainment.

Like the work of Eccles and her associates, the work Sally and Donald Clark, and

the work ofJohn Lounsbury focus specifically on early adolescents and the negative

consequences ofunmet need for their development and learning. Clark and Clark’s

(1993) work is grounded in John Hill’s (l980)" theory of socio-psychological

development, and the work ofJoan Lipsitz (1983, 1984) to describe the intellectual,

social, and emotional developmental needs of early adolescents.

In their writings, they refer extensively to the descriptions of developmentally

appropriate education that are presented in seminal texts on middle level education and

on official statements produced by national organization that advocate developmentally

appropriate middle level education. Examples of seminal works that they draw upon

include: The Exemplary Middle School (Alexander & George, 1981), An Agendafor
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Excellence at the Middle Level (NASSP, 1985), the State of California’s report, Caught

in the Middle (Superintendent’s Middle Grades Task Force, 1987), and Turning Points

(Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1989).

John Lounsbury also relies on these theories and works to describe

developmentally appropriate education for early adolescents, and the negative

consequences of inappropriate educational experiences for early adolescents’

development and learning. The writings of Clark and Clark, and those of Lounsbury

describe developmentally appropriate education for early adolescents as educational

experiences that respond to early adolescents’ growing capacity for abstract thought,

increasing desire for interaction with peers, heightened tendency toward social

comparison, need for support and guidance from caring adults, and concerns about their

changing bodies (Clark & Clark, 1993, 1994; Lounsbury, 1978, 1984, 1992, Lounsbury

& Clark, 1990).

According to these authors, developmentally inappropriate education reflects

insensitivity to these developmental characteristics by engaging in practices that:

0 under-emphasize higher-order thinking and personally relevant content,

0 force students to work in isolation,

o assess students by comparing their performance other students’,

0 place teachers in the role ofjudges and/or adversaries, and

o emphasize homogenous ability-grouping.

The consequences ofthese practices have been described by Lounsbury and Clark

(1990) as apathy, alienation, a negative outlook on the future, and academic under-

achievement.
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As a leader in the National Middle School Association, Lounsbury’s views on

developmentally appropriate education and the consequences of inappropriate education

permeate the official statements produced by the NMSA. He serves as the senior editor

of the NMSA’s professional publications and has authored and/or edited the 1982, 1992

and 1995 versions of“This We Believe”—the NMSA’s official position statement on

developmentally appropriate education in the middle grades.

The NMSA is the foremost authority on developmentally appropriate middle level

education. The organization produces a scholarly journal (The Middle School Journal),

holds an annual conference, and maintains a website (www.nmsa.org). Through

professional publications and research summaries published on the website, the NMSA

presents descriptions of the negative outcomes associated with unmet intellectual and

psychosocial need. In Research Summary #5: Young Adolescents ' Developmental Needs,

the NMSA, citing Stevenson (1992), describes early adolescents in the following way:

Every child wants to believe in himself or herself as a successful person;

every youngster wants to be liked and respected; every youngster wants

physical exercises and freedom to move; and youngsters want life to be

just (Stevenson, 1992).

Immediately following this quote, the NMSA goes on to state:

Not meeting these needs often results in alienation from school, loss of

general self-esteem and a sense of belonging, and destructive methods of

coping, including delinquency and drugs. (www.mmsacrg)

Across individual researchers who focus on developmentally appropriate

education for early adolescents, there is a high degree of consistency in their perspective

on characteristics, needs, and consequences of unmet need. While the specific research is

often motivated by varying issues—such as motivation, achievement, self-concept, or

behavior—these works have at least one thing in common. At the root of the explanation
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of the problem and the recommendations for solving it is a description of the

developmental characteristics and needs of early adolescents and an emphasis on creating

environments that respond appropriately to those characteristics and needs. In the

following paragraphs, these recommendations are described in more detail.

How does the literature on DAE describe effective approaches to meeting students’

intellectual and psychosocial needs?

Based on the general principles ofdevelopment and learning, advocates of

developmentally appropriate education make several general recommendations for

practice. These recommendations are then further specified in relation to specific age

groups and specific issues. Among the issues are grouping practices, classroom decision-

making, school and classroom climate, and student behavior. While the tenets of

developmentally appropriate education are also used to inform efforts that address social

behavior in school (e.g., to promote conflict-resolution and prosocial interaction during

non-academic activities) the following paragraphs focus on their application to classroom

learning activities and evaluations. The content that follows presents the general

recommendations and the age-specific translations described in the literature on DAE as

effective approaches to meeting student needs.

General Recommendationsfor Meeting Students Intellectual and Psychosocial Needs

In response to the characteristics of learners described in the general principles of

development and learning, individual researchers and organizations such as the NAEYC

and NMSA exhorts educators to:

0 Eliminate assessments as tools ofjudgment and reconceive them as tools for

diagnosis and opportunities for learning.
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0 Allow time for students to interact with peers in small groups to discuss the content of

lessons.

0 Create a caring community of learners by eliminating homogeneous ability groups—

which create status hierarchies—and replace them with heterogeneous ability groups

where differences in understanding are explored and resolved through

communication.

0 Emphasize self-assessment so students become aware of and proficient in identifying

their own strengths and weaknesses.

0 Create an intellectually engaging environment by emphasizing higher-order thinking

skills such as reasoning, predicting, and planning so that students are better prepared

to deal with novel problems in school and life situations.

0 Emphasize exploration so students are aware that there are always options to choose

among.

0 Emphasize integrated and/or interdisciplinary studies so students learn to see the “big

picture” as well as how the pieces fit together.

0 Develop, refine, and use a wide repertoire of teaching strategies to help students with

different learning styles develop conceptual understanding of the material.

0 Emphasize extended explorations/investigations ofproblems so that students develop

patience and persistence, learn strategies for dealing with frustration, and learn to

apply lessons learned in school to the solution ofproblems faced outside of school

(NAEYC, 1996, Part 4, p. 1-7).

As with the general principles for development and learning, these

recommendations for practice also apply equally well to early adolescents because they
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relate to enduring needs, individual variation, and general competencies valued for

students at all ages. It is not until the age-specific translation occurs that the

recommendations for practice begin to reflect the unique characteristics and needs of

early adolescents. In the sub-section below, I present some of the age-specific

translations of the general recommendations and describe the developmental

characteristics and needs to which they respond.

Recommendationsfor Meeting Early Adolescents ’ Intellectual and Psychosocial Needs

In relation to early adolescents and particular subject areas, these general

recommendations have been translated into specific practices that guide approaches to

early adolescent education. For example, groups such as the National Council of

Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM), the National Council ofTeachers of English (NCTE),

the International Reading Association (IRA), and other subject-related educational

organizations have recommended the following:

0 Allow time for students to interact with peers in small groups so adolescents can 1)

test their ideas in fi'ont of a small audience before opening themselves up to public

scrutiny, 2) learn that they have something valuable to contribute, and 3) develop a

prosocial disposition towards their peers.

0 Eliminate the adversarial relationship between teachers and students by increasing the

frequency of student-centered or student-led activities where teachers act as coaches

rather than judges, and resources rather than knowledge authorities.

0 Allow time for students to work alone so adolescents can explore topics of personal

interest, practice skills, reflect, and develop a sense of independence/autonomy.
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o Read literature that evokes thought and discussion about issues faced by adolescents,

especially issues related to identity development, major social issues, and utopian

ideals.

These recommendations for practice relate directly to the general principles for

development and learning as well as to the specific developmental needs of early

adolescents. They are suggested as an appropriate response to early adolescents’ issues

with imaginary audience, their heightened tendency toward social comparison, their

efforts to understand and define the self, and their efforts to make sense of adult society

and decide upon a role.

This general framework for developmentally appropriate practice, encourages the

use of approaches that acknowledge the intellectual and psychosocial variability in

students without stigrnatizing certain students, or constructing institutionalized barriers

that limit students’ development and learning. The framework does not, however,

advocate the use of a single instructional or grouping method, nor does it prescribe

specific content or materials. Decisions of this nature are left to the discretion of

educators in possession ofmore detailed knowledge about the particular group of

students and their specific characteristics and needs.

How does the literature on DAE describe the relationship between developmentally

appropriate education and education reform (both in general and with specific

reference to middle school)?

Advocates ofdevelopmentally appropriate education have engaged in extensive

outreach activities and participated in many collaborative efforts to address a range of

educational issues. They have worked in partnership with organizations that focus on
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specific subject areas as well as those that focus on pervasive problems in education. For

example, the staff of the Child, Family, and Community Program (CFC) has worked

collaboratively with schools in the Northwest in an effort to change pedagogical practice

in ways that reflect “what we know about how children learn and develop” (Novick,

1996)

Advocates ofDAE have participated in curriculum development efforts, efforts to

improve school climate, efforts to diversify instructional practice, and efforts to address a

range of issues associated with school failure. For example, the NAEYC, NAESP, the

NMSA, and the NAASP have produced official statements endorsing student-centered

learning, interdisciplinary curricula, learning centers, learning communities, and

- authentic assessment. These organization have also produced research summaries and

training materials for administrators and teachers to assist their efforts to increase the

developmental appropriateness of their programs, improve learning and achievement

outcomes, and promote student well-being. These organizations also provide consulting

services and professional development workshops designed to assist educators in their

efforts to address particular challenges to implementing programs that are more

developmentally appropriate. In addition, these organizations work with individual

schools to help them identify state and community resources that could help provide

school-linked services for students with learning disabilities, students with limited

English proficiency, and students living in poverty (Novick, 1996).

These outreach efforts appear to have had a significant impact on education

reform. Standards documents in the core and non-core school subjects have come to

include recommendations that relate not only to the subject-area content, but also (as
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discussed in the section on age-specific recommendations for DAE) to the characteristics

and needs of students in general and in relation to that content. As will be illustrated in

the section on reform, recommendations for instruction and assessment contained in

standards documents related to mathematics (NCTM, 1989, 1991), English/language arts

(NCTE/IRA, 1996), science (NAS, 1993), and social studies (NCSS, 1994) reflect many

ofrecommendations contained in literature on developmentally appropriate education.

The recommendations contained in literature on DAE also appear in the standards

documents related to non-core subjects such as music (MENC, 1994), the visual arts

(NAEA, 1994), and physical education (NAESP, 1995). In addition, programs designed

to address the needs of at-risk students have also come to include recommendations that

relate to promoting development as well as learning and achievement.

Advocates ofDAE argue that most educational environments do not meet the

criteria for developmentally appropriate education. As a result, they are strong supporters

of reform and have attempted to influence the nature of instructional and structural

reform efforts. It is not surprising, then, that there is a strong and explicit connection

between educational reform and the concept ofDAE. In the following paragraphs,

findings related to the explicit connections between DAE and the other concepts—middle

level education, at-risk students, and educational resilience are presented.

What explicit references, if any, does the literature on DAE contain that connect the

concept of developmentally appropriate education to others included in the

dissertation?

As mentioned above, the literature on developmentally appropriate education

explicitly connects the concept to educational reform encourages reforms that increase
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the developmental appropriateness of educational programs. This literature also

explicitly connects the concept ofDAE to students of various ages and in various grade

levels. With specific reference to early adolescents’ DAE emphasizes the importance of

implementing and maintaining developmentally appropriate middle level educational

settings and encourages educators to adopt challenging, interdisciplinary cunicula that

foster higher-order thinking and independent critical thinking.

The literature on DAE also emphasizes the importance ofresponding to student

variability in the cognitive, social, emotional and physical domains. As a result, the

literature encourages educators to think about the characteristics and needs of at-risk

students in terms of the interaction between individuals and the environment. These

connections will be discussed in more detail in subsequent chapters—particularly in

Chapter 5 where I present the findings related to at-riskness and educational resilience.

Endnotes

 

i For more on autonomy see Eccles, Midgley, Wigfield, Buchanan, Reuman, Flanagan,

and Mac Iver (1993), Eccles, Buchanan, Flanagan, Fuligni, Midgley, and Yee (1991).

’i The following also assert that failing to fulfill these developmental needs leads to

negative intellectual and psychosocial consequences for early adolescents: Carnegie

Council on Adolescent Development (1989), Clark and Clark, (1993), Dweck and

Leggett (1988), Manning (1993), Superintendent’s Middle Grades Task Force (1987),

Worell and Danner (1989).

‘“ Also see Beane (2000), Cohen (1999), Covington (1984,1994), Eccles and Jacobs

(1986)

’V This large and extended group of researchers centrally involves Eric Andennan, Christy

Buchanan, Jacquelynne Eccles, Harriet Feldlaufer, Constance Flanagan, Andrew Fuligni,

Margaret Gheen, Douglas Mac Iver, Carol Midgley, David Reuman, Allan Wigfield, and

Doris Yee.

53



___———-

‘lolin H i

riolescei



 

V John Hill’s theory of socio-psychological development integrates the theories of Piaget

and Erikson, and describes the influence of school, home, and larger social contexts on

adolescents’ developmental outcomes.
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS RELATED TO MIDDLE LEVEL EDUCATION

It seems apparent that thefuture ofmiddle level education depends quite

directly on its ability to breakfrom the dominance ofthe high school and

form its own identity and clarity ofgoals. But it is through the study of

and attention to the needs and characteristics ofthe clients, young

adolescents themselves, that we will ultimately succeed in building a truly

responsive and responsible middle levelprogram.

Judith Brough, Educating Young Adolescents, (1995, p. 48)

Although middle level education has a long history in American education,

special institutions dedicated to the education of early adolescents have not always been a

part of the American educational landscape. These schools came into existence in the

early 19003, but according to Hansen and Hearn, (1971, p. 4), educational innovation was

not the initial impetus for the development of middle level schools. Rather, these

schools were created in an attempt to solve the major problems of the existing school

structure, which typically divided the student population between K-8 and 9-12 schools,

or K-6 and 7-12 schools.

The idea of a separate school for early adolescents evolved slowly and was based

primarily on concerns about the perceived failures of elementary and secondary schools

to deal effectively with students in the 7th and 8th grades. The primary concerns related to

the low quality of the curriculum, teachers’ lack of content knowledge, the lack of

provisions for addressing differences in learning ability, the unmet cognitive and social

needs of early adolescents, and resulting high rates of retention and dropping out (Briggs,

1920; Koos, 1927). Many researchers and educators believed that these problems were

linked to students’ experiences in the 7th and 8th grades. As a result, they strongly urged

district and school administrators to focus their attention on improving education in these

grades.
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Across the nation, educators and members of local school boards responded

enthusiastically to calls for reform by establishing the first junior high schools. These

schools proved to be very popular in the socially progressive climate of the early 20th

century. Between 1910 and 1925, the number ofjunior high schools in the United States

grew to more than 2000 (Koos, 1927). By 1947 the munber ofjunior high schools had

risen to more than 10,000 (Hansen & Hearn, 1971).

According to Briggs (1920, p. 327), in its essence the junior high school was

expected to function as “a device of democracy whereby nurture may cooperate with

nature to secure the best results possible for each individual adolescent as well as for

society at large.” The original mission of the junior high school was to function as a

transitional bridge between elementary school and high school (Tye, 1985; Kindred,

Wolotkiewicz, Mickelson, C0plein, & Dyson, 1976). It was to be a place where early

adolescents could explore various topics and roles—and be supported in their

explorations and identity development—before embarking on serious and exclusive

training for academic or vocational adult roles.

Overall, junior high schools were expected to socialize early adolescents through

opportunities for exploration within an integrated curriculum and flexible schedule.

According to the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD),

plans for the first junior high schools contained components that would sound very

familiar to today's middle school educator. In a book produced for the ASCD, (George,

Stevenson, Thomason, & Beane, 1992) described the goals and functions articulated by

early advocates ofjunior high schools in the following way:

The school was to be based on the characteristics of young adolescents

and concerned with all aspects of growth and development. It would be a
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school designed to provide learning skills while bringing more depth to

the curriculum than had been the case in the elementary school. It would

emphasize guidance and exploration, independence and responsibility. (p.

4)

As junior high schools grew in popularity, educators and legislators gained

experience which suggested that junior high school teachers would need specialized

knowledge and skills to achieve the goals articulated by early advocates. In response,

state departments of education and major universities established criteria and courses for

the preparation ofjunior high school teachers, and state legislatures passed laws to

establish or regulate the operation ofjunior high schools (Koos, 1927). The laws that

were established to regulate the operation ofjunior high schools were heavily influenced

by various position statements put forth by junior high school educators.

In the 19203, as the junior high school was gaining acceptance, major statements

identifying important characteristics of the schools were published. The best known and

most comprehensive restatement of the functions ofjunior high schools was developed

by Gruhn and Douglass in 1947. The six functions reported in their text, The Modern

Junior High School (as cited in Clark & Clark, 1993, p. 449) involved providing:

1. Integration of learning in ways that will become coordinated into effective and

wholesome behavior.

2. Discoveryand exploration opportunities for all pupils that are based on students’

interests, aptitudes, and abilities.

3. Guidance to assist pupils in making wise choices educationally, vocationally, and in

their personal and social lives.

4. Differentiation of educational facilities and opportunities that accommodate the
 

varied backgrounds and needs ofpupils.
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5. Socialization experiencg that prepare pupils to participate in the present social order

and to contribute to future changes, and

6. Articulation through provision for a gradual transition from preadolescent education

to educational programs suited to the needs and interests of adolescent youth.

Throughout the nation there was widespread agreement that these should be the

major firnctions of the junior high school. They served as a major force in guiding junior

high school educators in the 19403 and 19503 (Van Til, Vars, & Lounsbury, 1961), but,

as is common in large-scale reform efforts, there were differences in emphasis and

implementation. According to Van Til et al., these differences did not interfere with the

achievement ofone of the major goals of the reform—reducing the number of dropouts

and grade retentions. However, other researchers and educators were less enthusiastic

about the performance of the new schools. In a historical account of the junior high

school movement, Lounsbury (1992), indicates that many researchers and educators

expressed concern that the other major educational needs of early adolescents that were

identified by the early reformers remained unmet. Ofparticular concern was the ability

ofjunior high schools to meet the special developmental needs of early adolescents and

socialize students in ways that were conducive to participatory democracy and the

development of an American identity.

By the early 19603, many educators noted that what had evolved from the socially

progressive junior high reform rhetoric of the 19203 were primarily administrative

changes that led to the creation ofminiature high schools where practices were heavily

influenced by schedules. Scholars and practitioners began to question whether or not
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these organizational structures were functioning in ways that were responsive to the

needs of early adolescents (Hansen & Hearn, 1971; Lounsbury, 1964).

According to a historical account written by Judith Brough (1995), growing

dissatisfaction with the junior high school was the topic ofmuch of the literature of the

early 19603. She states, “The criticisms were leveled not so much at the grade

organization as they were at the programs” (p. 38). In other words, the criticism was not

based on the fact that junior high schools served students in grades 7-9 as opposed to

alternative grade arrangements. The criticism focused, instead, on the internal structure

and instructional features of the schools. According to Brough, “repeated surveys

bemoaned the fact that the junior high had turned into a miniature senior high, aping the

latter’s curriculum, pedagogy, and schedule” (p. 38).

In greater detail, George et a1. (1992) described the problem in the following way:

Many a junior high school steadily became more and more a little high

school in virtually every way. Teachers were organized in academic

departments rather than in the interdisciplinary core curriculum groups

that the literature of the junior high school recommended. Students were

promoted or retained on a subject-by-subject basis. Elective programs

focused on specialization that would lead to quasi-majors at the high

school rather than the exploration envisioned by other early junior high

school educators. Rigid grouping patterns based on perceived ability

(measured by IQ) or prior achievement became characteristic of the junior

high school in many districts. . .The junior high school, in practice, was

shaped by the high school, by the state university, by Harvard, and by

European universities established five centuries earlier. (p. 6)

George et al., (1992) went on to state that:

As the structure ofmodern American society grew more and more

flexible, more complex, more urban, and more pluralistic, the stresses on

all levels ofeducation increased. The conflict between the ideal and the

real in the American junior high school stood out most glaringly. The

inadequacies ofmany junior high schools became more and more obvious.

Both liberal and conservative philosophical positions described the mid-
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century junior high school in critical terms. Reform became increasingly

urgent. (p. 6)

This description of the junior high school echoes the sentiments expressed by

many educators and organizations that focused on middle level education. For example,

in 1961, the ASCD published The Junior High School We Need (Grantes, Noyce,

Petterson, & Robertson, 1961). In this document the authors described the contemporary

junior high school as “a hybrid institution, a school with an identity crisis as severe as the

identity crisis endured by many of the young students within it.” While the 7th and 8th

grades retained some semblance of the elementary school, the 9th grade was influenced

most strongly by the high school. This was especially so because the credit-counting

process for high school graduation included the 9th grade. Advocates of the junior high

school philosophy believed that moving the ninth grade to the high school would allow

the junior high school to operate in accordance with its philosophy.

The 1961 ASCD report continued to describe the ideal junior high school in terms

that were very different from actual practice. In this document, Grantes et a1. identified

the best contemporary junior high schools as characterized by—among other things—

moderate size, block-of-time instruction, flexible scheduling, teachers prepared for and

devoted to teaching young adolescents, and modern instructional techniques (for that

time).

They predicted that the junior high schools of the future would have no grade

levels, but would instead place students in multi-age classrooms. They would be

characterized by integrated and exploratory lessons. No bells would ring to signal the

end of a learning period. The schools would use modern technology, be rich in guidance

services, and have the development of democratic values as their central commitment
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(Grantes et a1. 1961, p. 19). The junior high school envisioned by Grantes et al. has never

materialized.

Growing concern that junior high schools were not fulfilling their promise as

unique places where early adolescents could be academically successful and develop as

young people led many to challenge their efficacy. Many principals believed that the six

functions of the junior high school, as described by Gruhn and Douglass, were for the

most part not fully operational. According to Hansen and Hearn (1971) and Lounsbury

(1964), many believed that this was due, in large part, to:

0 increases tracking and ability grouping

0 increases in departrnentalization and specialization

o overburdened guidance counselors who failed to meet the needs of individual

students

0 the adoption ofmany activities that characterized senior high schools (e.g., formal

dances, interscholastic competition), and

o widespread dissatisfaction ofteachers with their assignments to junior high schools.

This suggests that the same organizational changes that early promoters of the

junior high school believed would meet the special needs of early adolescents—

departrnentalization, teacher specialization, and ability groping—were now being

challenged as developmentally inappropriate for these students. As a result of this

perceived failure, middle schools began to replace junior high schools as the primary

educational institution for early adolescents.

Prior to the publication of The Junior High School We Need, "middle schools"

were opening in many districts around the country. These schools were called middle
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schools primarily because they employed a different grade organization than the junior

high school, but in practice, the schools were hardly distinguishable. By 1965, William

Alexander and pioneers in the middle school movement were calling for a new school—

one that would allow them to achieve the long-held goals ofmiddle level education. The

school that they envisioned would include grades 5 or 6 through grade 8, and would take

advantage of structural and curricular freedom provided by moving the 9th grade to the

high school. According to Alexander and Williams (1965), without the 9th grade, these

middle schools would be less controlled by high school graduation requirements and freer

to adapt to the real needs of older children and young adolescents.

By the late 1960s, as middle schools were growing ever more popular, junior high

and middle school educators became embroiled in a debate as to which school was more

effective in meeting the needs of early adolescent students. Debates about each

organization’s efficacy waged for the next two decades even though several comparative

studies and surveys revealed that despite differences in grade organization, the new

middle schools and the old junior high schools were still surprisingly similar in structure

and practice (Lounsbury, 1991).

George et a1. (1992) describe this outcome as a result of the way in which middle

school programs were implemented. They argue that efforts to transform junior high

schools into middle schools were often not accompanied by carefully planned, long-lived

programmatic changes in the school environment. In their historical account of the

implementation effort, they assert that, even in districts that attempted to implement the

whole middle school concept—~which advocated integration, exploration, and sensitivity

to early adolescents’ developmental issues—program planners knew little about the
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concept and were unprepared for the challenges inherent in implementing a

fundamentally different educational structure. They go on to argue that, as a result of

these circumstances—and despite decades of effort—middle level schools still had not

achieved the goals for which they were created (George et al., 1992).

By the 1980s, junior high and middle school proponents and practitioners began

to coalesce into a single cause—the cause of improving early adolescent education

(Lounsbury, 1991). Sharing this mutual goal, advocates ofresponsive schools for early

adolescents threw off their distinct mantles as junior high school advocates and middle

school advocates, and united under the banner of “middle level education” advocates.

As a result of this alliance, in the 19805, the NMSA emerged as a major force in

promoting developmentally responsive middle level education. During the same time

period, the National Association of Secondary School Principals (NASSP) also placed

new emphasis on middle level education. These two associations, along with the ASCD

and the National Association of Elementary School Principals (NAESP), served as

national advocates for early adolescents and the educators who worked with them.

In 1985 NASSP issued An Agendafor Excellence at the Middle Level. This

document advocated adapting to students' developmental needs by including student

advisement programs and variety in instructional strategies in the middle school

environment. NASSP envisioned schools “organized around teaching teams that plan for

and work with a clearly identified group of students, thereby assuring that every student

is well-known by a group of teachers” (p. 10). They also envisioned schools where

teachers and administrators were specifically trained to function in middle level schools.
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These recommendations were congruent with those that middle level reformers and the

NMSA had been advocating for decades.

According to George and Oldaker (1985a, 1985b), by the late 19805, educators'

experiences with the middle school had become increasingly positive. Many teachers

and administrators were discovering that middle schools, when organized and operated in

accordance with the middle school philosophy, were associated with improvements in

academic achievement in middle and high school, and with increased graduation rates in

the district. This discovery influenced a substantial number of school districts to create

middle schools or reform existing middle schools in line with this philosophy.

These positive experiences also led many administrators and researchers to

explore the middle school concept for its benefits, apart from the more practical issues

that previously fueled their popularity. Entire states began to endorse the middle school

concept and encourage their districts to move toward middle schools. For example, the

Califonria State Department ofEducation published a task force report, Caught in the

Middle (Middle Grades Task Force, 1987), which strongly encouraged reorganization.

Also, in Florida, the Speaker's Task Force (1984) encouraged legislation favoring middle

schools and interdisciplinary teams. The state funded the process with enhancement

grants for more than $30 million annually. Georgia made similar moves to promote

middle schools through funding initiatives. The funding that often came with these

middle school initiatives led many school districts that previously had little motivation to

move toward middle schools began to seriously consider it.

With so many new middle schools emerging, the NMSA worked to ensure that

these schools had true middle school identities. At its 1989 annual conference, the
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NMSA adopted several resolutions highlighting the basic characteristics all middle

schools should display. These resolutions reasserted the uniqueness of a middle level

program. The report focused on the characteristics and needs ofyoung adolescents,

advocated interdisciplinary teaming as the most appropriate arrangement for middle level

teachers and students, urged the preservation of exploration in the curriculum, and

condemned tracking and rigid ability grouping (NMSA Resolutions Committee, 1989).

These resolutions represent the concepts favored by the NMSA and leaders in middle

grades education since the beginning ofthe junior high school movement in the early

19008, as well as the concepts still favored today.

The NMSA is still a powerful force in the philosophy, structure, and practices of

middle level education. Over the years, however, many criticisms of middle schools have

developed. Various critics have described the middle school approach—with its

emphasis on exploration and psychosocial development—as misguided and lacking

academic rigor. The Back-to-Basics movement ofthe 19808, which emphasized content

knowledge and objective assessment, presented powerful opposition to the middle school

approach.

During this period, even as middle schools were growing in popularity, opposition

to their educational approach—which was often described as “touchy-feely”—was

increasing. By the mid-19908, opposition from advocates of subject-centered education

had grown so strong that disagreements between them and advocates of student-centered

education escalated, in public rhetoric, to the status ofwars (e.g., California Math Wars).

Since the 19808, teachers and students have been under almost constant pressure

to change and improve. Their efforts to live up to society’s expectations have met with
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little praise and a great deal of criticism. These criticisms have been leveled on

intellectual grounds as well as on psychosocial grounds. Some of the strongest criticism

of the modern middle schools resulted from American students’ performance on

assessments contained in the Third International Math and Science Study (TIMSS).

Some criticism is also related to recent increases in mass-violence and other indicators of

students’ social and emotional maladjustment (Bosworth, Espelage, & Simon, 1999;

Strahan, Smith, McElrath, & Toole, 2001).

The criticism arising from the TIMSS results cites to the middle schools’

success—or lack thereof—in promoting robust intellectual development among early

adolescents. That arising fiom incidents such as the Columbine High School shootings

cites to the middle schools’ failure to prepare students to deal with common psychosocial

challenges that they will face as they approach adulthood. Although middle schools are

held less responsible for students’ reactions to the high school social environment, they

are held primarily responsible for early adolescents’ performance on achievement tests

associated with TIMSS and the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP).

Widespread dissatisfaction with the results of these assessments triggered

acrimonious debate as to the adequacy and appropriateness of the middle school’s

educational approach. While some, such as Chester Finn Jr. argue that “It’s about time

the emptiness and folly of the middle school movement [ends]” (Manzo, 2000),i others,

such as James Beane argue that improper or incomplete implementation of the middle

school concept is the major cause ofreduced achievement returns (Beane, 2001 , p. xix).ii

Advocates of the middle school concept continue to describe it as a student-

centered, developmentally responsive approach to educating early adolescents.
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According to the NMSA (1982; 1989; 1992; 1995), the rationale behind this approach is

that students are not simply intellectual beings, but are whole beings whose learning and

performance are affected not only by the quality of the curriculum, but also by their

ability to successfully negotiate the psychosocial and emotional issues that emerge as

they approach maturity.iii According to this rationale, effective instruction at the middle

level must take the characteristics and needs of early adolescents into account, and

implement programs and practices that meet the students where they are, respect their

interests and concerns, and capitalize on their curiosity about social relationships. Critics

of the middle school concept describe its approach and rationale in somewhat scathing

terms. For example, Finn describes the rationale underlying students-centered

approaches to middle level education in the following way:

...the rationale [is] that somehow, by virtue of that fact that the hormones

are pumping, these kids can’t learn real things. They must be humored,

socialized, accommodated, and amused. That's an excuse not to teach

prealgebra.

(Manzo, 2000)

These disparate views on the relative importance of intellectual and psychosocial

emphases present considerable difficulties to middle school educators aiming to

maximize the provision of both. In an effort to counter assertions that psychosocially

nurturing learning environments must by necessity be intellectually “soft” learning

places, many advocates of the middle school concept have produced documents calling

for reforms so sweeping that they are referred to as “transformation” or “reinvention”

(Brundrett, 1999; Jackson & Davis, 2000; Maryland Middle Learning Years Task Force,

2000; Dickinson, 2001). While terms like “transformation” and “reinvention” suggest a

fundamental shift in the ideology of the middle school, the suggested reforms are not
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designed to alter the original intent of these schools. Rather, transformation and

reinvention represent efforts to finally and fully implement a student-centered middle

school program that responds appropriately to the psychosocial and intellectual

characteristics and needs of early adolescents.

So far, this chapter has presented the historical development of middle level

education in an effort to determine how the most influential literature defines and

describes full implementation, a student-centered program, early adolescents’ intellectual

and psychosocial characteristics and needs, and an appropriate educational response to

those characteristics and needs. In the sections that follow, the chapter conforms to the

structure that I used to organize the content in Chapter 3.

A8 in the previous chapter, this chapter presents the findings that resulted from the

coding, categorization, and classification processes described in Chapter 2. These

findings are presented in five sections that correspond to the focus questions. As a

reminder to the reader, these questions are:

1. How does the literature on middle level education describe the intellectual and

psychosocial needs of students (both in general and with specific reference to early

adolescents)?

2. How does the literature on middle level education describe the consequences of

failing to meet these needs?

3. How does the literature on middle level education describe effective approaches to

meeting these needs?

4. How does the literature describe the relationship between middle level education and

education reform (both in general and with specific reference to middle school)?
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5. What explicit references, if any, does the literature contain that connect the concept of

middle level education to other topics/concepts included in the dissertation (or

external to the dissertation)?

How does the literature on middle level education describe the intellectual and

psychosocial needs of early adolescents?

Building from descriptions of early adolescents that highlight their increasing

capacity for abstract thought, literature on middle level education describes early

adolescents’ intellectual needs in relation to Piaget’s theory of cognitive development.

Specifically, this literature emphasizes the strong likelihood that most early adolescents

are in the stage of concrete operations (ages 6 to 12), but many are in transition to the

stage of formal operations (ages 11 to adult). What this means is that during the middle

school years (grades 6-8), students in the 6th grade (ages 11-12) have most likely

mastered the tools of concrete operations, and students in the 8th grade (ages 13-14) have

begun to use the cognitive tools of formal operations.

According to Piaget, students in the concrete operations stage can conserve

quantity, classify objects/event in multiple categories simultaneously, and can

differentiate their own perspective from those of others. In addition, they can reason

deductively, reversibly, and about transformations. Students in the formal operations

stage retain these abilities, but also acquire some additional thinking tools.

During the formal operational stage—which typically begins during early

adolescence (age 11-14)—the most complex cognitive skills begin to develop. The stage

of formal operations is characterized by the ability to think systematically and

hypothetically (Evans & Piaget, 1973, p. 26). Piaget’s formal operations include, among
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others, the use ofpropositional thinking, combinatorial analysis, proportional reasoning,

probabilistic reasoning, correlational reasoning, and abstract reasoning. With these new

cognitive tools, adolescents build new theories about themselves and the world around

them, or reconstruct old ones.

Children enter the stage of formal operations with an organized set of mental

operations that can be applied to concrete events and objects. As the stage progresses,

mental operations become increasingly abstract, complex, logical, and flexible (Muuss,

1996, p. 158). According to Piaget (1976), formal thinking is both thinking about

thought and a reversal of relations between what is real and what is possible. “These are

the two characteristics which are the source of the living responses, always so full of

emotion, which the adolescent uses to build his ideals in adapting to society” (p. 64).

The transition to formal operational thinking is not confined to scientific or

academic activities such as classroom work. As I will discuss in the paragraphs that

follow, the changes in thought that are associated with formal operational thinking are

much broader and affect the ways in which early adolescents think about themselves,

communicate with others, and make decisions about what is right and wrong (Milgrarn,

1992; Steinberg, 1985, 1989; Thornberg, 1980).

The attainment of formal structures of thought opens up new ways of

understanding the world, but according to Piaget, the attainment of formal operations is

not an abrupt process. Considerable modification, systemization, and formalization of

thought processes occur over the course of several years. For this reason, Piaget

subdivided the stage of formal operations into two substages—III-A and III-B.
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Substage III-A indicates almost full formal function. Children usually enter this

substage at age 11 or 12 years of age and remain here until age 14 or 15—the period that

comprises early adolescence. During this phase, early adolescents appear to be in a

preparatory stage where they can make correct discoveries and handle certain formal

operations. “Their approach is still cumbersome, though, and they are not yet able to

provide systematic and rigorous proof for their assertions” (Muuss, 1996, p. 158-9).

Substage IH-B indicates full formal function. This substage usually begins at age

14 or 15, which some consider to be the transition point between early and late

adolescence, and endures throughout adulthood once achieved. By the time adolescents

reach this stage they have become capable of formulating more sophisticated theories,

drawing more comprehensive conclusions, and further generalizing those conclusions

(Muuss, 1996, p. 158-9).

These adolescents are not only able to think beyond the present, but can also

analytically reflect on their own thinking. While this is a characteristic of fully formal

thinking, researchers such as Byrnes (1988) assert that this metacognitive ability is also a

precursor to formal operational thought. Early adolescents, who are in substage III-A, are

believed to posses these metacognitive abilities. Byrnes (1988) also suggests that only

through the early adolescent’s use ofhis or her metacognitive abilities can substage III-B

be achieved.

According to Milgrarn (1992) and others, the ability to think abstractly enables

early adolescents to think about their own thoughts, resulting in introspection, self-

consciousness, and intellectualization (Adams & Gullotta, 1983; Hill, 1980; Milgram,

1992). According to (Elkind, (1978), introspection and reflection may also lead early
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adolescents to a form of extreme self-absorption called “adolescent egocentrism.” This

egocentrism is characterized in three ways: imaginary audience, personal fable, and

pseudo-stupidity.

Imaginary audience refers to many early adolescents’ belief that their behavior is

the focus of everyone else’s attention and that everybody notices everything they do

(Elkind & Bowen, 1979). Personalfable refers to an early adolescent’s belief that his or

her experiences are entirely unique, and that he or she is special, indestructible, and

immortal. Pseudo-stupidity refers to the adolescent tendency to use newly developed

intellectual abilities to generate overly complex solutions to simple problems (Elkind &

Bowen, 1979).

Based on the work ofPiaget and neo-Piagetians such as Elkind, Byrnes, and

Milgram, the literature on middle level education describes early adolescents’ intellectual

needs in a way that is very similar to the way the literature on DAE describes these needs.

According to the literature, early adolescents need opportunities to use their

metacognitive skills during learning activities that encourage critical thinking about

authentic tasks and situations. They need learning opportunities that challenge them

intellectually and scaffold the development of formal operational tools of thought. Due

to their tendency towards adolescent egocentrism, they need experiences that encourage

them to think about themselves in connection to others and the larger society, rather than

as isolated entities within a given social context. In addition, they need opportunities to

explain their thinking, discuss their ideas, and explore the solution processes envisioned

by their peers and by experts in various disciplines.
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With regard to early adolescents’ psychosocial needs, the literature on middle

level education highlights their quest for identity and belonging. These needs are

frequently described in relation to Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development

(Erikson, 1959, 1968). According to Erikson, young adolescent have must successfully

resolve the conflicts associated with the first four stages ofpsychosocial development

(trust vs. mistrust, autonomy vs. shame and doubt, initiative vs. guilt, and industry vs.

inferiority) before they can develop a stable and coherent personal identify. While early

adolescents may have successfully resolved the earlier conflicts to some degree, they are

still sensitive to negative messages and experiences, which may lead them to revise their

perspective and develop an identity that reflects confusion or a negative view of self

and/or others. To prevent such outcome, Erikson (1968) argues that early adolescents

four key psychosocial needs must be addressed. These needs include:

1. People and ideas to have faith in.

2. An opportunity to decide for oneselfon the types of activities one wishes to pursue.

3. A variety of self-images from which to choose and opportunities through which they

can be expressed, and

4. Affirmation by peers that is confirmed by teachers and inspired by worthwhile ways

of life.

These four needs have served as the basis for many subsequent descriptions of

early adolescents’ needs contained in the literature on middle level education. For

instance, Mitchell (1974) reiterates and builds from Erikson’s list to describe the five

basic needs ofyoung adolescents. According to Mitchell, these include the need for

status and acceptance, independence, achievement, role experimentation, and positive
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self-regard. Dorman (1984) further reiterates and builds on these when describing the

seven major developmental needs of early adolescents. According to Dorman, these

seven needs include the need for diversity and variety, self-exploration and self-

definition, meaningful participation in school and community, positive social interaction

with peers and adults, physical activity, competence and achievement, and structure and

clear limits.

With each description we see increases in the number and types of intellectual and

psychosocial needs recognized in the literature. By 1985 when the National Association

of Secondary School Principals (NASSP) Council on Middle Level Education produced

the seminal text, An Agendafor Excellence at the Middle Level, the number of recognized

needs had increased to eleven. This list, unlike those of Mitchell and Dorman, makes an

explicit effort to describe early adolescents’ needs in relation to the program and

practices ofmiddle level schools. The primary function of this text was to identify the

essential features ofmiddle schools that respond to the firll range of intellectual and

psychosocial needs expressed in theories of development and learning up to that time.

According to NASSP (1985, p 1-5), these include the following early adolescent needs:

1. The need to learn how to learn and how to adjust to their lives and the changes that

surround them.

2. The need for high quality intellectual climates that foster the development of adaptive

skills that they can use throughout their lives.

3. The need for opportunities to achieve and demonstrate excellence in a number of

domains (i.e., the arts, athletics, academics, etc.).
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10.

11.

The need for a caring and supportive atmosphere that tolerates and welcomes wide

ranges of student diversity.

. The need for experiences that emphasize the practice and mastery ofpersonal and

intellectual attributes and behaviors that contribute to success in school and realistic

adjustment to adult life.

The need for advisement programs that assure each student regular, compassionate,

and supportive counsel from a concerned adult regarding his or her academic

progress, adjustment to school, and personal adjustment.

The need for opportunities to behave responsibly and demonstrate their growing

capacity for self-control and self-management in a secure setting.

The need for sensitivity to and swift action to fulfill their expressed and unexpressed

physical, intellectual, emotional, or social needs without fanfare or unnecessary peer

attention.

The need for activities that allow students to explore their aptitudes, interests, and

special talents, and to develop an accurate and positive self-concept.

The need for skills for continued learning, including those associated with the

collection of information; the organization, manipulation, and expression of ideas; the

evaluation of information and ideas, including their competent analysis and critique;

and the production ofnew plans and proposals for action, and

The need to learn how to organize for action, both as individuals and as members of a

group. This includes the development ofplanning, group process, management,

evaluation, and self-evaluation and correction skills.
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This description of early adolescents’ needs was expected to guide educators

attempting to determine an appropriate educational response to student characteristics

such as heightened peer-orientation, heightened sensitivity to others (i.e., imaginary

audience), growing desires for autonomy, and increasing desire for connection and

meaning. In addition, the NASSP document encouraged educators to think about

intellectual needs in terms ofpositive intellectual dispositions, cognitive flexibility, and

global skills. For example, in item 10 the NASSP council emphasized the skills

associated with life-long learning, information evaluation, competent analysis and

critique, and productivity.

Building on NASSP’s perspective of early adolescents’ intellectual and

psychosocial needs, the Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development produced Turning

Points: Preparing American Youthfor the 21" Century. This seminal text, published in

1989, is considered by many to be the most influential piece of literature on middle level

education (Brough, 1995; Dickinson, 2001; Irvin, 1992). Similar to its predecessors

described above, this work presents a familiar description of early adolescents’ needs.

Unlike NASSP, the list presented in Turning Points describes these needs in a more

condensed form. According to the Carnegie Council, early adolescents need:

0 Opportunities for intellectual and personal growth.

0 Stable, close, and mutually respectful relationships with peers and adults.

0 Opportunities to develop literacy, thinking skills, lead a healthy life, behave ethically,

and assume responsibility in a pluralistic society, and

0 Teachers who understand their developmental needs and have the power to make

relevant educational decisions in response to those needs.
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These needs are similar to those in the NASSP list that emphasize a high quality

intellectual climate and critical thinking skills, opportunities to explore aptitudes and

personal interests, caring and supportive interactions with adults, productive interactions

with peers, and management and self-evaluation skills. Also, in the opinion of the

Carnegie Council, middle level educational environments that meet these needs bring us

closer to realizing the goal ofproducing “15-year-olds who are reflective intellectually,

healthy, caring, ethical in behavior, good citizens, and well on their way to a lifetime of

meaningful work” (1989, p. 15). Fulfilling this vision has been the goal ofmiddle level

education since its inception. Unfortunately, as many advocates ofmiddle level education

note, this goal has never been achieved on a large scale (Brough, 1995; Irvin, 1992;

Mergendoller, 1993). According to authors such as Beane (2001) and Dickinson (2001)

this failure to provide appropriate educational experiences for the majority of early

adolescents has been linked to a number ofnegative consequences, both for the

intellectual and psychosocial development. In the next section I present the findings from

the literature on middle level education that describes outcomes for early adolescents

when their intellectual and psychosocial needs are not met in the educational program.

How does the literature describe the consequences of failing to meet early

adolescents’ intellectual and psychosocial needs?

The literature on middle level education describes the consequences of failing to

meet students’ intellectual and psychosocial needs in ways that are much the same as the

literature on DAE for early adolescents. This literature overlaps to a very significant

degree because of the explicit link between the concept ofmiddle level education and the

concept ofDAE. This link makes middle level schools ideal sites for exploring the
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relationship between developmentally appropriate practice and outcomes for early

adolescents. As a result, literature that describes the consequences of unmet intellectual

and psychosocial need in middle level educational settings is the same body of literature

that describes the consequences of developmentally inappropriate education of early

adolescents.

According to the literature on middle level education, failing to meet these needs

is associated with a range of negative consequences for intellectual development and

achievement, as well as for psychosocial development and behavior. As presented in

Chapter 3, this body of literature discusses consequences such as intellectual heteronomy,

declines in intrinsic motivation, increases in behavior problems, maladaptive patterns of

learning, negative self-views, anxiety, apathy, and declines in academic achievement.

In a similar vein, the body of literature on effective approaches to meeting

students’ needs also overlaps to a significant degree. Middle level education does,

however, have a history that, although connected, is distinct from that of DAE. As a

result, the literature on middle level education offers some specific suggestions for

effective practice that are not contained in the body of literature on DAE.

How does the literature describe effective approaches to meeting early adolescents’

intellectual and psychosocial needs?

Descriptions of effective approaches to middle level education are contained in

original documents that describe the features of the junior high school program, as well

as in modern texts that describe the features of“true” middle schools. According to these

texts, effective approaches to meeting early adolescents’ intellectual and psychosocial
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needs involve school-level structure and policy as well as classroom-level practices and

interactions.

With regard to school structure, effective approaches to middle level education

are described as those that effectively involve students in participatory activities,

personalize the quality of adult-student relationships, and reduce student anonymity and

isolation (Lipsitz, 1984, p. 199). Literature produced by the Carnegie Council on

Adolescent Development (1989), and the NMSA (1982) identifies structural

arrangements that employ interdisciplinary teams, schools-within-schools, and teacher

advisory groups (which empower teachers) as effective in these regards.

According to Tye (1985), interdisciplinary teams promote connections between

content areas, increase interactions between teachers, and motivate students to re-engage

with subjects they dislike. Schools-within-schools create pockets of intimacy in large

institutions by reducing the size of the student body that teachers and students must

navigate. With a smaller student body teachers can get to know individual students better

and, as a result, can interact with them in a more responsive manner. With a smaller

student body students can get to know their fellow students better, and also be known

better by their fellow students. In addition, schools-within-schools can be organized

around a particular theme (e.g., math-science, or the humanities) which students can

sometimes “join” on the basis of interest (rather than by assignment)

With regard to classroom practice, effective approaches to middle level education

are described as those that: (1) encourage active student involvement and engagement in

the instructional process; (2) acknowledge diverse areas of competence; and (3)
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emphasize self-exploration and physical activity (Carnegie Council, 1989; Lipsitz, 1984;

NMSA, 1982; Tye, 1985).

According to Clark and Valentine (1981) the program content of middle schools

should emphasize the acquisition of basic skills, and provide for both remediation and

enrichment. Recommended strategies for achieving these goals are based on the various

perspectives reflected in the general and age—specific recommendations of DAE. For

example, in recognition ofthe variability in learning modalities, middle level educators

are encouraged to provide multimedia resources in support of students learning. They are

also encouraged to adapt the curriculum to concrete/formal learning needs of students’”,

provide for individualized/personalized programs that include diagnosis of skills and

learning styles, prescriptions for remediation and enrichment, and evaluation of the

impact of focused efforts to meet individual students’ intellectual needs (Lounsbury &

Clark, 1990; Manning, 1993; Simmons & Blyth, 1987).

In recognition of students’ psychosocial needs, and in accordance with the

recommendations ofDAE, middle level educators are encouraged to reduce the use of

homogenous ability grouping and other practices that communicate predictive

assumptions about student ability (Lounsbury & Clark, 1990; Manning, 1993; Simmons

& Blyth, 1987). Heterogenous grouping and flexible grouping practices are considered

more effective for students during this developmental stage, where development is highly

variable both within and between students (Braddock, 1990; Oakes, 1985; Worell &

Danner, 1989).

In addition, effective approaches to middle level education are described as those

that have a socialization curriculum as well as an intellectual one. According to Johnston
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(1994, p. 55) at a minimum, these curricula should focus on several major domains.

Among these domains are membership, learning to work, social heterogeneity and

urbanization, and collaboration and collective action. Through the socialization

curriculum, schools are expected to promote the four elements of social bonding as

described by Hirschi (1969). These include attachment, commitment, involvement, and

belief.

Attachment refers to the social and emotional bonds to others, characterized by

whether an individual cares what others think ofhim and his behavior. According to

Hirschi, attachment is reciprocal in that an individual will not care about others if he or

she believes others do not care about him or her (Also see Rumberger, 1995). While

attachment is the socio-emotional component ofbonding, commitment is the logical part.

Commitment is the belief that remaining connected to a group is the rational thing to do

to preserve one’s own self-interest. According to Hirschi commitment can be based on

immediate needs or on long-term, internalized goals, where remaining with the group will

help one achieve some desired end for one’s self. In the absence of obvious short- or

long-term benefit, continued membership in a group is irrational.

According to Hirschi, involvement describes the extent of an individual’s

participation in the activities of the group or institution. For students, this means

participation in school activities, academic, social, and leisure time. Failing to become

engaged, or withdrawing from engagement, ofien predicts school failure and early school

leaving (Hardre & Reeve, 2001).

Belief, according to Hirschi, is the final component of social bonding. Belief is

defined as faith in the institution or group’s legitimacy, efficacy, potency, and continued
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benefit to the individual. It is the personal feeling that the group is good for me and that I

am good for the group. In short, it determines if a student believes that commitment to

and involvement with the school will lead to his or her desired goals (Hardre & Reeve,

2001; Steinberg, 1984).

The above description of the roles of attachment, commitment, involvement, and

belief are similar to the needs identified by Erikson (1968) as the need for people and

ideas to havefaith in, and the need for aflirmation. These are considered important

components of effective middle level education because, as students struggle with their

changing selves, and changing expectations they are especially vulnerable to confusion

and disillusionment (Milgram, 1992; Steinberg, 1984). Without the atmosphere of

support and belonging that membership provides, students are less likely to respond

positively to the intellectual 'and social demands they face as they approach adulthood

(Covington, 1992; Worell & Danner, 1989). According to Johnson (1994), it is this

membership—based on social bonding—that will socialize children into productive adult

roles. Without this, students become less motivated to strive and achieve the academic

and social goals valued most highly in school and the larger society (Eccles, Midgley &

Adler, 1984; Takanishi, 1993).

Unfortunately, the majority of early adolescents are not educated in environments

that fulfill the requirements of an effective approach (Beane, 2001; Mac Iver & Epstein,

1993). However, in spite of the “volatile mismatch” between the needs of students and

the programs and organization of the middle level school, it is still considered “the last

best change for success” for many early adolescents (Carnegie Council, 1989). Although

it falls short of its lofiy goals, the middle level school has remained committed to meeting
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the needs of early adolescents, and there is evidence of slow but continuing reform

(Lounsbury & Clark, 1990; Viadero, 1992). In the next section I discus the literature that

describes efforts to reform middle level schools and literature that describes the

challenges faced by educators attempting to improve the effectiveness and developmental

responsiveness schools that serve early adolescents.

How does the literature describe the relationship between middle level education

and education reform (both in general and with specific reference to middle school)?

In response to students’ performance on assessments such as the National

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) and TIMSS, school reform efforts of the

last decade have focused primarily on improving student achievement. To achieve this

goal, many reform efforts have emphasized practices such as block scheduling, and

decentralization. Many have also encouraged the adoption of curriculum standards,

teaching standards, and evaluation/assessment standards. These will be explored in some

detail in the Chapter 6, but at this point it is important to note that many recent reforms

related to school structure and scheduling were advocated in documents on middle level

education that date back to the 19208. For example, teacher empowerment, detracking,

learning communities, integrated/interdisciplinary curricula, and block scheduling are all

educational ideals expressed in early position statements on middle level education. In

addition, and in conjunction with the tenets of DAE, the literature on middle level

education has also encouraged educators to reduce reliance on standardized testing, and

incorporate performance and discussion-based evaluation into the assessment program.
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What explicit references, if any, does the literature contain that connect middle level

education to other topics/concepts included in the dissertation (or external to the

dissertation)?

Beginning with the creation ofjunior high schools in the first decade of the 20th

Century, advocates of developmentally appropriate education for early adolescents have

attempted to design, implement, and maintain educational programs that respond to the

unique characteristics and needs of these students (Brough, 1995; Clark & Clark, 1994;

Dickinson, 2001; Irvin, 1992). Given this motivation it is not surprising that there is a

strong and explicit connection between the concept of middle level education and the

concept of developmentally appropriate education. Literature that describes the goals and

rationale of the middle school movement emphasizes this connection (NMSA 1982;

1992; 1995). And much of the literature on effective practice at the middle level

explicitly advocates most of the general and age-specific recommendations ofDAE for

early adolescents.

Within the literature on middle level education there is also an explicit emphasis

on many of the same intellectual and psychosocial issues that are commonly identified as

important factors in risk and risk-prevention (See Chapter 5). For example, according to

Wehlage, Rutter, Smith, Lesko, and Femandez (1989) the most successful schools for at-

risk youth are those that give explicit attention to creating a sense of membership. The

larger bodies of literature on at-riskness and resilience also emphasize the importance of

critical thinking skills, positive peer interactions, caring and supportive relationships with

adults, and active involvement/engagement in learning activities (Benard, 1991; Wang,

Haertel, & Walberg, 1994;Waxman, Huang, Knight, & Owens, 1992). In Chapter 5, I
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focus in more detail on these and other findings related to at-risk students. In the later

sections ofthat chapter, I provide a more extensive description of the connections

between the literature on at-riskness and resilience, developmentally appropriate

education, middle level education, and structural and instructional reform.

Endnotes

 

‘ See Bradley (1998), Henry (1994), and Sykes (1996) for concurring opinions.

“ See Felner et a1. (1997) and Hargreaves et a1. (2001) for concurring opinions.

in Also see Alexander (1965), Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development,

(1975), Blom (1979), Casteel (1981), Clark (1986), Dickinson (2001), Hoy, Sabo,

Barnes, Hannum, & Hoffman (1998).

iv Also see Milgram, 1992, p. 25.
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CHAPTER 5: RISK AND RESILIENCE

Allyoungsters must have the capacity to avoidproblem behavior, but to

thrive in a global economy youngpeople must do more than that. They

must also acquire basic knowledge and skills and develop a life-long

learningprocess, so that each may continually respond to today ’sfast—

paced, changing world... Today ’s education demands that all young

people learn to be resilient in theface ofchallenging conditions.

Brown, D’Emedio—Caston, & Benard, Resilience Education, (2001, p. 9)

In many recent analyses of American schools, researchers and policy—makers have

consistently expressed concern about the number of students who leave formal education

with depressed achievement levels and life chances (Catterall, 1998; Murdock, 1999).

While specific definitions vary, students who appear likely to leave school without

developing the academic and social skills and dispositions that are valued in adult society

are ofien described at “at-risk” (Covington, 1992; Jens & Gordon, 1991; Goleman, 1995).

According to Elias, Zins, Weissberg, Frey, Haynes, Kessler, Schwab-Stone, and Shriver

(1997), these are students whose profile contains one or more characteristics that are

statistically correlated with a failure to develop the skills needed to manage life tasks

such as working cooperatively, solving everyday problems, and controlling impulsive

behavior.

Empirical studies of at-riskness, repeatedly identify a particular set characteristics

as correlates with problematic outcomes. Reviews of the literature on at-riskness

produced by Pallas, Natriello, and McDill (1996), Rak and Patterson (1996) and Wells

(1990)i cite these as

0 living in poverty

0 being a member of a racial or ethnic minority group

0 residing in a violent community

86



0 being a member of a non-traditional family (usually headed by a single mother)

0 having learning disabilities

0 speaking English as a second language, or having limited English proficiency, and

0 having below average grades and achievement test scores.

In study after study, these characteristics have been found to be related to school

failure, juvenile delinquency, teen parenthood, and dropping out of school, but as Pallas,

Natriello, and McDill (1996) astutely note:

these indicators are useful for discussing the needs of groups of

children, they do not characterize the educational fates of individual

children at all precisely. Not all poor children are educationally

disadvantaged, nor are all non-white children or all children from single-

parent households. On average, though, each ofthese measurable

characteristics is associated with low levels of educational achievement.(

p. 17)

The lack ofprecision with which these indicators predict outcomes for individual

students has led many researchers to the recognition that risk is a very complex issue.

Many have come to believe that negative academic and social outcomes are not the

simple, or inevitable, result ofpersonal challenges or adverse environments. Instead,

much ofthe recent characterizes risk as the result of a transactional process that centrally

involves an imbalance between the emotional, social, and academic needs of students,

and the resources that are available to them (Brown, D’Emedio-Caston, & Benard, 2001;

Skinner & Wellbom, 1997; Werner & Smith, 1992). For example, in some schools, the

environment offers few resources to students with certain characteristics and needs, in

others, poverty of various sorts limits the support and assistance that the environment is

capable of offering. Environments such as these are often associated with poor student

outcomes—especially among students with limited English proficiency or learning
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disabilities. Although some students are manage to “make do” or even thrive in the most

resource-poor environments, the literature suggests that constraints arising from

unresponsive attitudes or limited resources are common in many schools with large

numbers of at-risk students.

While unresponsive environments are ofien cited as powerful risk factors, there is

also another type of unresponsiveness that is associated with poor academic performance.

This situation is somewhat different because the constraints are not necessarily due to

what is available in the environment. According to the literature, some students seem to

flail and flounder in environments that seemingly offer them the greatest of advantages.

In these cases students are placed at-risk because they fail to capitalize on the abundant

resources that are available. This is a response that Midgley, Arunkumar, and Urdan

(1996, p. 423) refer to as “self-handicapping” or help-avoidance.ii According to this

literature these maladaptive self-regulatory strategies often develop in situations where

students hold negative self-perceptions and feel more pressure to perform well than to

learn meaningful content—and learn from their mistakes (also see Covington, 1992).

Based on these findings, many researchers have focused their attention on the

ways in which students respond to the circumstances in which they find themselves

(Waxman, Huang, Knight, & Owens, 1992; Werner, 1990). As a result, the role of

students’ perceptions has taken a more central position in investigations of risk and

resilience. Much of this research suggests that affect is a key factor in risk (Covington,

1992; Goleman, 1995; Ryan, Hicks, & Midgley, 1997). For example, a number of recent

studies support the claim that affective characteristics such as alienation and disaffection

are more predictive of a particular individual’s educational outcome than are group-level
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characteristics (such as race and socio-economic status) that are often used to identify

students who are potentially at risk (Catterall, 1998; Hixson & Tinzmann, 1993;

Murdock, 1999; Newman & Newman, 2001; Yair, 2000).

Many of the negative educational and social outcomes associated with being at-

risk are strongly related to students’ feelings of futility, inferiority, isolation, and

alienation (Hunter, 1998; Mitchener & Schmidt, 1998; Turner, Thorpe & Meyer, 1998).

On the other hand, many studies that examine the characteristics of students who “make

do” or succeed despite living in impoverished and/or violent communities, having

minority status, and/or speaking English as a second language, note that these “resilient”

students consistently to report feelings of efficacy, belonging, and autonomy (Brown,

D’Emedio-Caston, & Benard, 2001; Henderson & Milstein, 1996; Wang, Haertel, &

Walberg, 1994).iii

According to a literature review produced by Wang, Haertel, and Walberg (1994),

studies that focus on students who succeed despite adversity consistently report that these

students also tend to construe difficulties and failings in positive and constructive ways.

In addition, they tend to take a proactive (rather than a reactive or passive) approach to

solving problems. Resilient students also tend to recognize the interconnectedness of

ideas and the connection between actions and consequences (both in the short- and long-

term). This generates a sense of coherence, which, in turn, supports the development of

an internal locus of control, goal-directed behavior, and self-regulation (Also see

Miserandino, 1996; Skinner & Wellbom, 1997; Wentzel, 1997, 1998).

In short, resilient students recognize that some of their life circumstances are less

than ideal, but feel empowered to change this situation. Many ofthese students respond
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to this recognition by devoting themselves to developing one or more skills that they

view as valuable (Skinner & Wellbom, 1997; Wang, Haertel, & Walberg, 1994). While

some of these students focus their efforts in the athletic arena, most students view

education as the most likely avenue to future prosperity (Krovetz, 1999). These

education-oriented students seek out opportunities to accelerate and enhance their

learning, and they also tend to persist through academic difficulty. As a result, these

students are often perceived as highly motivated, and tend to elicit helpful responses from

teachers and other adults with whom they regularly interact (Skinner & Wellbom, 1997;

Wang, Haertel, & Walberg, 1994).

Findings such as these have helped to transform the conception of at-riskness in

ways that account for resources and interactions, rather than simply attend to

demographic characteristics. The literature on at-riskness began to increasingly discuss

students’ affective states and behaviors. In addition, researchers began to examine

environments more closely in an effort to discover ways in which the features learning

environment might influence student affect and behavior. Many ofthese studies

attempted to determine which features of the environment were highly correlated with

resilient and non-resilient outcomes. In their review of the literature, Wang et a1. (1994)

present the findings of empirical studies that compared the learning environments of

resilient and non-resilient (i.e., at-risk) students. According to their synthesis of the

findings, features that distinguished schools with large populations of resilient students

from schools with large populations of at-risk students possess a range of “characteristics

that foster student resilience” (Wang et al., 1994, p. 50). Among these are:

0 clearly defined goals
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o a core curriculum for all students, and

o flexible scheduling arrangements

Wang et al (1994, p. 50) also reported that schools that foster resilience were

more likely to engage in practices such as:

o organizing students into small units to reduce anonymity and provide a close

relationship between each student and a mentor

0 having and evaluating programs that encourage students to take responsibility for

helping each other learn and that help to make the school a friendly and orderly place

0 using assessment results to guide curriculum and instruction

0 encouraging and evaluating teaching innovations, and

0 connecting with community institutions and outside agencies to enrich the learning

possibilities and support of students

According to Maton (1990), these features of school environments promote self-

esteem, autonomy, positive social interactions, and mastery of tasks; all of which have

been shown to enhance life satisfaction and general well-being among teenagers, even

among those from the most troubled communities. The Carnegie Foundation for the

Advancement of Teaching (1988) reported that even in troubled urban schools these

characteristics were associated with reduced drop-out rates and higher numbers of

students seeking post-secondary education. Among students who did not continue their

education, larger number of students obtained employment after graduation.

These encouraging findings triggered the development of reform initiatives

designed align the school practices with those described above in order to foster positive

affect and help students develop the skills and dispositions displayed by naturally
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resilient students. Initiatives such as these are often described as resilience education

programs (Brown, D’Emedio-Caston, & Benard, 2001; Henderson & Milstein, 1996;

Krovetz, 1999). I discuss the common features of some ofthese programs in the section

of this chapter that described the literature on effective approaches to meeting students

intellectual and psychosocial needs.” Before discussing those programs, I will discuss

the literature on risk and resilience that describes students’ intellectual and psychosocial

needs, and the consequences ofunmet need.

How does the literature on risk and resilience describe the intellectual and

psychosocial needs of students (both in general and with specific reference to early

adolescents)?

According to the literature on risk and resilience, students have four basic and

enduring needs. These include the need for competence, relatedness/connectedness,

autonomy, and a sense ofpurpose and future (Benard, 1991, 1995; Werner & Smith,

1992). These needs contribute significantly to students’ perceptions of:

0 their ability to meet the demands of the intellectual and social environment,

0 the meaning or importance oftheir activities and interactions with adults and peers,

and

0 their power influence their own behavior and make decisions that produce desirable

outcomes.

When these needs are fulfilled, students feel more confident in their ability to

solve important academic and social problems that they face. In addition, they feel more

connected to others in the environment, and are more likely to share the values and goals

emphasized in the environment and to believe that others are willing to help them if they
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need assistance (Werner, 1989). In such environments, students feel safer and more

secure. They have higher self-esteem, a more positive self-concept, are more optimistic

about the outcomes of their efforts, and more willing to take on challenges and try new

things. In essence, they are more likely to feel like valuable members of a community

where reciprocal support, effort, and persistence pay off for everyone.

To reduce the risk for poor performance and dropping out, the literature also

asserts that students need to develop caring and supportive relationships with teachers

and peers (i.e., bond or connect with others in the school environment). In addition they

need an internal locus of control and opportunities to develop independence and exercise

autonomy. According Noddings (1992) and Mitchener and Schmidt (1998) when students

are allowed to make decisions about their behavior and learning (i.e., greater autonomy),

they feel respected, are more receptive to the advice and guidance of adults, and are more

motivated to learn additional information and skills. But in addition to increased

autonomy, students need to be held to high but realistic standards; they need clear and

consistent boundaries that communicate expectations and consequences; and they need to

develop skills for social and intellectual competence, such as those for problem solving,

critical thinking, and communication (Benard, 1991; Skinner & Wellbom, 1997; Wang,

Haertel, & Walberg, 1994).

When these needs are fulfilled, students tend to develop a greater sense of

academic and social efficacy, and tend to behave in more and proactive ways. In other

words, they believe that they are able to meet the demands of the intellectual and social

environment, they construe their schoolwork and relationships in as positive and

meaningful, and they take responsibility for their actions and their futures. In short, they
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feel competent, connected, and empowered. In the next section, I discuss the literature

that describes common student outcomes when their learning environment do not meet

their needs for competence, relatedness/connectedness, autonomy, and a sense ofpurpose

and future.

How does the literature on risk and resilience describe the consequences of failing to

meet these needs?

Much of the literature on risk and resilience describes the consequences of failing

to meet students’ needs in terms that are both academic and psychosocial. For example,

Jacquelynne Eccles and many ofher colleagues draw on Person-Environment Fit Theory

(Hunt, 1975), to describe risk and the consequences ofunmet need (Eccles & Midgley,

1989). Within this body ofresearch on mismatch, the authors describe early adolescents’

characteristics in terms similar to those described in the section above. For example,

Eccles and her colleagues highlight early adolescents’ increasing desire for autonomy”,

continuing need for caring interpersonal relations with their teachers”, and tendency

towards peer comparison“. Most of their writings discuss risk in terms of negative

impact ofunmet need on students’ motivation, self-concepts, and perceptions of ability

(see Eccles, Wigfield, Midgley, Reuman, Mac Iver & Feldlaufer, 1993 for a review).

From this perspective, students are placed at-risk when they experience a

significant mismatch between their circumstances and needs, and the capacity or

willingness of the school and the teacher to accept, accommodate, and respond to those

needs in a manner that supports and enables their maximum social, emotional, and

intellectual growth and development. For example, Midgley, Feldlaufer, and Eccles

(1989) and Eccles, Lord, and Midgley (1991) found that traditional middle school
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environments that are characterized by teachers’ distrust of and desire to control students

thoughts and actions, tracking and homogeneous ability grouping practices, instructional

practices that emphasize learning outcomes over learning processes, and instructional

content that is perceived by students as less interesting and less challenging than content

covered in earlier grades all created conditions ofmismatch that placed early adolescents

at-risk for motivational problems.

Although Eccles, Lord, and Midgley (1991) and (Eccles, Midgley, Wigfield,

Buchanan, & et al., 1993) attempted to emphasize that the real issue is the compatibility

between selected practices and the needs and learning orientations of students, the overall

tenor of the work lent itself to the interpretation that simply replacing the offending

practices with the opposite practices would correct the problem. For example, early

adolescents generally tend to desire greater levels of autonomy than they did in previous

years. However, this is not the case for all early adolescents. Imposing autonomy on

students who do not desire and are not prepared for it creates as much mismatch a8

excessively restricting students who desire and are ready for greater independence. The

solution to mismatch lies in assessing students’ needs and responding appropriately. In

some cases, this may mean leaving in place certain practices whose use is generally

discouraged. Recent studies conducted by Carol Midgley and her colleagues found this

to be the case regarding goal emphases. While an emphasis on performance goals is

generally not recommended, Midgley, Kaplan, and Middleton (2001) note that for some

students, in some circumstances, for some outcomes, performance goals may be

facilitative. This work on goal theory preserved the emphasis on educational contexts
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that was raised in the mismatch work, while also reasserting the importance of

responding to student variability.

According to the larger body ofresearch on achievement goals, student can

develop goal structures that are learning-focused (Ames & Archer, 1988), mastery-

oriented (Clifford, 1984), ability-focused or perforrnance—focused (Covington, 1992).

According to Ames and Archer (1988) and Dweck and Leggett (1988), students who

adopt learning-focused goals define success as developing new skills, understanding

content, and making individual progress. These students are more likely to use of

effortful self-regulatory behaviors such as cognitive and metacognitive strategies, and

they believe that increased effort will lead to greater understanding and academic

success. Clifford (1984) defines mastery-oriented goals in a similar way and suggests

that, as a result, mastery-oriented students regard errors as constructive rather than

debilitating. According to the literature on educational resilience, these traits and

behaviors are associated with an increased likelihood of success in school and other life

accomplishments despite adversities presented by circumstances such as poverty and

other group-level indicators of risk.

On the other hand, ability-focused and performance-focused achievement goals

are associated with less desirable learner characteristics. According to Covington (1992),

students who adopt ability-focused goals interpret success as a reflection of their

scholastic ability and a comment on their self-worth. They regard learning as a vehicle to

public recognition rather than as a goal in itself, and they tend to view effort as an

indication of low ability, even when it leads to success. When effort does not lead to

success, students with ability orientations perceive this as confirmation of low ability.
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Students with this goal orientation want to appear to have succeeded with little effort, and

they are less likely to use effortful cognitive and metacognitive behaviors like planning,

organizing, asking questions, seeking help when needed, and reviewing mistakes (Ryan,

Gheen, & Midgley, 1998; Ryan & Pintrich, 1997; Ryan, Hicks, & Midgley, 1997). As a

result, rather than seeking out challenging content and striving for achievement, students

with ability orientations are more likely avoid challenge and possible failure (Covington,

1992). Students with performance-oriented achievement goals display similar avoidance.

They show lower preference for difficult tasks, are less likely to try to resolve

misunderstandings, and report negative affect in response to making mistakes in

schoolwork (Covington, 1992; Clifford, 1988). According to Goleman (1995), these

characteristics and behaviors are associated with feelings of frustration, low self-esteem

anxiety, depression, and alienation as well as with self-handicapping behaviors—all of

which increase the likelihood of academic difficulties and motivation problems, and

many ofwhich often persist into adulthood.

The achievement goal orientations that students adopt are influenced by their

experiences in school (Midgley et al., in press). In elementary schools, teachers tend to

use more leaming- and mastery-approaches, while in middle school and high school,

teachers tend to use more performance-focused approaches. In terms of mismatch,

students are more likely to enter middle school with learning- or mastery goals, and find

themselves in environments that emphasize performance. At this time in their

development when early adolescents are also more likely to engage in social comparison

and to develop self-perceptions that influence their academic and personal identities for
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years to come, the existence of this mismatch places many students at-risk for

disaffection and related decreases in academic achievement and educational aspirations.

While stage-environment fit and achievement goal approaches to educational risk

emphasize the impact that negative educational interactions have on students’ academic

success, researchers investigating risk from a socio-emotional perspective, also discuss

the impact ofmismatched environments on students’ psychological development. In the

work of Elias et a1. (1997), mismatch is also considered to be a powerful source of

potential risk. Their findings suggest that students educated under such circumstances

are more likely to perceive their learning environments as more demanding than

responsive, more competitive than cooperative, and more ability-focused than learning

focused. Such perceptions and common student responses to these are associated with

failure to develop valuable academic and social skills, adaptive self-regulation strategies,

and a strong work ethic.

In the next section I present the finding from literature on risk and resilience that

describes effective approaches to meeting students’ intellectual and psychosocial needs.

In that section I focus on approaches described in the literature on resilience education.

How does the literature on risk and resilience describe effective approaches to

meeting students’ intellectual and psychosocial needs?

Early work on the concept of resilience focused exclusively on psychosocial

issues in development, but the recent application of this concept to education integrates

research on development with research on academic achievement. Implicit in the concept

of educational resilience is the recognition that students are multi-dimensional beings
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whose psychosocial and intellectual development must be considered during the

educational process.

Wang, Haertel, and Walberg (1994, p. 45), describe educational resilience as a

“productive construct that relates the psychological characteristics of at-risk children to

features of schools, families, and communities that foster resilience and schooling

success.” In the text, the authors define educational resilience as “the heightened

likelihood of success in school and in other life accomplishments, despite environmental

adversities, brought about by early traits, conditions, and experiences.” While the

environmental adversities can arise from the circumstances in families, communities, or

schools, researchers such as Benard, (1991) have demonstrated that school experiences

can counteract some of the risk conditions imposed by adverse family and community

environments when the educational program fosters the development of particular student

traits. Wang et al. present the following list of such traits:

- taking a proactive rather than a reactive or passive approach to problem solving

0 being socially adept enough to get appropriate help from adults and peers

0 having social support

0 being able to construe difficulties and failings in positive and constructive ways

0 establishing a close bond with at least one caring adult

0 viewing life as coherent

0 having an intemal-locus of control

0 being motivated by a challenge

0 persevering at tasks

0 exhibiting autonomy
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o possessing valuable skills

0 being “other-oriented” (i.e., concerned about and helpful to others in need), and

0 being cognitively flexible in approaches to problem solving

The work of Wang, Haertel, and Walberg summarizes a great deal of the early

work that helped to develop and expand the concept of educational resilience. The

concept described in that piece was improved upon in later work, such as the piece by

Skinner and Wellbom (1997). In this piece educational resilience was termed academic

resilience and the major focus was on specific practices that promote the development of

educational resilience, and the benefits ofbeing educationally resilient.

According to Skinner and Wellbom, possessing educational resilience is

important for all students because educationally resilient students are least likely to

experience school failure, are less likely to allow negative influences from the home and

community to adversely affect their education, are more likely to persevere in the face of

academic difficulty, and are more likely to take an active role in planning their course in

life. In other words, educational resilience can serve as a protective factor against many

conditions of risk.

It is evident from the list of traits that educational resilience can be thought of as

both an outcome of an intervention and a trait. This is a consequence of the way in which

the concept was developed. Resilience, in its original sense, was observed to be a natural

process of positively adapting to negative features of the environment. Later, researchers

found that the coping skills used by naturally resilient individuals could be taught to non-

resilient individuals, thereby producing resilience where it did not previously exist.
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The importance of external support systems as protective mechanisms has been

stressed in the literature on resilience in childhood. Both from the psychosocial and

intellectual perspective, teachers have been shown to play an important role in troubled

students’ lives (Benard, 1991; Noddings, 1988). When teachers are responsive to the

varying affective and intellectual needs of their students, they maximize each student’s

opportunities for learning success, and foster positive attitudes towards school and self

(Como and Snow, 1986; Waxman, Huang, & Pardon, 1997). There is no reason to

believe that this sensitivity to student needs is only important in urban settings. This may

explain why Wang, Haertel, and Walberg (1994, p. 61-2) have incorporated the methods

used by urban teachers into a list of teaching practices that all educators are encouraged

to use to promote educational resilience. These include:

manipulating classroom organizational structures so that they include the use of short-

terrn, non-stigmatizing groups

providing a variety of materials that support active problem solving by the students

providing support in the form of aides and peer tutors, and a variety ofmedia

varying the level, form, and number of questions asked so that students have

opportunities to consider higher order questions (i.e., questions that require them to

go beyond the material presented)

varying the nature and amount of reinforcement given for correct answers, as well as

the level of information provided when a student gives an incorrect answer

enhancing students’ use of inquiry processes by implementing teaching strategies that

promote higher-order thinking
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0 actively involving students in the presentation ofnew information by asking them

questions and prompting them for examples

0 facilitating students’ use of self-regulating techniques, such as self-monitoring or self

reinforcement, by providing a variety ofproblem-solving opportunities during the

learning process

The emphasis on heterogeneous grouping, varied instructional approaches,

higher-order thinking, active learning, and problems solving echoes the emphasis of

developmentally appropriate education, middle level education, and many third-wave

structural and instructional reforms. In the following sections, connections between these

are discussed more explicitly.

How does the literature on risk and resilience describe the relationship between

these concepts and education reform (both in general and with specific reference to

middle school)?

The literature on risk and educational resilience appears to advocate many of the

same changes to educational structure and practice that are emphasized in reforms

designed to detrack schools and promote intellectual autonomy among students. These

reforms will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter. For now I will describe the

basic similarities.

Detracking is a reform that attempts to eliminate the practice of streamlining

students in to particular curricular tracks on the basis of ability. This practice leads to the

creation of long-term, homogeneous ability groups wherein students are afforded

differential access to courses and school resources. Students in the lowest tracks are

often taught by less experienced teachers, have limited access to technology, and are
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perceived by other students as intellectually deficient—a perception which many student

in the lower tracks adopt regarding themselves. The emphasis that the literature on

educational resilience places on short-term, non-stigmatizing groups is connected to

concerns about the negative effects of tracking on students’ opportunity to learn, sense of

efficacy, and feelings of connectedness/relatedness. Reforms that promote intellectual

autonomy emphasize critical thinking and analysis, problem solving, self-regulation, peer

interaction during learning, and the use of high quality curricula and materials.

While the primary goal of these types of reforms is to increase student

achievement, the literature on many initiatives related to detracking and intellectual

autonomy also communicates a desire to promote more positive affect and motivation.

Many also emphasize the importance of an internal locus of control, persistence, a sense

ofbelonging and opportunities for active participation, and opportunities for autonomy

and self-determination.

What explicit references, if any, does the literature contain that connect risk and

educational resilience to other topics included in the dissertation (or external to the

dissertation)?

The literature on risk and educational resilience seems to advocate adherence to

many of the tenets of the middle school philosophy, which calls for the elimination of

various teaching practices that are typical of middle level schools. Like advocates of

developmentally responsive educational practices, the authors recognize the harm to

intellectual and psychosocial development that results from practices such as:

0 homogeneous ability grouping

0 working in isolation
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0 low level instruction

0 inflexible approaches to instruction and towards learners

o treating students as passive recipients ofknowledge

0 focusing only on correct answers and

o exercising excessive control over students’ thought processes and behaviors.

Researchers such as Eccles, Lord, and Midgley (1991) believe that these practices

are responsible for the “downward spiral ofmotivation and achievement” that often

follows entrance into the middle grades. In other words, the literature on

developmentally appropriate education, middle level education, risk, and educational

resilience all suggest that these practices may serve as risk factors that increase the

likelihood that middle level students will experience academic, social, or emotional

difficulties.

Endnotes

 

‘ Also see Barber and McClellan (1987), and Conrath (1988).

ii Also see Ryan, Gheen, and Midgley (1998) for more on help-avoidance.

i” See Roeser, Midgley, and Urdan (1996) and Wentzel (1997,1998) for empirical studies

on the role ofthese characteristics in student behavior and academic success.

iv See Eccles, Buchanan, Flanagan, Fuligni, and Yee (1991), and Eccles, Lord, and

Midgley (1991).

V See Feldlaufer, Midgley, and Eccles (1988).

Vi See Eccles, Midgley, and Adler (1984), and Eccles, Wigfield, Midgley, Reuman, et a1.

(1993)
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CHAPTER 6: FINDINGS RELATED TO THIRD-WAVE STRUCTURAL AND

INSTRUCTIONAL REFORM

Middle schools are a wasteland ofourprimary and secondary

landscape... Caught between the warmth ofa good elementary school and

the academic seriousness ofa good high school, middle school students

often get the least ofboth and the best ofneither.

Tucker & Codding, Standardsfor Our Schools, (1998, p.153)

Middle level schools have a long history of failing to achieve their central goals.

While the cause of this failure is a constant source of controversy, efforts to address the

apparent problems of middle grades education abound. In the period between 1989 and

1997 a number of reforms implemented in the middle grades have attempted to address

the intellectual and psychosocial issues that have been raised by critics (House, 1996;

Murphy, 1990). While some efforts focused on improving the structure of the schools,

others focused primarily on improving the curriculum and instruction in middle level

classrooms. Although none of the reform efforts discussed in this chapter apply

exclusively to middle level schools, the rationale and recommendations of these reforms

closely resemble many of those found in the literature on developmentally appropriate

education (see Chapter 3), middle level education (see Chapter 4), and at-riskness (see

Chapter 5). In this chapter, I describe various structural and instructional reforms that

were widely implemented in middle schools during the Third-wave of education reform.

As explained in a Chapter 1, the term “Third-wave” refers to the period between 1989

and the present, during which large-scale school and subject matter reform was propelled

by teacher empowerment initiatives and the production ofcurriculum and teaching

standards for the core academic subjects.
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Ofspecific interest in this chapter are structural and instructional reforms that

were intended to increase teachers’ decision-making power, promote equity and choice

for students, and support instructional pursuits such as inquiry-based learning and

project-based learning. The three structural reforms discussed in this chapter are

“decentralization,” “block-scheduling,” and “detracking.” The instructional reforms

discussed in this chapter relate to the standards initiatives in mathematics,

English/language arts, science, and history/social studies. Specific standards of interest

are those produced by the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM, 1989,

1991), the National Academy of Sciences (NAS, 1993), the National Council for the

Social Studies (NCSS, 1994), and the National Council of Teachers of English and

International Reading Association (NCTE/IRA, 1996). While these reforms are often

called subject-area reforms because they concern content as much as instruction, I have

labeled them “instructional reforms” due to my focus on the instructional features, as

opposed to subject-area content.

In this chapter I provide a brief description of each of these reforms, but not an

exhaustive one. This is due, primarily, to my interest in the similarities between the goals

and recommended practices of these initiatives. An exhaustive description would involve

delving into issues that are unique to each initiative and subject area. Such descriptions,

while helpful for other purposes, would divert attention away from the issues of interest

in this dissertation. For this reason, my primary focus is on the goals and general

motivation behind each of the efforts, and on the literature that is relevant to answering

the following guiding questions:
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How does the literature on third-wave structural and instructional reforms describe

the intellectual and psychosocial needs of students (both in general and with specific

reference to early adolescents)?

How does the literature on third-wave structural and instructional reforms describe

the consequences of failing to meet these needs?

How does the literature on third-wave structural and instructional reforms describe

effective approaches to meeting students’ intellectual and psychosocial needs?

How does the literature describe the relationship between these particular structural

and instructional reforms and education reform (both in general and with specific

reference to middle school)?

What explicit references, if any, does the literature on third-wave structural and

instructional reforms contain that connect the topic/concept to others included in the

dissertation (or external to the dissertation)?

A8 with Chapters 3-5, this chapter will present the findings that resulted from the

coding, classification, and categorization processes described in Chapter 2. But before

proceeding with that presentation, it is important to first provide some background on the

relevant structural and instructional reform initiatives. Toward this end, the following

paragraphs provide a general description the decentralization, block scheduling, and

detracking efforts, as well as an introduction to the subject-matter reforms.

Third-Wave Structural Reforms

Structural reforms are often implemented to improve school climate and increase

the motivation of middle school teachers and students, thereby yielding positive results

for students’ educational aspirations, attainment, and achievement. Decentralization is an
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effort to redraw the boundaries of authority with regard to educational decision-making in

ways that allot greater power those (especially teachers) who interact more closely with

students (Bandlow, 2001). The rationale behind decentralization is that by empowering

these administrators and teachers, students’ learning needs can be assessed more

accurately and met more fiequently (Murphy, 1990; Smith & Purkey, 1985).

According to Bandlow (2001), the driving force behind decentralization is usually

poor student achievement that is attributed to unique characteristics of the student

population. The idea behind decentralization is that by empowering those who interact

more closely with students, students’ needs can be assessed more directly and accurately

and met more frequently and consistently. But it is important to note that decentralization

is a category ofreform, not a particular reform. Many specific reforms fit underneath the

decentralization umbrella. Site-based management, teacher empowerment, and teaming

are among these, and were the most popular decentralization initiatives during the Third-

wave (Hoy & Miskel, 1996). In the following paragraphs, I describe these initiatives and

the ways in which they attempted to redraw boundaries of authority and promote

responsiveness to students’ needs.

According to Hoy and Miskel (1996), site-based management is the most popular

implementation of decentralization across grades K-12. This reform shifts decision

making power away from school districts and towards individual schools so that they can

respond to the needs of their particular population (Bandlow, 2001). According to

Rinehart and Short (1991), teacher empowerment is a reform that is similar to site—based

management, but it operates within schools as opposed to between districts and schools.

Teacher empowerment shifts decision-making power away from principals and towards
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teachers and parents (Schermerhorn, Hunt, & Osborn, 1994). For example, teachers (and

sometimes parents) participate more actively (and in some cases as primary authorities)

in the decisions about resource allocation, the selection of texts and materials, the ways in

which students are grouped for instruction, and the school schedule. Such increases in

input and decision-making power to are expected to allow for more flexibility in

responding to the needs of students in a particular grade or classroom of a particular

school.

While all teacher empowerment initiatives are motivated by similar goals and

exhibit several common features, the exact nature ofthe implementation of these reforms

can vary significantly. According to Sweetland and Hoy (2000) primary differences

between different implementations of teacher empowerment initiatives relate to the ways

in which teachers interact with each other during the decision-making process and the

range of decisions they participate in making. In some implementations “empowered”

teachers are granted greater autonomy and decision-making power with regard to their

own classes. In these cases, teachers work independently of one another and make

decisions regarding the instructional strategies and materials they use in their classrooms.

In other cases, teachers collaborate with each other to make decisions that affect their

own classes as well as those of other teachers in the school. In the following paragraphs I

describe three versions of teacher empowerment initiatives that are based on teacher

collaboration models.

When collaboration between teachers is desired, a popular plan is to create

teams—a practice that is often referred to as teaming (Lee & Smith, 1993). According to

Petrie, Lindauer, Dotson, and Tountaskis (2001) and Green (2001), teams can be

109

 

 



organiz

grade 1

student

let‘el. c

innora

grade 1

on stuc

retain :

also or

Smith.

Same 1-

increag

Expen"

Iidentif

tonne,

abom :

Slalem

COmpO



organized in a number ofways. Sometimes teachers of difierent subjects, at the same

grade level, collaborate with each other to create interdisciplinary programs for all

students in a particular grade. Sometimes teachers of the same subject, at the same grade

level, collaborate to standardize some aspects of the curriculum and learn instructional

innovations from one another (Petrie et al., 2001). Sometimes teachers from successive

grade levels collaborate in order to build a cohesive and coherent curriculum that builds

on students’ experiences from previous years (Petrie et al., 2001; Spear, 1992).

Often at the middle school level, in an effort to foster closer interactions and

retain some ofthe intimacy that supports learning in the elementary grades, students are

also organized into teams along with their teachers (Asplaugh & Harting, 1998; Lee &

Smith, 1993; Spear, 1992). In this form of teaming, a group of students have all of the

same teachers and take all of their classes together. This experience is believed to

increase familiarity between teachers and students, generate a higher degree ofcommon

experience between students fiom which teachers can build, increase teachers’ ability to

identify and respond to students’ needs and interests, and increase students feelings of

connectedness/relatedness to their peers, teachers, and school. In response to concerns

about students’ feelings of anonymity and isolation in large schools, original position

statements on middle level education identified this particular teaming practice as a key

component ofresponsive middle level schools (Koos, 1927; Gruhn & Douglass, 1947;

Van Til, Vars, & Lounsbury, 1961). Student teaming is also advocated in more recent

recommendations for middle school structure and functioning produced by the Carnegie

Council on Adolescent Development (1989), the National Association for Secondary
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School Principals (NASSP, 1985), and the National Middle School Association (NMSA,

1989, 1995).

Block Scheduling is another popular structural reform that was advocated in early

literature on middle level education (Grantes, Noyce, Petterson, & Robertson, 1961). It is

a reform that involves reorganizing the school day so that students spend more

instructional time in the core academic subjects. Although block scheduling has been

advocated in middle level education literature since the 19608 when the first middle

schools emerged, this reform was not typically implemented in middle level schools or at

the high school level until the early 19908. The increase in popularity during this periods

was most likely the result of studies linking increased instruction time to higher academic

achievement (Yair, 2000). Although block scheduling has been strongly advocated for

middle level schools, this reform is most often implemented at the high school level

(Gruber & Onwuegbuzie, 2001). However, according to DiBiase and Queen (1999),

block scheduling is gaining popularity in middle schools.

The subject(s) for which schools choose to use block scheduling are usually

linked to assessments of student achievement. School subjects such as math, science and

English/language arts are subject to intensive, high-stakes assessment. Dissatisfaction

with students’ scores frequently triggers exhortations to increase academic achievement.

Block scheduling is often seen as a means of increasing instructional time, thereby

increasing achievement (Calweti, 1994). Many also view the practice as facilitative with

respect to many curricula that call for increased exploration and in—depth investigations

that require longer class periods (Benton-Kupper, 1999; Edwards, 1993; Rettig &

Canady, 1996).
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Block scheduling has become increasingly popular in mathematics,

English/language arts and science. However, it would be a mistake to say that it has been

warmly embraced—especially among new teachers who have difficulty planning for and

maintaining order in classes that can be up to 90 minutes long (Zepeda & Mayers, 2001).

The transition is not an easy one for experienced teachers either (Fritz, 1996). Without

specific training, many teachers have difficulty making productive use of the additional

time. This is one of the reasons why block scheduling is most common in history/social

studies and in non-core subjects, where it is initially implemented on “trial” and with

low-stakes (i.e., the fewest consequences) in case it worsens the achievement situation

(Bryant & Bryant, 2000).

i Although the middle school philosophy encourages scheduling reforms that

support the use of interdisciplinary and exploratory curricula, block scheduling is a

reform that can be implemented with or without changes to the curriculum. When

changes are not made, this reform can allow the class to cover more content during each

meeting, but many advocates ofblock scheduling argue that for this reform to be

successful at increasing achievement, changes must be made to the curriculum

(Brundrett, 1999; Deuel, 1999; O'Neil, 1995). When changes are made, they often

include the addition of discussions, group-work, projects, “hands on” activities, or a

combination ofthese (Benton-Kupper, 1999; Skrobarcek, Chang, Thompson, Atteberry,

Westbrook, & Manus, 1997).

Some also view longer class periods as an opportunity to change both instruction

and student-grouping traditions (Brundrett, 1999). With longer class periods, teachers

can include more activities that respond to differences in learning style and pace, and can
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try out more approaches for reaching struggling students. In these ways, block-

scheduling is seen as an opportunity to reduce reliance on practices aimed at auditory

learners and students who learn at an average pace. Aiming instruction at these students

leads to practices that are less responsive to the needs tactile and visual learners, and the

needs of students who learn at a faster- or slower—than-average pace.

According to the middle school philosophy and the recommendations of

developmentally appropriate education, schools that serve early adolescents should

eliminate both rigid scheduling and the use of tracking and homogeneous ability grouping

practices. Although block scheduling does not require any specific form of student

grouping, middle school educators who wish to remain true to the middle school

philosophy often implement block scheduling along with other organizational and

curricular reforms that increase the developmental appropriateness of the schools

(Canady & Rettig, 1995a, 1995b). However, many schools implement block scheduling

while maintaining tracking and homogeneous ability grouping practices.

Tracking and homogeneous ability grouping are practices that received a great

deal ofnegative attention during the Third-wave. Tracking is the practice of streamlining

students into different courses based on ability. While tracking is a school-level practice,

homogeneous ability grouping is a classroom- or group-level practice. Homogeneous

ability grouping as the practice ofplacing students of “similar ability” in the same class

or group (Garnoran, 1992). Unlike tracking where students are eligible to enroll in

certain courses based on their track assignment, homogenous ability grouping practices

may place a student in the highest ability group in one subject or class, and the lowest
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group in another subject or class. Detracking is the name often given to efforts to

eliminate these practices.

Tracking and homogeneous ability grouping are strongly discouraged in the

literature on middle level education and developmentally appropriate education,

(Carnegie Counicl, 1989; NMSA, 1982, 1989, 1992, 1995; Scales, 1991). Instead,

middle level educators are encouraged to place students with a range of abilities in the

same learning group on a more frequent basis, and utilize flexible instructional practices,

cooperative learning activities, and peer tutoring to bridge ability differences (Braddock

& Slavin, 1992; Tomlinson, 1995; Wheelock, 1994).

Educational equity is the main goal behind detracking and heterogenous ability

grouping initiatives. Advocates of detracking, such as Oakes (1985), argue that students

in higher tracks are afforded more opportunities to develop higher order thinking skills

(H.O.T.S.) such as reasoning, predicting, hypothesis testing, analyzing, and summarizing.

They also argue that students designated as average- or low-ability have limited access to

many courses that are available to students in the highest track (Braddock & Dawkins,

1993; Oakes, 1991; Wheelock, 1992, 1994. In essence, advocates of detracking believe

that this form of streamlining limits many students’ educational opportunities (Brewer &

Dawkins, 1993; Brewer, Rees, & Argys, 1995). They also argue that these practices

communicate messages about students’ potential that are unwarranted and harmfirl to

many students’ self-concept and motivation. These issues will be discussed in more detail

in response to the first and second guiding questions. Before proceeding with that, I will

provide an overview of the instructional reforms that I focus on in this chapter.
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Third-Wave Instructional Reforms

Instructional reforms are often implemented because they are expected to improve

content learning, thereby improving students’ performance on standardized tests and

other measures of academic achievement. In the late 19808 and early 19908, instructional

reforms focused heavily on setting standards for what students should know and be able

to do in a subject area, but also came to increasingly emphasize the importance ofmore

higher-order thinking and reasoning skills. The ability to think creatively, make

decisions, solve problems, visualize, reason, analyze, interpret, communicate, and know

how to learn are the skills most often mentioned in definitions of higher order thinking.

Perseverance, flexibility, metacognition, transfer ofknowledge, problem orientation,

open-mindedness, use of quality standards, and independence are among the most

frequently emphasized characteristics (Lee 1989). In this dissertation, these skills and

abilities are represented by the term intellectual autonomy.

According to Yackel and Cobb (1996), developing intellectual autonomy in

students was the major goal of the mathematics reform movement during the Third-wave.

An examination ofreforms in other subjects reveals that the emphasis on this type of

intellectual development was not unique to mathematics reform. Critical thinking, critical

reasoning, critical literacy, and scientific literacy are all terms used to represent the

combined abilities of logical reasoning and creative thought that individuals need in order

to successfully govern themselves in academic, moral, and social domains. Despite

differences in the terminology used to describe the goal, instructional reform across fields

tended to emphasize the development of a similar set of content-independent

characteristics and intellectual traits.
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In terms of educational practices, the emphasis on intellectual autonomy resulted

in a different set of expectations for student (and teacher) behavior. In each subject area

there was a shift away from encouraging students to simply memorize facts, and a shift

towards encouraging higher level reasoning, conceptual understanding, and meaning. In

mathematics, English/Language Arts, History/Social Studies, and Science students were

expected to learn more than the formula for area, the rules ofphonics, the dates of and

participants in historical events, and the classification of biological organisms. In

accordance with the emphasis reasoning and meaning, students were expected to also

know where the formula came from and understand why it works; not only to read

fluently, but to comprehend text; not only to dates and participants, but to understand

why the participants were involved and why the event occurred; and not only know the

names and features of animals, but to understand theories about how they came to have

the characteristics which determine their classification.

This new emphasis also involved a shift away from forcing students to adopt or

accept the solution strategies and interpretations of others, and a progression towards

emphasizing concepts, situations, and student reasoning. In all of these subject-matter

reform initiatives we see a shift away from educational contexts and practices that tell

students what to do and think, and towards contexts and practices that encourage students

to develop their own sensible strategies for answering important questions and draw their

own sensible conclusions after interpreting facts for themselves. At the center of these

reforms is the goal to help students develop their ability to govern and think for

themselves, taking relevant factors into account, when deciding between truth and untruth
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in an intellectual realm. This is the definition of intellectual autonomy offered by Kamii

(1984a, 1984b).

Although the standards-based instructional reforms in each subject area were

developed independently ofone another, the overarching goals for student learning and

performance were quite similar across disciplines. Each instructional reform initiative

recommends educational approaches and activities that promote dispositions and skills of

critical thinking and inquiry. Each also emphasizes the use of authentic tasks, the

importance of students interest and choice, and equal opportunity to engage in

meaningful learning. These will be discussed in more detail in the section on effective

approaches. In preparation for that discussion, the following paragraphs describe the

literature on each of the structural and instructional reforms in relation to the first guiding

question. In subsequent responses to the guiding questions, I will continue the pattern

set here, of addressing structural reforms first, then instructional reforms.

How does the literature describe the intellectual and psychosocial needs of students

(both in general and with specific reference to early adolescents)?

According to Yair (2000), many Third-wave structural and instructional reforms

were closely aligned with contemporary theories of motivation that emphasized the

influence of contextual features of the environment on student engagement, learning, and

performance. While the literature on structural and instructional reform does not describe

student needs in as explicit detail as the literature on the other four topics in this

dissertation, the reform literature does present a perspective on effective functioning that

motivates each initiative with reference to teachers, learners, and institutions.
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Structural Reforms

Most of the literature on decentralization, block scheduling, and detracking

describes specific efforts to implement the reforms. However, there is a small body of

literature that describes not only the goals of these reforms, but also the reasons why they

are expected to produce better teaching and learning environments and higher academic

achievement. According to Osterman (1992), structural reforms such as teacher

empowerment, teaming, block scheduling and detracking increase interpersonal

connection, active participation, equal opportunity, and choice; and in so doing fulfill

three basic psychological needs that underlie effective personal functioning. Connell and

Wellbom (1991), Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, and Ryan (1991), and Ryan (1995) describe

these as the need for relatedness, competence, and autonomy. According to Osterrnan

(1992) additional literature describes these as the need for support, acceptance,

belonging, membership, and community. Leithwood, Jantzi, and Haskell (1997) and

Leithwod and Jantzi (1999) have found that when environments provide for these

psychological needs, teachers and students are more likely to identify with the values and

goals of the school, commit to achieving them, and participate more actively in their

pursuit. All of these reactions and behaviors lead to greater success in achieving the

desired goals. These needs are similar to those described as in Chapter 3 “enduring

needs” for all students and “age-specific needs” of early adolescents, and as I discuss in

the section on consequences, the outcomes of fulfilling or failing to fulfill them are

similar to those described in previous chapters.
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Decentralization

According to Ryan (1991 p. 119), “The experience of relatedness and mutuality

that derives from authentic contact with others appears to play a crucial role in

connecting individuals to social tasks and promoting an internalization ofvalued goals.”

This is the reason why teacher empowerment—especially forms that involve teaming——

were expected to promote better performance. Research by Kruse and Louis (1997),

suggests that teaming creates a climate of emotional and moral support, personal dignity,

intellectual assistance and personal encouragement for teachers that influences the ways

in which they interact with students. In climates such as these, teachers are more likely to

treat students with respect, seek out information about students’ needs, respond creatively

to that information, and provide more constructive feedback to students. This in turn

affects the ways in which students perceive and respond to their teachers. Students who

perceive their teachers as knowledgeable, powerful, and caring are more likely to respect

their teachers and try harder to live up to their teachers expectations for learning and

behavior.

Block Scheduling

Block scheduling, while offering students additional time to learn during each

class period, also offers the opportunity for teachers and students to interact with each

other in more meaningful ways (Rettig & Canady, 1995; Canady & Rettig, 1996).

According to Huff (1995), Queen and Isenhour (1998) and Wild (1998), block scheduling

contributes to increased relatedness and competence by providing more opportunities to

identify students' strengths and weaknesses, and implement effective instructional

strategies. According to the literature, this arrangement also offers greater opportunities
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use a greater variety of teaching methods (Canady & Rettig, 1996), to individualize

instruction (Eineder & Bishop, 1997), and engage in authentic learning activities and

extended investigations (Boarman & Kirkpatrick, 1995).

Kramer (1997) notes that block scheduling contributes to another basic

psychological need—autonomy—by allowing teachers more freedom to make

adjustments to content coverage. Deuel (1999) and Passe (1996) note that when teachers

have greater autonomy they tend to pass it on to students by allowing them greater

opportunities to pursue special interests. When exploring a topic ofpersonal interest

students are more likely to pay closer attention, persist for longer periods of time, seek

out assistance, learn more, communicate their knowledge, and enjoy the learning process

(Ainley, 1994, 1998; Renninger, 1987, 1990; 1998; Schiefele, 1991, 1996).

Detracking

In addition to eliminating institutionalized obstacles to high quality instruction,

detracking is also believed to respond students’ basic psychological needs. According to

the literature, students’ needs for support, acceptance, and autonomy are undermined by

practices that communicate limited competence and potential, promote peer rejection by

labeling them as less desirable, and prevent them from taking courses they may be

interested in. Detracking is motivated by a belief that students’ educational experiences

should communicate respect for diversity and variation, and recognize the transitional

nature of adolescent development. This reform is based on the view that during the

highly uneven process of adolescent development, a student’s current ftmctioning should

not be viewed as an indicator of his or her ultimate potential. Advocates of detracking

argue that instead of assigning students to courses of study based on their achieved
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development, all students should be given opportunities to advance their cognitive

development. Those who are lagging behind their peers are seen as especially in need of

the richer learning experiences that are often reserved for high performing students under

a streamlined system.

Instructional Reforms

In the years since the production of Turning Points (Carnegie Task Force, 1989),

which is often cited as the impetus for structural reforms to improve middle school

climate, there has also been increased attention on standards for content and instruction in

each of the core academic subjects. These standards identify conditions and criteria for

learning environments and evaluations regarding student competence. While each set of

standards and related literature that I discuss in this chapter express many student needs

indirectly and in terms of the specific subject area, there are many similarities in the

descriptions. Among the standards documents, only those produced by the NCSS (1994)

describe students needs thoroughly and directly, but the NCTM (1989) standards also

make a few specific statements about the characteristics and needs of early adolescents.

These statements are the focus of the paragraphs that follow.

National Councilfor the Social Studies (NCSS)

Unlike most ofthe other instructional reform initiatives, the Standards for Social

Studies (NCSS, 1994) explicitly links NCSS recommendations to their understanding of

early adolescents’ developmental needs. With regard to early adolescents’ socio-

emotional development, the NCSS asserts:

0 The quest for independence and self-identity creates unique emotional needs for this

age, including the need for a sense ofcompetence and intimacy with others.
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Adolescents waver between the desire for independence and the need for regulation

and reassurance from adults.

0 A constant struggle exists between wishing to be seen as unique and wanting to

conform to group norms. Adolescents often surrender individuality to the desire for

acceptance by peers that leads to an inordinate concern with appearance and social

efficacy.

0 The focus of social life changes fiom family to fiiends. Previously accepted values

may be questioned. Conformity to peer group norms may run counter to the social

expectations of adults. Affirmation and security are sought through the peer group.

Group loyalty and acceptance may supersede good judgment and care and concern for

others, leading to cruel and indifferent treatment of outsiders.

o The student's assessment ofpersonal self-worth is extremely fragile. Self-esteem is

directly influenced by how well adolescents feel they perform in areas of importance:

appearance, scholastic competence, athletic competence, and behavior.

0 Adolescents believe that they uniquely experience thoughts and feelings. They feel

that no one else understands them or the intensity of their experiences.

0 The adolescent conscience becomes increasingly alert to the actions and values of

adults and registers disappointment over perceived imperfections. A sense of ethics

and altruism is developing with corresponding concern for those wronged or

oppressed, for fairness, and for the pursuit ofhigh ideals.

These observations are quite similar to those expressed in the literature on

developmentally appropriate education and middle level education. In accordance with

Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development (Erikson, 1968), these points communicate
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a recognition the quest for identity, the need for people and ideas to have faith in, and the

need for affirmation by peers that is confirmed by teachers and inspired by worthwhile

ways of life. In addition, these points communicate recognition of the tendency toward

social comparison and personal fable as described in Chapter 3.

With regard to early adolescents’ intellectual characteristics, the NCSS asserts:

0 Cognitive development is related to biological maturation and will therefore show

great variation even among a small group of early adolescents.

o A great deal of curiosity emerges about the world, its peoples, and life in general. The

young adolescent exhibits a vivid imagination and a wide range of interests.

0 The early adolescent begins the transition fi'om concrete to abstract drinking. The

attention span increases and students can begin to think about their own thinking.

Talents can develop rapidly during this period, as can the aptitude for critical thinking

and decision making.

It is clear from this list that the NCSS views early adolescents’ cognitive

development in light of Piaget’s theory, and recognizes the capacities that emerge during

the transition to formal operations. This perspective, combined with their perspective on

socio-emotional/psychosocial development, influences their recommendations for

practice. These recommendations will be discussed in the section on effective

approaches. But before proceeding with that discussion, I will first present the discussion

of needs expressed in the NCTM documents.

National Council ofTeachers ofMathematics (NCTM)

According to the National Council of Teachers ofMathematics (NCTM), the

Curriculum and Evaluation Standardsfor School Mathematics (1989, p. 5) were intended
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to assist teachers’ efforts to help all students become mathematically powerful

individuals. Based on the description in the Standards document, the term mathematical

power denotes an individual’s abilities to explore, conjecture, and reason logically, as

well as the ability to use a variety of mathematical methods effectively to solve non-

routine problems. “This notion is based on the recognition of mathematics as more than a

collection of concepts and skills to be mastered; it includes methods of investigating and

reasoning, means of communication, and notions of context. In addition, for each

individual, mathematical power involves the development of personal self-confidence

(NCTM, 1989, p. 5). In related literature produced by Even and Lappan (1994), students

who have mathematical power are described as those who:

0 possess conceptual understanding that allows them to know when to use particular

computational skills,

0 are confident in their ability to solve problems in situations that look unfamiliar,

o explain with conviction, and change their minds only when they are convinced by

someone else’s explanation that the other person is correct.

This description of mathematical power is similar to the description of intellectual

autonomy offered by Kamii (1984a, 1994b). To promote the skills and behaviors

associated with mathematical power, the Standards encourage teachers to help students

develop confidence in their abilities, and skill at solving problems, communicating

mathematically, and reasoning mathematically. These intellectual skills are further

explained with regard to students’ needs. According to the Standards (NCTM, 1989, p.

6), “students need to view themselves as capable of using their growing mathematical

power to make sense ofnew problems situations in the world around them” and they
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need numerous and varied experiences that foster trust in their own mathematical

thinking. Students also need opportunities to explore both open-ended problems with no

right answers, as well as formulated problems. They need opportunities to work on

problems that may take hours, days, or even weeks to solve. In addition to simple

exercises that can be completed independently, they also need opportunities to work

cooperatively in small groups and with the entire class. To learn to communicate

mathematically, students need opportunities to learn the signs, symbols, and terms of

mathematics in problem situations where they can read, write, and discuss ideas in the

language ofmathematics. These activities are believed to help students learn to clarify,

refine, and consolidate their thinking (NCTM, 1989, p. 6). According to the literature on

early adolescent development and critical thinking/reasoning, these skills facilitate the

transition to full formal operational thought (Muuss, 1996), and contribute to the

development of intellectual autonomy (Yackel & Cobb, 1996).

With specific regard to early adolescents, the NCTM Standards (NCTM, 1989, p.

68), describe them as “children in transition” who are restless, energetic, responsive to

peer influence, and unsure about themselves. This description goes on to assert that self-

consciousness is their hallmark, and curiosity (about such questions as Who am I? How

do I fit in? What do I enjoy doing? Who do I want to be?) is both their motivation and

their nemesis. From this turmoil emerges an individual with attitudes and patterns of

thought taking shape.

According to NCTM middle school students are in the process of forming lifelong

values and skills. “The decisions students make about what they will study and how

they will learn can dramatically affect their fiiture. . .Because many of the attitudes that
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affect these decisions are developed during the middle grades, it is crucial that conscious

efforts be made to encourage all students, especially young women and minorities, to

pursue mathematics (NCTM, 1989, p. 68). If students are to pursue mathematics, they

need to experience it as a personally meaningful and worthwhile endeavor.

The descriptions of students’ intellectual and psychosocial needs offered in the

NCSS and NCTM Standards echo those found in the literature on developmentally

appropriate education, middle level education, at-riskness, and educational resilience.

Particular overlaps of note relate to early adolescents’ cognitive characteristics, social-

orientation and sensitivity, and pursuit ofmeaning, relevance, and independence.

How does the literature describe the consequences of failing to meet these needs?

According to the literature on structural and instructional reform, failing to meet

the needs of early adolescents is associated with a range of negative consequences for

their intellectual development and achievement, as well as for their psychosocial

development and behavior. Of specific concern are: 1) the negative impact on

motivation, 2) the negative influence on disposition and habits ofmind, and 3) the

negative impact on content learning and achievement. As with the previous section, I

begin by discussing these in relation to structural reform literature and follow with a

discussion of instructional reform literature.

Structural Reforms

According to the literature on structural reforms, students whose environments

foster feelings ofbelongingness or acceptance and promote positive involvement with

others, are more likely to evidence autonomy and self-regulation (Leithwood & Jantzi,

1999). More specifically, they:
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0 demonstrate intrinsic motivation,

o accept the authority of others while at the same time establishing a stronger sense of

identity,

0 experience a sense of autonomy, and

o accept responsibility for regulating their own behavior in the classroom (Ainley,

1993, 1998; Renninger, 1998; Schiefele, 1996)

According to the research on teacher empowerment and detracking, students’ and

teachers’ who feel disrespected, disconnected, and excessively restricted tend to display

low motivation to respond negatively to expectations—evidenced by higher rates of

active and passive opposition. They are also more likely to experience feelings of low

efficacy, and participate less actively in the teaching and learning process. According to

the literature on detracking, students who feel rejected often exhibit an unwillingness or

inability to conform to norms, and appear less able to act independently. These are two

of the most frequently observed negative consequences of tracking and homogeneous

ability grouping.

The literature on detracking also asserts that students in lower tracks tend to

develop low self-efficacy due to their belief that they are not as capable as other students

are (Oakes, 1991; Wheelock, 1992, 1994). According to Brophy (1998), in response to

the institution’s assertions that they are intellectually limited, lower track students are

more likely to develop a form of “learned helplessness” where they feel they are

incapable of thinking critically and solving problems without constant direction from an

outside authority. Constance Kamii (1994) describes this outcome as intellectual

heteronomy—the opposite of intellectual autonomy. The feelings of helplessness that are
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associated with intellectual heteronomy are a major source of anxiety towards

mathematics, and possibly other school subjects (Stodolsky, 1985).

Other researchers, such as Canady and Rettig (1995a, 1995b), note that

stigmatizing experiences such as tracking and homogeneous ability grouping often lead

to feelings of rejection for students in the lower groups, and many students respond by

disengaging during learning or withdrawing from school completely (e.g., dropping out).

They also note that teachers who work with these students also suffer from the

consequences. Studies conducted by Johnson (1990) and Rosenholtz (1989a, 1989b)

suggest that many teachers find interactions with tracked students to be less fiilfilling,

they experience more behavior problems fiom students, and receive a smaller share of the

school’s resources. These features of their work environments have been cited as

powerful predictors of low morale and high teacher turnover (also see Lieberman, 1988

and Little, 1982).

Instructional Reforms

While the literature on instructional reforms is much less explicit about negative

consequences, there are many references to the need for certain types of opportunities and

experiences. Chief among the implied consequences are low assessment of the value and

utility of the content and discipline, impaired learning, low persistence, and failure to

develop competence, critical thinking skills, and reasonable standards for work quality.

These relate directly to the recommendations for effective practice that are described in

the section below.
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How does the literature describe effective approaches to meeting these needs?

The literature on structural and instructional reforms describe effective

approaches to meeting early adolescents’ intellectual and psychosocial needs in ways that

are similar to the literature on developmentally appropriate education, middle level

education, at-riskness, and educational resilience. Key similarities in these approaches

are their emphasis on increasing the quality of the curriculum, and its relevance to

autonomy-related goals, equity-related goals, and student interests. As was the case

regarding consequences, the literature on structural reform speaks to these issues with a

different level of explicitness than instructional reforms, but in the case of effective

approaches, this relationship is reversed. While the literature on structural reforms is

more explicit about consequences of unmet intellectual and psychosocial needs, the

literature on instructional reforms is more explicit about the features of effective

approaches. The paragraphs below present the discussion of effective approaches

expressed in the literature on each type of reform.

Structural Reforms

According to the literature on structural reforms, emphasizing high quality

curricula, equity, and autonomy are necessary—but insufficient—conditions for

increasing student achievement. Before these emphases can have the desired effect on

student performance, schools must create conditions that support positive beliefs about

student efficacy and empower teachers to respond to students’ interests and needs (e.g.,

through changes to content, grouping, and scheduling). Structural reforms such as

detracking and teacher empowerment are considered to be effective approaches to
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establishing these conditions—especially when they involve the implementation of

block-scheduling.

Detracking initiatives are considered to be effective approaches to supporting

positive beliefs about efficacy because they implicitly (and in some cases, explicitly)

communicate to teachers that they are capable ofresponding to the challenges presented

by student variation, and are expected to respond to the needs of all students (Kruse &

Louis, 1997). These initiatives are also expected to support positive efficacy-related

beliefs among students because they communicate that students, regardless of past

difficulties or failures, are also capable of rising to high expectations for learning and

performance (Oakes, 1991; Wheelock, 1992, 1994). Additional expectations for the

effectiveness of detracking relate the ability ofthe practice to support students’ belief that

they have the power to control and/or change the trajectory of their fiiture (Leithwood &

Jantzi, 1999).

While positive efficacy-related beliefs are important components effective

structural reform, these beliefs must also be accompanied by access to the resources

needed in order to realize those beliefs. Structural reforms that increase teachers’

participation in decisions about resource allocation and teaching materials increase their

access to the resources they need in order to teach high quality content to all students.

Empowering teachers in this way helps to support their efforts to live up to the demands

presented by student variation (Leithwood, Jantzi, & Haskell, 1997). This support is

necessary in order to prevent feelings of frustration and futility than can undermine

teachers’ beliefs about their own efficacy, as well as that of their students (Leithwood &

Jantzi, 1999).
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One resource that teachers (and students) often feel deprived of is time. Even

when practices such as tracking and homogeneous ability grouping were implemented in

ways that reduced student variability, teachers and students often felt tremendous

pressure to race through the content they were expected to cover (Brundrett, 1999).

Reforms that increase the demands for content learning (e.g., standards-based reforms),

and introduce greater student variability (e.g., detracking), further strain teachers’ and

students’ resources and limit their autonomy (Deuel, 1999; Kramer, 1997; Passe, 1996).

In these situations, time can become a critical factor in their ability to respond to higher

expectations.

When teachers and students perceive a shortage of time, they often compromise

by ignoring certain demands or pursuing certain goals in a superficial manner (Boarman

& Kirkpatrick, 1995; Canagy & Rettig, 1996). For example, teachers may restrict the

range of topic that they cover, or teach all topics “in summary” and few (or none) through

exploration and investigation. They may also teach by telling, and toward the

characteristics and needs ofthe average student (i.e., by excessive lecturing), rather than

in response to the characteristics and needs of all of their students. In addition, they may

attempt to address students’ desire for autonomy by allowing them to make choices such

as where to sit, rather than more important decisions such as which topics to explore in

more depth.

In essence, a lack of adequate time can promote improper implementation of

instructional reforms, interfere with the achievement of important reform goals, and

overwhelm teachers and students in ways that undermine their sense of efficacy. After

working so hard in pursuit of the goals they were able to properly address, student
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achievement often fails to live up to expectations and teachers and students face

increased pressure to cover all of the content in-depth. This pressure can promote

feelings of fi'ustration and futility that lead to disengagement and withdrawal among

teachers as well as among students (Canady & Rettig, 19953, 1995b; Lieberman, 1988;

Little, 1982). Structural reforms such as block-scheduling are believe to reduce time

pressure, promote proper implementation of standards-based reforms, facilitate

responsiveness, and sustain efficacy-related beliefs (Huff, 1995; Queen & Isenhour

(199s, Eidener & Bishop, 1996).i

According to the literature on structural reforms, decentralization (especially

teacher empowerment), detracking, and block-scheduling can effectively prevent and

address alienation, disaffection, disengagement, and unnecessary resistance among

teachers and students. When each of these reforms is implemented properly, and when

they are implemented as an interrelated set of structural reforms, they can create

conditions that support positive beliefs about student efficacy and empower teachers to

respond to students’ interests and needs. Fulfilling these conditions increases the

likelihood that high quality curricula, equity-based practices, and greater provisions for

autonomy will lead to higher student achievement.

In the next section I present the literature on instructional reforms that describe

the features ofhigh quality curricula, and effective (and productive) strategies for

promoting equity and student autonomy. I begin this presentation by discussing the

general literature on the mathematics standards, and specific recommendations for

effectively teaching mathematics in the middle grades.
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Instructional Reforms

As discussed earlier in the chapter, the standards for mathematics,

English/language arts, science, and history/social studies concern content as much as

instruction. The standards for each of these subjects identify topics and ideas that should

be explored in the curriculum. While the information I present below does not discuss

this content, it does present the goals educators are expected to pursue when exploring

subject-specific topics and ideas. The content below also discusses the ways in which the

literature on these reform initiatives describes effective strategies for pursuing these

goals. Depending on the specific initiative, some of these strategies relate to classroom

practice as well as to conditions in the larger school environment. I begin my

presentation of the literature with a discussion of the NCTM standards, which focus,

primarily, on classroom practice.

The National Council ofTeachers ofMathematics (NCTM)

According to NCTM, five major shifts in the environment of mathematics

classrooms are needed to move towards mathematics teaching that empowers students. In

the Professional Standards for Teaching Mathematics (NCTM, 1991), they advocate the

shift toward classrooms as mathematical communities, toward logic and mathematical

evidence as verification, toward mathematical reasoning; toward conjecturing, inventing,

and problem solving; and toward connecting mathematics, its ideas, and its applications.

In essence, they are advocating a shift away from away from classrooms as simply a

collection of individuals; away from the teacher as the sole authority for right answers;

away from merely memorizing procedures for finding solutions; and away from treating

mathematics as a body of isolated concepts and procedures.
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NCTM encourages math educators to redefine their roles so that they function

more as facilitators or coaches, and increase interaction between peers during learning.

The Standards also encourage educators to eliminate rigid ability grouping during

mathematics learning, promote higher order thinking skills, increase student participation

in the decision-making process, and use assessment to aid teaching and learning.

In content related specifically to middle school students, the NCTM reasserts the

strongly held belief that all students have the right to a mathematics education that

ensures mathematical literacy and the development ofthe concepts, skills, and

dispositions necessary for a meaningful and productive life. They note that middle

school students are at a particularly crucial stage, as they are in the process of forming

their identities and making decisions that will influence their futures. If students are to

view mathematics as important to their futures, the curriculum must be interesting and

relevant, must emphasize the usefulness of mathematics, and must foster a positive

disposition towards mathematics” (NCTM, 1989, p. 68).

The NCTM Standards express the belief that “Students will perform better and

learn more in a caring environment in which they feel free to explore mathematical ideas,

ask questions, discuss their ideas, and make mistakes “(NCTM, 1989, p. 69). By

listening to students’ ideas and encouraging them to listen to one another, one can

establish an atmosphere ofmutual respect. Teachers can foster this willingness to share

by helping students explore a variety of ideas in reaching solutions and verifying their

own thinking. This approach instills in students an understanding of the value of

independent learning and judgment and discourages them from relying on an outside

authority to tell them whether they are right or wrong (NCTM, 1989, p. 69).
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To create such an atmosphere, the NCTM Standards suggest that middle school

mathematics teachers create learning environments that fosters students' confidence in

their own abilities and skills in problem solving, reasoning, making connections, and

communicating with and about mathematics. They also suggest that teachers work

together in teams to develop meaningful mathematics programs, and modify mathematics

instruction as needed to motivate and nurture students.

NCTM also encourages teachers to take advantage of the expanding mathematical

capabilities of students by including more complex problems that integrate topics. They

recommend implementing practices that involve regularly ask students to formulate

interesting problems based on a wide variety of situations, both within and outside

mathematics. Teachers are also encouraged to give students frequent opportunities to

explain their problem-solving strategies and solutions, and to seek general methods that

apply to many problem settings. To promote effective self-govemance, NCTM

recommends that teachers encourage students to monitor and assess themselves so that

they can use their time and energy wisely, learn to plan more carefully and effectively,

and develop the habits ofmind that make them not only better problem solvers but also

better learners. In addition, the Standards assert that good reasoning should be rewarded

even more than students’ ability to find correct answers since making conjectures,

gathering evidence, and making supportive arguments are fundamental to doing

mathematics (1989, p. 6). As discussed above, these abilities are also fundamental to

intellectual autonomy, and—as they deal with exploring possibilities before realities—

they challenge students abilities to engage in propositional thinking and correlational
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reasoning thereby supporting the transition from concrete operations to formal

operational thinking.

With specific regard to instruction, teachers are encouraged to provide variety and

opportunities for

o appropriate project work

0 group and individual assignments

- discussion between the teacher and the students, and among students

0 practice on mathematical methods, and

exposition by the teacher (NCTM, 1989, p. 10).

The NCTM Standards go on to state that assert that instructional approaches

should engage students in the process of learning rather than transmit information for

them to receive. They argue that students must become active learners, challenged to

apply their prior knowledge and experience in new and increasingly more difficult

situations. Because students in the middle grades are especially responsive to hands-on

activities in tactile, auditory, and visual instructional modes, learning should engage them

both intellectually and physically (NCTM, 1989, p. 87).

Working in small groups is believed to provide students with opportunities to talk

about ideas and listen to their peers, and enable teachers to interact more closely with

students. Working in small groups also takes positive advantage of the social

characteristics of the middle school student, and provides opportunities for students to

exchange ideas and hence develop their ability to communicate and reason. Small group

work can involve collaborative or cooperative work, as well as independent work.

Projects and small-group work can empower students to become more independent in
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their own learning. Whole-class discussions require students to synthesize, critique, and

summarize strategies, ideas, or conjcctures that are the products of individual and group

work. These skills can be expanded to, and integrated with, any or all of the other

subjects (NCTM, 1989, p. 67).

Within an atmosphere such as this, teachers are encouraged to pay increased

attention to particular activities, and decreased attention to others. The table below

illustrates the areas that NCTM emphasizes in the Standards docmnent (taken from

NCTM, 1989, pp. 70-71).

Table 1. General Areas for Increased and Decreased Emphasis
 

Increased Emphasis Decreased Emphasis
 

Pursuing open ended problems and

extended investigations

Practicing routine, one-step problems

 

Investigating and formulating questions

fi'om problem situations

Practicing problems categorized by types

(e.g., coin problems, age problems)
 

Representing situations verbally,

numerically, graphically, geometrically, or

symbolically

Doing fill-in-the-blank worksheets

 

Discussing, writing, reading, and listening

to mathematical ideas

Answering questions that require only yes,

no, or a number as responses.
 

Reasoning in spatial contexts, with

proportions, from graphs, inductively, and

deductive];I

Relying on outside authority (teacher or an

answer key)

 

Connecting mathematics to other subjects

and to the worked outside the classroom

Learning isolated topics

 

Connectingtopics within mathematics Developing skills out of context
  Applying mathematics
  

Additional areas for increased emphasis during instruction include actively

involving students in the learning activities, using concrete materials, using appropriate

technology for computation and exploration, being a facilitator of learning, and assessing

learning as an integral part of instruction (NCTM, 1989, p. 73). Additional areas for

decreased emphasis include teaching computations out of context, drilling on paper-and-
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pencil algorithms, stressing memorization over reasoning, being a dispenser of

knowledge, and testing for the sole purpose of assigning grades (NCTM, 1989, p. 93).

The standards for science, social studies, and English/Language arts were all

published after the NCTM Standards and express similar commitments to equity, inquiry,

flexibility, and appropriate uses of assessment and technology. The National Academy of

Sciences (NAS) and the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS)

produced their standards documents in 1993. The National Council for the Social Studies

(NCSS) produced their document in 1994. These were followed, in 1996, by the

publication of the English/language arts standards document jointly produced by the

National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) and the International Reading

Association (IRA).

In the presentation below, the standards for science are discussed first as these

documents temporally precede those in the other subject areas. Among the science

standards documents, the National Standardsfor Science Education (NAS, 1993) is

discussed first, because this document focuses more explicitly on instruction than Project

2061 .' Sciencefor All Americans (AAAS, 1993). Likewise, since the Social Studies

Standards (NC88, 1994) were published before the National Standardsfor the English

Language Arts (NCTE/IRA, 1996), the NCSS Standards are discussed before the

NCTE/IRA Standards.

The National Academy ofSciences (NAS)

According to the NAS, the National Science Education Standards (NAS, 1993)

are premised on a conviction that all students deserve and must have the opportunity to

become scientifically literate, and rest on the premise that science is an active process.
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The NAS stresses that “learning science is something that students do, not something that

is done to them, and that hands-on activities, while essential, are not enough. Students

must have ‘minds-on’ experiences as well.” As a result of these views, the NAS standards

call for more than “science as process,” in which students learn such skills as observing,

inferring, and experimenting. They believe that inquiry is central to science learning

because while engaging in inquiry, students describe objects and events, ask questions,

construct explanations, test those explanations against current scientific knowledge, and

communicate their ideas to others. They identify their assumptions, use critical and

logical thinking, and consider alternative explanations. “In this way, students actively

develop their understanding of science by combining scientific knowledge with reasoning

and thinking skills.” This description of an effective approach mirrors that advocated by

NCTM, especially with regard to the role of conjecture, evidence, and discussion.

The NAS believes that students must accept and share responsibility for their own

learning but they also stress the importance of the teacher’s role. Like the NCTM, the

NAS encourages teachers to facilitate exploration, investigation, and meaningful

interactions during learning. The NAS also emphasizes the importance of adapting

curricula to student interests, knowledge, and abilities while encouraging active

participation by all students and fostering student autonomy. In the content related to

instruction, the NAS emphasizes classroom level issues, as well as structural/school-level

issues that create conditions that support high expectations and equity. Specifically, they

argue that teachers should work in collegial contexts that support good science teaching.

Toward these ends, they offer six teaching standards designed to improve the learning

environment and educational approach. These are presented below.
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TEACHING STANDARD A: Teachers of science plan an inquiry-based science

program for their students. In doing this, teachers:

Develop a framework of yearlong and short-term goals for students.

Select science content and adapt and design curricula to meet the interests,

knowledge, understanding, abilities, and experiences of students.

Select teaching and assessment strategies that support the development of student

understanding and nurture a community of science learners.

Work together as colleagues within and across disciplines and grade levels. (p. 30)

TEACHING STANDARD B: Teachers of science guide and facilitate learning.

In doing this, teachers:

Focus and support inquiries while interacting with students.

Orchestrate discourse among students about scientific ideas.

Challenge students to accept and share responsibility for their own learning.

Recognize and respond to student diversity and encourage all students to participate

fully in science learning.

Encourage and model the skills of scientific inquiry, as well as the curiosity, openness

to new ideas and data, and skepticism that characterize science. (p. 32)

TEACHING STANDARD C: Teachers of science engage in ongoing assessment

of their teaching and of student learning. In doing this, teachers:

Use multiple methods and systematically gather data about student understanding and

ability.

Analyze assessment data to guide teaching.

Guide students in self-assessment.
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0 Use student data, observations ofteaching, and interactions with colleagues to reflect

on and improve teaching practice.

0 Use student data, observations of teaching, and interactions with colleagues to report

student achievement and opportunities to learn to students, teachers, parents, policy

makers, and the general public. (p. 37-38)

TEACHING STANDARD D: Teachers of science design and manage learning

environments that provide students with the time, space, and resources needed for

learning science. In doing this, teachers:

0 Structure the time available so that students are able to engage in extended

investigations.

0 Create a setting for student work that is flexible and supportive of science inquiry.

0 Ensure a safe working environment.

0 Make the available science tools, materials, media, and technological resources

accessible to students.

0 Identify and use resources outside of the school.

0 Engage students in designing the learning environment.

TEACHING STANDARD E: Teachers of science develop communities of

science learners that reflect the intellectual rigor of scientific inquiry and the attitudes and

social values conducive to science learning. In doing this, teachers:

0 Display and demand respect for the diverse ideas, skills, and experiences of all

students.
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0 Enable students to have a significant voice in decisions about the content and context

of their work and require students to take responsibility for the learning of all

members of the community.

0 Nurture collaboration among students.

0 Structure and facilitate ongoing formal and informal discussion based on a shared

understanding of rules of scientific discourse.

0 Model and emphasize the skills, attitudes, and values of scientific inquiry. (p. 45-46)

TEACHING STANDARD F: Teachers of science actively participate in the

ongoing planning and development of the school science program. In doing this, teachers:

0 Plan and develop the school science program.

0 Participate in decisions concerning the allocation of time and other resources to the

science program.

0 Participate fully in planning and implementing professional growth and development

strategies for themselves and their colleagues. (p. 51)

These standards reflect the importance that the NAS places on responding to

students’ needs for connection/belonging, critical thinking and analytical skills, support

and informative feedback, and self-direction/autonomy. They also reflect the importance

placed on teachers’ sense of belonging/relatedness, decision-making power/access to

resources, and autonomy in the classroom. Effective approaches to meeting these needs

involve the use ofhigh quality inquiry-based curricula and the implementation of

practices that promote mutual respect between teachers and students and between

students, as well as practices that promote equity, school-community relationships, and

meaningful assessment that provides useful results.
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The American Associationfor the Advancement ofScience (AAAS)

In Project 2061: Sciencefor All Americans (AAAS, 1993), the AAAS stresses

activities similar to those in the NAS teaching standards, however, these are discussed in

relation to “big ideas” such as inquiry and competence rather than in terms of students

needs and specific teaching practices. This document focuses primarily on science

content to be learned, and on benchmarks for measuring progress toward

proficiency/scientific literacy. The document does, however, offer some particularly

interesting perspectives regarding “habits of mind” that the learning process should help

students develop. These habits include critically reading or listening to assertions made

in the mass media, by teachers, and by peers; deciding what evidence to pay attention to

and what to dismiss; and distinguishing careful arguments from shoddy ones. In

addition, the AAAS believes that a well educated science student should be able to

“apply those same critical skills to their own observations, arguments, and conclusions,

thereby becoming less bound by their own prejudices and rationalizations.” This

description is similar to the definition of intellectual autonomy, which emphasizes

students’ ability to govern and think for themselves, taking relevant factors in account,

when deciding between truth and untruth in an intellectual domain (Kamii, 1984a,

1984b)

The National Councilfor the Social Studies (NCSS)

In the Standards for Social Studies (NCSS, 1994), the NCSS expresses a similar

interest in promoting critical thinking, and explicitly advocates experiential learning,

interdisciplinary instruction, cooperative learning, heterogeneous grouping, addressing

controversial issues, and performance-based assessments. In response to their
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recognition of early adolescents’ developmental issues, the NCSS advocates the adoption

of several goals (i.e., outcomes for students) and the use of several instructional strategies

to achieve those goals. These outcomes include:

o a sense ofpersonal history and social history,

0 knowledge oftemporal and spatial relationships, an understanding of and

appreciation for the delicate relationship between humans and the natural world

0 an understanding of the world as a dynamic system,

0 knowledge of and respect for cultural diversity, commitment to democratic values and

ethical standards, and the ability to function effectively as a member of a variety of

groups,

0 the ability to organize and access information, think critically and analyze their own

thoughts and actions, and

o a sense of efficacy in analyzing and participating in contemporary affairs

Like the goals described in the other standards documents, these are situated

within the focus subject-area. However, the emphases of the NCSS Standards bear

similarities to the goals ofpromoting scientific literacy and mathematical power (which

involves the development ofmathematical literacy). The goals in the list above could be

effectively described as the components of cultural literacy. As with the other forms of

literacy, the achievement of cultural literacy is dependent upon the development of skills

for critical analysis, a sense ofhistory and future, and an understanding ofnorms and

relationships. To promote these outcomes, the NCSS recommends the use of strategies

similar to those advocated in the standards documents produced by the other subject area

organizations. More specifically, these strategies involve the use of cooperative group
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work, interaction with people who are different from themselves (i.e., diversity and

heterogeneity), group discussion, active student participation and involvement, and

exploration and the pursuit ofpersonal interests.

With specific regard to early adolescents, the NCSS encourages teachers to help

students develop a stronger sense ofpersonal and social history by supporting the identity

development process. Specific strategies involve allowing them to engage in self-

exploration and using interest inventories, journals, role-playing, simulations, case

studies, biographies, and independent research projects. To promote knowledge of and

respect for cultural diversity the NCSS encourages teachers to use prejudice reduction

activities, develop community-in-the-world projects, invite guest speakers representing

other cultures, and encourage students to participate international service projects.

Strategies for promoting democratic values and effective firnctioning in groups

include the use of school or community service, group projects and presentations, peer

tutoring, and opportunities for class governance. To strengthen students’ abilities to

organize and access information, teachers are encouraged to help students’ development

and use technology such as databases, computer simulations, and media productions.

Finally, to promote efficacy in analyzing and participating in contemporary affairs, the

NCSS encourages the use of surveys and polls, demographic data, and encourages

teachers to promote discussion about controversial social issues such as poverty or capital

punishment. Within each ofthese activities, teachers are encouraged to emphasize

critical thinking and analysis of data and opinions (including students own opinions).

The NCSS believes these experiences respond to students heightened social

orientation, need for connection and relatedness, and increasing desire for autonomy.
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They also believe that these experiences promote attitudes conducive to lifelong learning,

the ability to communicate effectively, competence in conducting activities necessary for

research and problem solving, and the ability to recognize and capitalize upon the

relationships between school subjects, as well as integrate experiences with academic

knowledge.

The National Council of Teachers ofEnglish (NCTE) and The International Reading

Association (IRA)

Like the other instructional reform initiatives, the Standardsfor the English

Language (NCTE/IRA, 1996) encourage the use of instructional strategies that

encourage students to interact with one another and explore many dimensions ofhuman

experience. They expressly state the belief that curricula should be adapted to students,

strongly advocate involving students in the selection of reading material and activities,

and strongly oppose tracking and all other practices that promote inequity.

The NCTE/IRA Standards also encourage teachers to use of a variety of

technological and information resources to help students gather and synthesize

information and communicate knowledge. In particular the Standards advocate practices

that promote the development of:

o proficiency with various styles ofwriting

0 a wide range of strategies for comprehending, interpreting, evaluating, and

appreciating texts from various genres, and

0 an understanding of and respect for diversity in language use, patterns, and dialects

across cultures, ethnic groups, geographic regions, and social roles so that they can

effectively participate in a variety of literacy communities.
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These standards apply to all grade levels and do not focus explicitly on middle

school students. However, these standards mirror the recommendations in the other

standards, as well as those in the literature on developmentally appropriate education for

early adolescents and middle level education. These recommendations encourage

educators to respond to students needs for belonging, meaningful participation, and

choice by providing:

0 academic content that is authentic/realistic, intellectually challenging, and personally

relevant/interesting (Simmons & Blyth, 1987),

0 social contexts that communicate acceptance, and promote affiliation and belonging

(George & Alexander, 1993; Havighurst, 1972; Simmons & Blyth, 1987), and

o interactions with adults that provide guidance and support, communicate respect for

individual differences and potential for improvement, and offer opportunities for

decision-making and autonomy (Manning, 1993, Takanishi, 1993; Worell & Danner,

1989).

How does the literature describe the relationship between these particular

structural and instructional reforms and education reform (both in general and

with specific reference to middle school)?

As mentioned in the opening of this chapter, none of the structural and

instructional reforms described here are exclusively applicable to the middle grades.

However, each has resonated with or had an impact on the recommended organization

and practices of middle level schools. Third-wave education reform coincided with many

ofthe middle school reform efforts triggered by the publication of Turning Points

(Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1989). Many of the recommendations in
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Turning Points pointed to the need to realign the structure and general practices of middle

level schools with the original philosophy of middle level education and the major

functions described in the early literature (e.g., Briggs, 1920, Koos, 1927; Gruhn &

Douglass, 1947).

In this literature and much of the middle level education literature that followed,

the recommended structure and practices of these schools bears many similarities to the

emphases in the structural reforms that were prevalent during the Third-wave. As a result

of Turning Points, there were several major efforts to restructure, reinvent, or transform

schools that serve early adolescents. Because Turning Points focused more on school-

level variables than on classroom-level variables, this document triggered more efforts to

implement structural reforms in middle level schools than to implement instructional

reforms such as those described in this chapter.

The influence of Turning Points, combined with the influence of the report A

Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983), resulted in

many parallel—though relatively independent—efforts to improve both school climate,

and the quality of curricula/instruction. At the same time that Turning Points encouraged

middle level educators to revive the effort to empower teachers and organize students and

teachers into teams, mainstream education literature was also beginning to focus on

decentralization as a means to promote higher teacher retention, responsiveness, and

efficacy. As middle level education was attempting to return to—or finally achieve—

flexible scheduling and student grouping practices, mainstream education was

increasingly embracing block scheduling and detracking initiatives. In many ways, the

long-held goals of middle level education and the new emphases of Third-wave reform
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seemed to converge and coalesce into a multifaceted perspective and approach to

improving the context of schooling.

With regard to instructional reform, the relationship between subject matter

standards and the interdisciplinary aspirations of the middle school reform effort was not

as complementary. Many advocates ofthe middle school philosophy expressed concern

about the impact of the standards movement on the implementation and maintenance of

interdisciplinary curricula (Beane, 2001; Dickinson, 2001; NMSA, 1995). While

organizations such as NCTM explicitly acknowledged the compatibility between the

mathematics standards and interdisciplinary approaches (NCTM, 1989, p. 67), other

organizations were less clear. For example, the NCSS argued for the use of biographies

and mock trials as a means of exploring history and society, but were not explicit about

the role that these could play in an interdisciplinary approach.

In the context of an interdisciplinary cuniculum it would be just as appropriate to

use biographies to explore the life and times of Copernicus, Shakespere, or Picasso as it

would be to explore the life and times of Christopher Columbus, George Washington, or

Martin Luther King Jr. Decisions to restrict the content to traditional topics is not one

that is dictated by the content of the NCSS standards. The possibilities for integration are

less evident in all of the science standards documents, and go unmentioned in the sections

that describe content and activities for middle grades students. With regard to

English/language arts, the possibilities are numerous, but in the NCTE/IRA standards the

possibilities are completely unspecified as these standards are very broad and make few if

any direct recommendations about content and activities for students in the middle

grades.
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While many educators may have appreciated and capitalized on the flexibility

afforded by broad goals and general recommendations for practice, some teachers

perceived them as lacking in guidance and could not generate a coherent educational

program using the standards as guides. A8 Robert Orrill (1994, p 7) noted, both

practitioners and the public experienced great confusion when they tried to comprehend

the array of subject area standards documents and relate their contents to one another. He

went on to state, “. . .the sheer quantity of the standards threaten[ed] to ‘collide’ and

‘compete’ with one another in actual school settings rather than make a coherent whole.”

In an effort to make the task more manageable, many practitioners selected among the

recommended instructional goals and activities in a manner akin to buffet-style dining.

During the scramble to understand and implement many of the recommendations

in the standards documents, goals for curriculum and instruction advocated in middle

level education literature were virtually ignored (Beane, 2001, p. xix). While there were

efforts to create interdisciplinary programs and exploratory curricula at the elementary,

middle, and high school levels, their numbers were so few (or their impact so small) that

they did not produce literature that register during my SSCI search. Even among the

initiatives that are discussed in this chapter, many—although prevalent and extensively

written about—were controversial, short-lived in many locations, and in most cases never

fully implemented. This, too, parallels the effort to reform middle level education, but

many of the lessons learned during the effort to implement these Third-wave structural

and instructional reforms might enhance current and future efforts to transform middle

level schools.
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What explicit references, if any, does the literature contain that connect these

structural and instructional reforms to other topics included in the dissertation (or

external to the dissertation)?

In each “findings” chapter I have attempted to link the content to preceding

chapters as well as to content presented later. I did this throughout the sections devoted

to the guiding questions, and especially so in the section devoted to connections. I hoped

that by doing so I could help the reader understand the relevance of the information

presented in each chapter to the larger effort/argument ofthe conceptual component. As

a result, by this point in the dissertation, all of the major connections between the five

topics have discussed. For this reason, the content below may seem redundant. In an

effort to avoid this, I have presented a very brief description of the connections between

Third-wave structural and instructional reform and the other topics in the dissertation.

Structural and Instructional Reforms

While increased student achievement is the primary goal behind structural and

instructional reforms, the focus of the efforts depends on which student characteristics

and needs the reformers attend to. Concerns about students’ connection to teachers and

to school are often cited as important reasons behind the adoption of structural reforms.

In recognition of students’ need for belonging, active participation and guidance,

structural reforms often attempted to scale down large institutions and foster closer

interaction between students and teachers. Instructional reforms have attempted to

provide for these needs by encouraging small group activities and projects that mirror

those of the professional community in each subject.
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In recognition of students’ need to be viewed by others (and themselves) as

competent, structural reforms have attempted to eliminate practices that stunt intellectual

grth and undermine efficacy-related beliefs and a positive sense of future. Similarly,

instructional reforms have attempted to eliminate practices that assess students in a

punitive manner and compare them to other students rather than to an explicit standard of

proficiency.

It is interesting to note the parallels between these emphases in these relatively

recent reform efforts and the emphasis on belonging, student teaming, and heterogeneous

grouping expressed in middle level education literature dating as far back as the 19208.

These emphases also parallel those in the literature on at-riskness and educational

resilience. All five bodies of literature also highlight the importance of positive attitudes

and dispositions, autonomy and self-determination, intellectual challenge, and

responsiveness to students’ characteristics and needs.

Likewise, within each of the five topic areas efforts to implement the suggested

reforms to program and practice have met with greater or lesser degrees of opposition

from educators, policy-makers, and the general public. Much of this opposition has

related to the appropriateness of attending to psychosocial issues, and the appropriateness

of allowing students to make important decisions about what and how they learn.

Additional debates and controversies arose as a result of differing perspectives on—and

definitions of— equity and excellence.

In many cases, these debates engendered bitter resentment towards particular

goals (e.g., contextualized learning, and developmental appropriateness), initiatives (e.g.,

NCTM standards-based curricula, and multiculturalism in history/social studies), and
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organizations (e.g., NCTM, and NMSA). During the Third-wave and in the years since,

advocates of the structural and instructional reforms discussed in this chapter faced many

of the same obstacles that have interfered with efforts to fully implement and maintain

“true” middle schools. While none of the reform efforts discussed in this chapter have

overcome these obstacles to such an extent that a direct path for successful reform

emerges, each effort has contributed valuable information about the reform process that

can be used to smooth the way for constructive dialogue and sustained progress towards

middle school transformation. These contributions and their implications are discussed in

the chapter that follows. They are the factors that have motivated this dissertation, and

influenced the major activities.

Endnotes

 

’ These expected benefits ofblock scheduling are also noted by Canady and Rettig

(1996), Boarman and Kirkpatrick (1995), and supported by the findings of Ainley (1993,

1998), Renninger (1987, 1990), and Schiefele (1991, 1996).
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CHAPTER 7: ARCHIVAL SUMMARY

As described in Chapter 2 (Archival Methods) the purpose of the archival

component of the dissertation was to test the hypothesis that important conceptual

connections exist between Developmentally Appropriate Education (DAE), Middle Level

Education (MLE), At-Riskness, Educational Resilience, and Third-Wave Structural and

Instructional Reform. More specifically, the content analysis of selected literature on

these topics was undertaken in an effort to answer two major comparison questions,

which will be addressed in this chapter. As a reminder to the reader, these questions are:

1. Does the literature across the five areas reflect a shared understanding of the nature

and sources of educational risk? What are the implications of this for the claim that

all early adolescents in middle schools with an unbalanced approach are at risk for

unnecessary academic and social difficulties?

2. Does the literature across the five areas reflect a shared understanding ofhow to

effectively address academic and social risk? What are the implications of this for the

claim that resilience education addresses these risks?

Before I could attempt to answer these questions, I had to first determine the

content of the literature in each topic area. To do this I examined the results of the

literature searches in light of the first three guiding questions that structured the Chapters

3 through 6 (i.e., the “findings” chapters). As a reminder, these question (in their generic

form) were:

1. How does the literature describe the intellectual and psychosocial needs of students

(both in general and with specific reference to early adolescents)?

2. How does the literature describe the consequences of failing to meet these needs?
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3. How does the literature describe effective approaches to meeting these needs?

The remaining guiding questions (number 4 and number 5) relate to reform and to

connections across topics. Because this chapter, specifically about connections, Question

5 (connections) will not be included in this chapter. However, Question 4 (reform) will

be discussed, but this discussion will focus on lessons learned fi'om reform efforts in the

five topic areas and the implications ofthese lessons for middle school transformation

efforts.

In chapters three through six, the guiding questions were addressed as a set within

each topic area. However, in this chapter, I build from the answers by looking across

topic areas at the information relevant to answering each question and integrating the

answers to the first three guiding questions (See illustrations below).

Figure A. Structure of the Summary Chapter vs. Findings Chapters
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I do this in the hope that the effort will highlight important points of consensus

that could be exploited to promote more constructive dialogue about the vision, goals,

and processes ofmiddle level education, and more sustained progress towards middle
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school transformation. By examining the literature across topic areas, I h0pe to construct

a more inclusive description of students’ characteristics and needs, consequences of

unmet need, and effective approaches to meeting students’ needs. It is important to note,

however, that these descriptions emphasize the perspectives and understandings that are

shared in the most popular literature on the five focus topics in the dissertation.

Although this chapter is not technically a “findings” chapter, the bulk of the

chapter follows a format similar to that used in chapters three through six. In each

description I focus on the topic(s) that most directly anchor the connections across topics.

For example, in the discussion of Question l—which focused on students’ intellectual

and psychosocial needs—the literature on DAE will serve as the anchor, or core topic,

around which the discussion of connections will center. In relation to Question 2—-which

focused on consequences ofunmet meet—the literature on At-Riskness will serve as the

anchor. The table below illustrates the anchor(8) for each question.

Table 2. Anchoring Topics for Summary of Connections
 

 

 

 

 

   

Question # Focus Anchorigg Topic(s)

1 Student Needs DAB

2 Consequences ofUnmet At-Riskness

Need

3 Effective Approaches to DAE, MLE, Resilience, Instructional

Meeting Student Needs Reform

4 Reform Third-wave Reform, DAE, At-Riskness  
 

The presentation of connections for each question begins with a brief summary of

the main conceptual content in that topic area. These summaries are the basic context for

discussing the connections. After exploring the connections, I focus on issues related to

reform, and the comparison questions. I then bring the archival component to a close and
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describe the ways in which this component influenced the structure and activities of the

empirical component.

The Guiding Questions

Question 1: How does the literature across thefive topics describe the intellectual and

psychosocial needs ofstudents (both in general and with specific reference to early

adolescents)?

Among the five topics of focus in the dissertation, developmentally appropriate

education (DAE) is the topic that is most centrally concerned with students’ intellectual

and psychosocial needs. The literature on this topic is most explicit about the nature of

these needs, which needs endure across the life—span, and how needs vary during

different developmental periods. For this reason DAE was the appropriate anchoring

topic for the discussion of Question 1.

As discussed in Chapter 3, DAE emphasizes student-centered approaches to

education that are based on varied and combined understandings of students’

characteristics and needs (National Association for the Education ofYoung Children,

1996; National Association of Secondary School Principals, 1985, 1989; National Middle

School Association, 1995). Drawing on the theories of Piaget, Vygotsky, Erikson,

Dewey, Bronfenbrenner, Bruner, Maslow (Bredekamp, 1987; Bredekarnp & Rosegrant,

1992; Caine & Caine, 1990), and various theories related to ethical development,

motivation, affect, and resilience (see Novick, 1996), literature on DAE presents two

general descriptions of students intellectual and psychosocial needs.

The first description of student needs in the literature on DAE highlights several

pervasive, context-independent needs that are believed to endure throughout the lifespan.
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Drawing specifically on the theories of Dewey, Bronfenbrenner, Bruner, Maslow and

Vygotsky, this description emphasizes the enduring nature ofparticular needs. These

“enduring needs” include the need for belonging, security, and personal

relevance/meaning. Takanishi (1993) describes these as the need to experience secure

relationships, to be a valued member of a group, to become a competent individual who

can cope with the exigencies of everyday live, and to believe in a promising future in

work, family, and citizenship.

The second description highlights needs that are particularly strong during certain

periods in development. Drawing specifically on the theories of Piaget and Erikson, this

description emphasizes the unique characteristics and needs of a particular developmental

stage. For early adolescents, these “age-specific” needs include the needs for 1) concrete

experiences from which to build abstract understandings, and 2) opportunities to explore

relationships between objects and sets (including individuals and groups), sets and

systems (including groups and societies), and objects/individuals and systems. Manning

(1993), Worell and Danner (1989), and Dickinson (2001) describe these as the need for

academic experiences that promote conceptual understanding, integrated knowledge (as

opposed to disconnected collections of factual knowledge) and problem-solving/decision-

making skills. According to Hill (1980), Steinberg (1989), and Milgram (1992),

experiences such as these also promote the development of skills involved in the

construction of a coherent and stable identity.

In the DAB literature students’ intellectual and psychosocial needs are also

described more explicitly in various lists and group-focused documents. These are

echoed in the literature on other topics in the dissertation. Among these are the needs for

158



psychological security, belonging and relatedness, self-understanding and self-

determination, intellectual challenge, and guidance and support.

For example, in the literature on middle level education, Mitchell (1974)

describes the need for psychological security as the need for status and positive self-

regard, while Dorman (1984) describes it as the competence and achievement'. The

literature on risk and resilience describe this as the need for competence and a sense of

purpose and future (Benard, 1991, 1995; Werner & Smith, 1992). In the literature on

third-wave structural and instructional reform the need for psychological security is most

closely connected to the discussion of detracking. According to detracking literature,

students need learning environments that are free from explicit and implicit messages that

they are intellectually limited, inferior to their peers, socially undesirable, and unlikely to

succeed in the adult world.

The literature on middle level education describes the need for belonging and

relatedness in terms of acceptance (Mitchell, 1974), and positive social interaction with

peers and adults (Dorman, 1984; Manning, 1993, Takanishi, 1993). This literature also

asserts that due to their tendency towards adolescent egocentrism, early adolescents need

experiences that encourage them to think about themselves in connection to others and

the larger society, rather than as isolated entities within a given social context. While the

literature on risk and resilience describe the need for belonging and relatedness as the

need to bond (Benard, 1991; Skinner and Wellbom, 1997; Wang, Haertel, & Walberg,

1994), the literature on structural reform describes it as the need for relatedness,

community, and interpersonal connection (Osterrnan, 2000; Ryan, 1991 ).

 

' These needs are also identified in the NASSP (1985) document.
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The literature on middle level education describes the need for self-understanding

and self-determination as early adolescents’ need for opportunities to explore aptitudes,

interests, and special talents, as well as the need for opportunities to behave responsibly

and demonstrate their growing capacity for self-control and self—management (NASSP,

1985). The literature on risk and resilience describes this as the need to develop an

internal locus of control and the need for opportunities to develop independence and

exercise autonomy (Mitchener and Schmidt, 1998; Noddings, 1992). In the literature on

structural and instruction reform, the need for self-understanding and self-determination

is discussed as the need to explore the world, its people, and life in general (NCSS,

1994), as well as the need to pursue topics ofpersonal interest (Ainley, 1993, NCSS,

1994; Renninger, 1987, 1990; 1998; Schiefele, 1991,1996).

According to the literature on middle level education, early adolescents need high

quality intellectual climates that foster the development of adaptive skills that they can

use throughout their lives (NASSP, 1985). More specifically, they need learning

opportunities that challenge them intellectually, promote the development of literacy,

metacognitive skills, critical thinking skills, and formal operational tools of thought

(Dickinson, 2001; Manning, 1993; NASSP, 1985; NMSA, 1995). According to the

literature on risk and resilience, in addition to other provisions, students need to be held

to high but realistic standards for learning and competence if they are to achieve their

potential (Benard, 1991; Skinner & Wellbom, 1997; Wang, Haertel, & Walberg, 1994).

The literature on structural and instructional reform also endorses this goal. While the

literature on block scheduling merely alludes to the need for intellectual challenge, the

literature on instructional reforms related to the subject-matter standards assert this need
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more explicitly and provide specific information regarding what qualifies as intellectually

challenging content and learning activities. These specifics will not be discussed in this

chapter, but in general, the recommendation can be characterized as an emphasis on

inquiry, reasoning, and intellectual autonomy.

To achieve the goals for improved learning and performance, the literature on

middle level education and instructional reform strongly echo the need for guidance and

support that is expressed in the literature on developmentally appropriate education.

According to both bodies of literature, students need assistance understanding what is

expected of them, developing strategies for meeting those expectations, and determining

which expectations have been met and where more effort and improvement are needed.

While the literature on middle level education discusses the need for guidance and

support in terms of general advisement programs and strategies for promoting successful

adjustment to school (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1989; NASSP,

1985; NMSA; 1982, 1992, 1995), the literature on instructional reform discusses this

need in terms of informative assessment and feedback (NCTM, 1989).

According to the literature on DAE, middle level education, risk and resilience,

and reform, fulfilling students’ the need for psychological security, belonging and

relatedness, self-understanding and self-determination, intellectual challenge, and

guidance and support is expected to lead to a number ofpositive results. Among these

are greater attachment and commitment to school, a more positive self-concept, higher

motivation and ambition, higher achievement and better preparation for advanced studies,

and more informed decisions about courses of study and higher persistence in the chosen
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course of study. It is for these reasons that educators are encouraged to respond to these

needs.

On the other hand, the literature on the five topics also discusses the potential, and

too ofien realized, consequences of failing to meet students’ intellectual and psychosocial

needs. In the next section, which is devoted to a cross-topic examination of Question 2, I

discuss the ways in which the literature reviewed in this dissertation describes the

consequences of failing to meet early adolescents’ intellectual and psychosocial needs.

Question 2: How does the literature across thefive topics describe the consequences of

failing to meet these needs?

Among the five topics of focus in the dissertation, risk and educational resilience

are the topics that offer the most explicit discussion of the consequences of unmet needs.

Hence risk and resilience are the anchoring topics for the discussion of Question 2.

While the literature on risk discusses the consequences of unmet need quite directly, the

literature on educational resilience discusses the consequences in a less direct manner.

However, this literature does describe the features ofprograms that have been shown to

successfully reduce the rate at which particular negative outcomes occur. When

discussing the literature on educational resilience, these are the consequences that will

receive the most attention.

As discussed in Chapter 5, students are described as “at-risk” when they appear

likely to leave school without developing the academic—and social—skills and

dispositions that are valued in adult society (Covington, 1992; Jens & Gordon, 1991;

Goleman, 1995). Much of the recent literature on risk describes it as a transactional

process characterized by an imbalance between the emotional, social, and academic
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needs of students, and the resources that are available to them (Brown, D’Emedio-

Caston, & Benard, 2001; Skinner & Wellbom, 1997; Werner & Smith, 1992). From this

perspective, risk is viewed as a product ofchallenging circumstances coupled with

inadequate personal and institutional responses (Benard, 1991; Henderson & Milstein,

1996; Krovetz, 1999; Liddle, 1994; Werner, 1990). In essence, risk can be described in

terms ofmatch/mismatch between needs and provisions, or in terms of the level, or lack,

ofresponsiveness to students’ needs.

According to the literature on risk and educational resilience, there is a powerful

psychosocial/socio-emotional component to at-riskness, and many studies have identified

student perceptions (Waxman, Huang, Knight, & Owens, 1992; Werner, 1990) and affect

(Covington, 1992; Goleman, 1995; Ryan, Hicks, & Midgley, 1997) as major

determinants of risk status. A number of recent studies have identified alienation and

disaffection as better predictors of a particular individual’s educational outcome than the

group-level characteristics (such as race and socio-economic status) that are oflen used to

identify students who are potentially at risk (Catterall, 1998; Hixson, 1993; Murdock,

1999; Newman & Newman, 2001; Yair, 2000). Many of the negative educational and

social outcomes associated with being at risk are strongly related to students’ feelings of

futility, inferiority, isolation, and alienation (Hunter, 1998; Mitchener & Schmidt, 1998;

Turner, Thorpe & Meyer, 1998). In the recent literature on risk and educational

resilience, these feelings are presented as common consequences of unmet need for

psychological security, belonging and relatedness, self-understanding and self-

deterrnination, intellectual challenge, and guidance and support.
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In the literature on DAE, middle level education, and reform the consequences of

unmet need are described in similar terms. Across the five bodies of literature, the

consequences ofunmet need are typically described as negative self-views, anxiety, low

motivation/apathy, low achievement/underachievement/failure,

misbehavior/truancy/delinquency, and withdrawal/dropping out. More specifically, these

consequences have been described as:

challenge avoidance (Covington, 1992; Clifford, 1988; Goleman, 1995)

o avoidance of help-seeking (Ryan & Pintrich, 1997; Ryan, Hicks, & Midgley, 1997)

o a lack of effortful self-regulatory behaviors (Ames & Archer, 1988)

0 low perceptions of the utility of additional education (Anderman & Midgley, 1997;

Beane, 1990; Eccles, Lord, & Midgley, 1991), and

o intellectual heteronomy (Kamii, 1984, 1991)

According to the literature on developmentally appropriate middle level

education, these outcomes are often associated with the use ofpractices that do not

respond to early adolescents’ issues of imaginary audience (Eccles & Midgley, 1989),

need for belonging (Kumar & Midgley, 2001), need for caring relationships with adults

(Feldlaufer, Midgley & Eccles, 1988), need for intellectual stimulation and challenge

(Eccles & Midley, 1989), and increasing desires for autonomy and decision-making in

the classroom (Eccles, Buchanan, Flanagan, Fuligni, Midgley, & Yee, 1991). Specific

practices that have been identified as sources of contributors to risk include:

o excessive teacher control ofclassroom activities and limited opportunities for

meaningful participation by students (Eccles & Midgley, 1989; Midgley &

Feldlaufer, 1987),
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0 an emphasis on comparative performance (Eccles & Midgley, 1989),

o a lack of intellectual challenge and a decline in emphasis on critical thinking (Eccles

& Midgley, 1989; Gheen, Hruda, Middleton, & Midgley, 2000), and

o homogenous ability grouping (Fuligni, Eccles, & Barber, 1995).

The writings of Clark and Clark, and those of Lounsbury emphasize the need to

respond to early adolescents’ growmg capacity for abstract thought, increasing desire for

interaction with peers, heightened tendency toward social comparison, need for support

and guidance from caring adults, and concerns about their changing bodies (Clark &

Clark, 1993; Lounbsury, 1992, Lounsbury & Clark, 1990).

According to these authors, developmentally inappropriate education reflects

insensitivity to these developmental characteristics by engaging in practices that:

o under-emphasize higher-order thinking and personally relevant content,

force students to work in isolation,

assess students by comparing their performance other students,

place teachers in the role ofjudges and/or adversaries, and

o emphasize homogenous ability-grouping.

Across the five topics, there is a high degree of consistency in descriptions of

early adolescents’ characteristics and needs (Question 1), as well as in descriptions of the

consequences ofunmet need (Question 2). While the specific research is frames by

diffeent concepts related to learning—such as motivation, achievement, self-concept, or

behavior—these works have at least one thing in common. At the root of the explanation

of the problem and the recommendations for solving it is a description of the

developmental characteristics and needs of early adolescents and an emphasis on creating
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environments that respond appropriately to those characteristics and needs. In the next

section, these recommendations are described in more detail.

Question 3: How does the literature across thefive topics describe effective approaches

to meeting these needs?

Among the topics of focus in the dissertation, DAE, middle level education,

resilience education, and instructional reform are most explicit about how to best respond

to early adolescents’ intellectual and psychosocial characteristics and needs. According to

the literature on DAE and middle level education, effective approaches to responding to

early adolescents’ intellectual and psychosocial needs involve attending to students needs

for psychological security, belonging and relatedness, self-understanding and self-

determination, intellectual challenge, and guidance and support. Specifically, educators

are encouraged to:

0 Eliminate assessments as tools ofjudgment and reconceive them as tools for

diagnosis and opportunities for learning.

0 Allow time for students to interact with peers in small groups to discuss the content of

lessons.

0 Create a caring community of learners by eliminating homogeneous ability groups—

which create status hierarchies—and replace them with heterogeneous ability groups

where differences in understanding are explored and resolved through

communication.

0 Emphasize self-assessment so students become aware of and proficient in identifying

their own strengths and weaknesses.
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Create an intellectually engaging environment by emphasizing higher-order thinking

skills such as reasoning, predicting, and planning so that students are better prepared

to deal with novel problems in school and life situations.

Emphasize exploration so students are aware that there are always options to choose

among.

Emphasize integrated and/or interdisciplinary studies so students learn to see the “big

picture” as well as how the pieces fit together.

Develop, refine, and use a wide repertoire ofteaching strategies to help students with

different learning styles develop conceptual understanding of the material.

Emphasize extended explorations/investigations ofproblems so that students develop

patience and persistence, learn strategies for dealing with frustration, and learn to

apply lessons learned in school to the solution ofproblems faced outside of school

(NAEYC, 1996, Part 4, p. 1-7).

According to the literature on developmentally appropriate education, these

practices also respond to the enduring needs that are common to students at afl ages. In

relation to early adolescents, specifically, the literature on middle level education

describes effective approaches to meeting students intellectual and psychosocial needs as

those that 1) encourage active student involvement and engagement in the instructional

process, 2) acknowledge diverse areas ofcompetence, and 3) emphasize self-exploration

and physical activity (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1989; Lipsitz,

1984; NMSA, 1982; Tye, 1985).

With regard to school structure, effective approaches to middle level education

are described as those that employ interdisciplinary teams, schools-within-schools, and
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teacher advisory groups that are used to increase interpersonal connections, connections

between content areas, and student involvement and engagement (Carnegie Council,

1989; NMSA, 1982; Tye, 1985). According to Lipsitz (1984, p. 199), through the use of

these structures, middle schools can effectively involve students in participatory

activities, personalize the quality of adult-student relationships, and reduce student

anonymity and isolation.

In recognition of students’ psychosocial needs, and in accordance with the

recommendations ofDAE, middle level educators are encouraged to reduce the use of

homogenous ability grouping and other practices that communicate predictive

assumptions about student ability (Lounsbury & Clark, 1990; Manning, 1993; Simmons

& Blyth, 1987). Homogenous grouping and flexible grouping practices are considered

more effective for students during this developmental stage, where development is highly

variable both within and between students (Braddock, 1990; Oakes & Lipton, 1993;

Worell & Danner, 1989).

In addition, effective approaches to middle level education are described as those

that have a socialization curriculum as well as an intellectual one. According to Johnston

(1994, p. 55) at a minimum, this curriculum should focus on several major domains.

Among these domains are membership, learning to work, social heterogeneity and

urbanization, and collaboration and collective action. Through the socialization

curriculum, schools are expected to promote the four elements of social bonding as

described by Hirschi (1969). As explained in Chapter 4, these include attachment,

commitment, involvement, and belief.
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This general framework for developmentally appropriate practice encourages the

use of approaches that acknowledge the intellectual and psychosocial variability in

students without stigrnatizing certain students or constructing institutionalized barriers

that limit students’ development and learning. The fiamework does not, however,

advocate the use of a single instructional or grouping method, nor does it prescribe

specific content or materials. Decisions of this nature are left to the discretion of

educators in possession ofmore detailed knowledge about the particular group of

students and their specific characteristics and needs.

These recommendations are consistent with those in the literature on risk and

educational resilience which encourages educators to:

a provide a core curriculum for all students, and manipulate classroom organizational

structures so that they include the use of short-term, non-stigmatizing groups

0 organize students and teachers into small units to reduce anonymity and provide a

close relationship between each student and a mentor

0 provide a variety of materials that support active problem solving by students

0 providing a variety of support materials such as aides, peer tutors, and a variety of

media

0 vary the level, form, and number of questions asked so that students have

opportunities to consider higher order questions (i.e., questions that require them to

go beyond the material presented)

0 vary the nature and amount ofreinforcement given for correct answers, as well as the

level of information provided when a student gives an incorrect answer
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enhance students’ use of inquiry processes by implementing inductive teaching

strategies

actively involve students in the presentation ofnew information by asking them

questions and prompting them for examples

facilitate students’ use of self-regulating techniques, such as self-monitoring or self

reinforcement, by providing a variety ofproblem-solving opportunities during the

learning process

implement programs that encourage students to take responsibility for helping each

other learn and that help to make the school a fi'iendly and orderly place

enrich the learning possibilities and support of students by fostering connections

between the school and parents, community institutions and outside agencies.

engage in assessment practices that guide curriculum and instruction (Wang, Haertel,

& Walberg, 1994, p. 45, 61-62).

These criteria were selected because The Carnegie Foundation for the

Advancement of Teaching (1988) found them to be effective even in troubled urban

schools. This suggests that despite exposure to multiple risk factors, these characteristics

of schools were highly correlated with high academic achievement and high student

engagement in all grades. They also promoted self-esteem, autonomy, positive social

interactions, and mastery of tasks, all ofwhich have been shown to enhance life

satisfaction and general well-being among teenagers, even among those from the most

troubled communities (Maton, 1990).

The emphasis on heterogeneous grouping, varied instructional approaches,

higher-order thinking, active learning, and problems solving echoes the emphasis of
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developmentally appropriate education, middle level education, and many third-wave

structural and instructional reforms.

In the literature on instructional reform, groups such as the National Council of

Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM), the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE),

the International Reading Association (IRA), and other subject-related educational

organizations have recommended the following:

0 Allow time for students to interact with peers in small groups so adolescents can 1)

test their ideas in front of a small audience before opening themselves up to public

scrutiny, 2) learn that they have something valuable to contribute, and 3) develop a

prosocial disposition towards their peers.

0 Eliminate the adversarial relationship between teachers and students by increasing the

frequency of student-centered or student-led activities where teachers act as coaches

rather than judges, and resources rather than knowledge authorities.

0 Allow time for students to work alone so adolescents can explore topics of personal

interest, practice skills, reflect, and develop a sense of independence/autonomy.

o Read literature that evokes thought and discussion about issues faced by adolescents,

especially issues related to identity development, major social issues, and utopian

ideals.

These instructional recommendations relate directly to the general principles for

development and learning as well as to the specific developmental needs of early

adolescents. They are suggested as an appropriate response to early adolescents’

concerns with imaginary audience, their heightened tendency toward social comparison,
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their efforts to understand and define the self, and their efforts to make sense of adult

society and decide upon a role.

Focusing specifically on classroom activities, the literature on instructional reform

offers several suggestions for effective practice that echo those in the literature DAE and

middle level education, and resilience. In each of the Standards documents, the authors

emphasize the creation of learning communities where peers interact, teachers serve as

facilitators and coaches, critical thinking skills are emphasized, and intellectual autonomy

and self-regulation are fostered.

To achieve these goals, teachers are encouraged to include extended projects that

investigate authentic or “real-world” issues that students participate in selecting. During

these investigations, teachers are encouraged to eliminate rigid ability grouping practices,

nurture collaboration, use concrete materials and appropriate technology, and teach

content in an integrated fashion. These activities are believed to enhance content

learning and decision-making skills used in academic and social problem solving.

It is clear from an examination of the literature across topics that there are several

commonly agreed upon strategies for responding to early adolescents’ needs for

psychological security, belonging and relatedness, self-understanding and self-

deterrnination, intellectual challenge, and guidance and support. However, as discussed

in Chapter 6, these similarities are often not recognized and efforts to implement the

strategies are often fraught with controversy. In the next section, which focuses on

reform, strategies for overcoming these obstacles are discussed in more detail.
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Question 4: Implicationsfor Middle School Transformation

When one attempts to develop a coherent educational/instructional framework,

three important questions frequently guide the process. These are:

0 Who are the students?

0 What do they need to learn? and

0 Why do they need to learn this?

The ways in which these questions are answered influence the nature of the

approach (i.e., the goals and strategy), as well as the content of the curriculum (i.e., the

topics and focus skills). To achieve coherence, each of these features of the framework

should be related. Experience has shown us that it is not particularly productive to

provide experiences that students do not have the ability, prior knowledge, or skill set to

benefit from. Experience has also shown us that when we aim to produce particular

outcomes (such as deep understanding, improved functioning, and/or lifelong learning), it

is not productive to select content at random, emphasize skills that only are usefirl in a

limited set of situations, or engage in processes that decrease students’ motivation to

learn.

While it is important that the features of the framework be related, the relevant

questions are often answered separately, in different bodies of literature, and in different

levels of detail in those bodies literature. While specialization is an important contributor

to depth of understanding, differential foci in several important topic areas have often

promoted fragmentation, competition, and conflict. These problematic outcomes often

interfere with our ability to achieve important educational goals, both in general and

within subject-matter areas. But the major conflicts that characterize the reform process
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in American education are not as inherent as they may seem. We have seen many

examples of reform processes that work on the small scale (e.g., at particular sites, or in

particular subject areas). In this dissertation, I have argued that there are also ways to

overcome obstacles to coherence and consensus on a larger scale (e.g., at the middle

school or national level).

While we will most likely never eliminate all of the conflicts and differences of

opinion that interfere with reform progress, one way to promote more productive reform

processes is to promote the establishment of essential prerequisites to successful reform.

A common vision of education, explicit goals for content and skill learning, and a degree

of flexibility that allows for variation and innovation have been identified as essential

features of successful efforts to overcome reform obstacles (Breaux, Danridge, &

Pearson, 2002). But the most difficult step—achieving a common vision—is frequently

under-emphasized or is so “situated” within an area of focus that it is difficult for others

to understand or embrace the vision and resulting mission that drives the reform effort.

Few researchers and educators read broadly across the educational fields outside

of their subject area(s) or topic(s) of direct focus. This is understandable given the great

quantity of literature within each field alone, but the tendency to oversimplify that which

we don’t understand has led many to view particular reform efforts as myopic or

suffering from tunnel-vision. When lefi unaddressed, this tendency limits our ability to

connect the specific emphases of a particular effort to the larger goals of that effort and

education in general. In this dissertation I argue that some, if not many of the goals for

student learning are undoubtedly shared across fields. For this reason, there is a need to

occasionally step back and view the broader landscape that is the context within which all
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of the specific areas are situated. Facilitating this process is a major goal for those who

specialize in educational reform. As a reform specialist, I have adopted this as the

ultimate goal ofmy dissertation.

In this paragraphs below, the process of education reform is discussed in relation

to Third-wave structural and instructional reforms and the reform efforts associated with

the middle level education movements of the 1960s and 19803. Each of these efforts

have taught important lessons about the nature of, and obstacles to, successfirl and

sustained educational change.

As discussed in Chapter 3 and Chapter 6, many diverse priorities and perspectives

influence the emphases ofreforms and the success of implementation efforts. Despite

numerous instances of successful implementation ofparticular programs at particular

sites, on the larger scale, many major reform efforts “compete” and “collide” (Orrill,

1994, p. 7) rather than complement one another and promote transformation. In the

literature on Third-wave structural and instructional reform and the literature on the

middle level education movements, we have seen evidence of debates and controversies

that are so extreme in some cases that they are described as “wars.” Analyses of the

underlying factors in these controversies have underscored the need for common vision,

explicit goals for learning, and a degree of flexibility that allows for variation and

innovation without a loss of coherence or conceptual focus.

In the reform efforts associated with the five topics in this dissertation, there are

some indications that outreach is a key component ofpromoting constructive dialogue

and a higher level of consensus are major contributors to reform success. National

organizations that are devoted to particular topics or issues can play an important role in
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developing outreach efforts that facilitating awareness, understanding, and connection

between focus areas. The literature on DAE provides some examples ofhow this can be

achieved.

As discussed in Chapter 3, advocates of developmentally appropriate education

have engaged in extensive outreach activities and participated in many collaborative

efforts to address a range of educational issues. They have worked in partnership with

organizations that focus on specific subject areas as well as those that focus on pervasive

problems in education. For example, the Child, Family, and Community Program (CFC)

has worked collaboratively with schools in the northwest in an effort to change

pedagogical practice in ways that reflect “what we know about how children learn and

develop” (Novick, 1996).

Advocates ofDAE have participated in curriculum development efforts, efforts to

improve school climate, efforts to diversify instructional practice, and efforts to address a

range of issues associated with school failure. For example, the National Association for

the Education ofYoung Children, the National Association of Elementary School

Principals, and the National Association of Secondary School Principals have produced

official statements endorsing student-centered learning, interdisciplinary curricula,

learning centers, learning communities, and authentic assessment. These organizations

have also produced research summaries and training materials for administrators and

teachers to assist their efforts to increase the developmental appropriateness of their

programs, improve learning and achievement outcomes, and promote student well-being.

They have also provided consulting services and professional development workshops

designed to assist educators in their efforts to address particular challenges to
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implementing programs that are more developmentally appropriate. In addition, they

have worked with individual schools to help them identify state and community resources

that could help provide school-linked services for students with learning disabilities,

students with limited English proficiency, and students living in poverty (Novick, 1996).

These outreach efforts appear to have had a significant impact on education

reform. Standards documents in the core and non-core school subjects have come to

include recommendations that relate not only to the subject-area content, but also to the

characteristics and needs of students in general and in relation to that content. As

illustrated in the section on reform, recommendations for instruction and assessment

contained in standards documents related to mathematics (NCTM, 1989, 1991),

English/language arts (NCTE/IRA, 1996), science (NAS, 1993), and social studies

(NCSS, 1994) reflect many ofrecommendations contained in literature on

developmentally appropriate education. The recommendations fiom the DAB literature

also appear in the standards documents related to non-core subjects such as music

(MENC, 1994), the visual arts (NAEA, 1994), and physical education (NASPE, 1995).

In addition, programs designed to address the needs of at-risk students have also come to

include recommendations that relate to promoting development as well as learning and

achievement.

Like organizations promoting DAE, those that focus on at-riskness have also

engaged in major outreach efforts. For example, the outreach activities ofCRESPAR

(Center for Research on the Education of Students Place At Risk) also target educators at

a variety of grade levels, teaching a variety of subjects. Possibly as a result, the issue of

at-riskness and the needs of at-risk students are highly visible and have become the focus
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of national concern. While neither ofthese outreach efforts can be described as perfect

successes, they illustrate the ways in which “bridging” efforts can help to promote

common vision.

Although similar efforts were undertaken in the wake ofreform backlash during

the Third wave, these efforts were possibly impeded by perceptions of “situatedness”

within a subject area. A major premise of this dissertation is that middle school

transformation may have been similarly impeded by perceptions of “situatedness” and

isolation from the larger goals of American education. As a result, I have argued for a

stronger emphasis on connections between the specific purpose and goals ofmiddle

school reform and the purposes and goals ofreforms related to the other topic areas. By

exploring these connections, some points of consensus can be identified that may help in

promoting constructive dialogue and creating a fiamework for middle school

transformation.

Notable similarities exist between the ways in which the selected literature on

developmentally appropriate education, middle level education, at—riskness, educational

resilience, and Third-wave structural and instructional reform describe students’ needs,

the consequences ofunmet need, and effective approaches to meeting students needs.

After comparing the five bodies of literature, I have concluded that the literature across

topic areas reflects a shared understanding of the nature and sources of educational risk,

and a shared understanding ofhow to effectively address these risks. Based on the

emphasis that recent literature on at-riskness places on addressing both intellectual and

psychosocial needs, I have concluded that early adolescents attending middle schools that
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address intellectual and psychosocial needs in an unbalanced manner are at risk for

unnecessary academic and social difficulties.

Based on the connections between at-riskness and educational resilience, and

between educational resilience and Third-wave structural and instructional reform, I

believe that resilience education might represent an effective approach for addressing the

risks arising from imbalance by providing a guiding framework for balancing the

approach to middle level education. Using the concept of educational resilience as a

guide, many programs have attempted to maximize the protective factors present in

learning environments, and foster the development of traits common to highly adaptable

(i.e., naturally resilient) individuals (Benard, 1991; Skinner & Wellbom, 1997; Wang,

Haertel, & Walberg, 1994). Results from several implementations of resilience education

programs suggest that this approach is effective in reducing the negative outcomes

associated with risk factors such as minority status and low socio-economic status

(Benard, 1991; Hawkins, Catalano, & Miller, 1992; Werner & Smith, 1992; Wolin &

Wolin, 1993; Cooper & Henderson, 1995). I believe that this is due to the effectiveness

of resilience education approaches in addressing the feelings of “otherness” (i.e.,

alienation) and powerlessness (i.e., low-efficacy) that often go along with minority status

and poverty and are often reinforced by low quality education and negative experiences

at school.

Of particular relevance to this dissertation are results that suggest that education

reform guided by educational resilience could yield a “pound ofprevention” rather than

the typical “ounce of cure” that results from most risk-reduction programs (Fiske, 1992;

Henderson & Milstein, 1996; Richardson, Neiger, Jensen, & Kumpfer, 1990). For this
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reason exploring perspectives on educational resilience is the major goal of the empirical

component. I believe that educational resilience is best candidate for promoting outreach

and constructive dialogue, common vision/consensus, and focusing political will and

resources in ways that support middle school transformation. As will be described in the

next chapter (Empirical Methods), this beliefwill be tested against the perspectives of

experts in the five topic areas. The subsequent chapters ofthe dissertation present the

results of this investigation, discuss the implications of the findings, and present

suggestions for future research.
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CHAPTER 8: EMPIRICAL METHODS

As discussed in Chapter 1, this dissertation has both an archival and an empirical

component. In the archival component I conducted a content analysis of selected

literature from five topic areas in an effort to explore the existence of conceptual

connections between the five focus topics and identify topics that might promote

productive dialogue about middle level education and reform. Based on that analysis I

arrived at several conclusions. The paragraph below summarizes these conclusions.

When examined from the perspective of student needs, potential consequences of

unmet need, and effective approaches to meeting student needs, the literature on

developmentally appropriate education, middle level education, at-riskness, educational

resilience, and third-wave reform:

0 suggests that early adolescents attending middle schools that do not attend to both

their intellectual and psychosocial needs are at risk,

0 indicates instances of shared understanding (i.e., conceptual connections) that could

be useful in promoting constructive dialogue about middle school reform,

0 suggests that educational resilience is a concept that attends to both intellectual and

psychosocial needs, and may be a good candidate for promoting constructive dialogue

and middle school transformation.

In the empirical component, I explored these conclusions with experts in the five

topic areas of focus in this dissertation. Using interviews and surveys, I attempted to

gather information related to each experts level of familiarity with (and

impression/understanding of) the five topics/concepts, and probe each expert’s

conception ofpossible connections between the five topics. I also attempted to gather
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information on each expert’s general views on education, reform, obstacles to reform,

and potential means for overcoming reform obstacles, and explore each expert’s opinion

on the potential value of educational resilience for promoting constructive dialogue and

reform progress. This chapter describes the methods I used to obtain the empirical data,

including the process for identifying and selecting participants, the design of the

interview and survey instruments and the data collection procedures, and the procedures

for analyzing the interview and survey data.

The Participants

As mentioned above, the empirical data was derived from individual interviews

and surveys with leaders in the topic areas. These leaders were identified based on the

significance of their work to researchers in their respective fields. Significance was

determined using one of the three methods: 1) the Social Science Citation Index (SSCI)

search, 2) endorsement by a relevant professional organization, or 3) nomination by my

dissertation committee. These methods of identifying potential candidates are described

in more detail in the paragraphs below.

The SSCISearch

The primary means for identifying participants involved using the SSCI to

determine which written works (and hence, authors) were cited most frequently in a given

topic area. This process was identical to the process used to identify the literature used in

the archival component. The search was only conducted once, but the search results were

used to guide both article selection in the archival component and to identify potential

participants in the empirical component. In this way I hoped to examine both the content
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of the literature, and the views of some of the researchers who produced some of the

content that I analyzed in the archival component.

To identify potential candidates using the SSCI, I used the Topic Search utility of

the General Social Science Citation Index (SSCI) database. The Topic Search utility

allows the user to set parameters such as language, span of years, etc., and search by

keyword, author, title, etc. This utility also allows the user to sort the results according

to citation frequency, and citation recency. For my search, I set the parameters to locate

journal articles written in English in the years between 1985 and 2002 (inclusive), and to

display the results in descending order of citation frequency. Once these parameters

were set, I entered the search terms (presented in the table below) into the search

window, and retrieved the most frequently cited articles in each category from the

database. Within each topic category, searches were conducted using the category name

as well as the variants and related terms.

Table 3. SSCI Search Categories, Variants, and Related Terms
 

Category Name Variants and Related Terms

 

Developmentally Developmentally appropriate education for adolescents

Appropriate Education Developmentally responsive education for adolescents

Developmentally appropriate practices for adolescents

Adolescent characteristics (cognitive, psychosocial, & socio-

emotional)

Adolescent needs (cognitive, psychosocial, socio-emotional,

& educational)

Adolescent health

Adolescent behavior
 

Middle Level Education Middle level education movement

Middle school concept

Middle school philosophy

Middle school movement
 

 
Third-wave Structural & Middle level reform

Instructional Reform Middle school reform

Restructtning Movement

Standards movement

Intellectual Autonomy 
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Critical thinking

Critical literacy

Critical reasoning

Scientific literacy

Executive cognition

Self-directed learninL
 

Educational Risk At-Riskness

Academically at-risk

Educationally at—risk

Psychosocial risk

Socio—emotional risk

School failure

Underachievement

School violence
 

 
Educational Resilience Resilience

Academic Resilience

Educational Resiliency

Academic Resiliency

Resilience Education   
Once the searches were completed, the most cited authors were identified and

their names were cross-referenced with the topics to determine the scope of their

expertise.

Alternative Search Processes  
Secondary methods of identifying potential candidates for interviews involved

examining the web sites of professional organizations devoted to the five topics of

interest and noting which researchers were identified as highly influential and which

written works were endorsed as essential literature. Additionally, researchers were

considered as potential candidates if they were nominated and unanimously endorsed by

members ofmy dissertation committee as influential researchers in one or more ofthe

fields of interest. As the committee was composed of esteemed researchers and educators

whose work incorporates a variety ofthe focus topics within their subject areas, their
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input was especially helpful in identifying researchers in the fields of adolescent

development, at-risk students, and school reform.

Potential Candidates

Through the SSCI search process, endorsements, and nominations, a long list of

potential candidates was created. The optimal candidate would have been well-versed in

adolescent needs, reform (especially intellectual autonomy). and educational resilience.

While I was unable to locate a candidate with this range of expertise, four of the eventual

five participants had expertise in at least two of the areas of interest. The names of

potential interview candidates are presented below in Table 4.

Table 4. Potential Participants

Topic Area SSCI Search & Endorsements Committee Nomination
 

Developmentally

Appropriate Education

Middle Level Education

At-Risk Students

Educational Resilience

Reform & Intellectual

Autonomy

  

Elkind, David

Loda, Frank

Lounsbury, John

Scales, Peter

Eccles, Jacquelynne

Lounsbury, John

Midgley, Carol

Peng, Samuel

Walberg, Herbert

Wang, Margaret

Wehlage, Gary

Benard, Bonnie

Crovetz, Martin

Henderson, Nan

Millstein, Mike

Walberg, Herbert

Wang, Margaret

Barnes, Cynthia

Dudley-Marlin, Curt

Kamii, Constance

Norris, Stephen

Pressman, Barbara

Searle, Dennis
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Kagan, Lynn

Mac Iver, Douglass

Tyack, David

Wentzel, Kathryn

Delpit, Lisa

Hakuta, Kenji

Ladson-Billings, Gloria

Pallas, Aaron

Gordon, Edmund

Kamii, Constance

 





With assistance from my committee, I ranked potential candidates in each topic

area and contacted the highest ranked individuals by mail to invite their participation in

the study. To minimize expenses due to postage, the invitation process proceeded in

phases. In phase one, I mailed an information packet to the highest ranked candidate in

each of the five topic areas. This packet contained two letters—one from the committee

which introduced me and my research, and one from me which explained my interest in

the particular candidate and the participation process.

If the three-week period of allotted response time elapsed without an affirmative

or negative reply from a potential participant, the individual was contacted by phone or

electronic mail to determine whether or not the invitation had been received, and if it had,

to confirm intentional non-response (i.e., unwillingness to participate). Candidates who

were unwilling or unable to participate were removed from the list and replaced with an

individual from the same category with the next highest rank. This person was then

invited to participate. Overall, nine of the potential participants received letters inviting

them to participate in the study before the participation of an expert from each topic area

was secured.

Actual Participants

Five experts agreed to participate in the study. Each of the five topic areas was

represented, and as mentioned above, four ofthe participants were experts in more than

one category. Due to confidentiality rules imposed by the University Committee on

Research Involving Human Subjects (UCRIHS), the actual participants are not listed by

name anywhere in this document, but a description which allows the reader to determine

their area(s) of expertise is provided in Table 5.
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Table 5. Ex erts and their Area(s) of Eyertise

Expert #1 Middle Level Education, Reform

Expert #2 At-Risk Students, Educational Resilience

Expert #3 Middle Level Education, Reform, Developmentally Appropriate

Education

Expert #4 Intellectual Autonomy

Expert #5 At-Risk Students, Reform

 

 

 

 

 

   
 

Once an expert agreed to participate, I reviewed all of his or her published work

that was accessible and ofmoderate length. I made a special effort to find and review

works published since 1989. In some cases I also read journal articles and short books

that were published in prior years. Decisions about whether or not to read older works

were based on their relationship to the more recent works. Older works that were highly

influential or cited as background for recent articles published by the author were

included if they were accessible. In addition, some of the experts provided me with

copies of articles and book chapters that were or difficult to locate or not yet published

(i.e., in press). As will be described below, the contents ofthese works created the

context for the interview.

Procedures and Instruments

The Interview

Those who agreed were first interviewed, then surveyed. The interviews were

semi-structured, and each participant was asked approximately 20 questions during the

hour—long, tape-recorded telephone interview. Because the interviews were semi-

structured, participants had the flexibility to elaborate and explain, and I had the

flexibility to explore—rather than simply record—their responses. They also contained

several standard elements and were conducted in a manner that allowed for comparison

as well as insight into each participant’s unique perspective.
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The interview always began with the topic of the participant’s expertise and

moved through the remaining topics either according to my impression of their

relatedness, or as the participant’s responses introduced a new topic/concept. Most of the

interview questions related directly to the expert’s topic(s) of expertise and the contents

of their published works. For example, the interview protocols presented in Appendix A

illustrate that the questions asked of Expert #1 were situated in the context ofmiddle

level education and reform since these were the areas of expertise for this participant.

The remaining interview questions related to the expert’s knowledge of the other

concepts, impressions and opinions about the general utility of the concepts, and

perceptions on the utility of the concept in educational practice and reform. As also

illustrated by the interview protocols, questions about the other topics and issues were

explored using the participant’s areas of expertise as a reference point.

Although each expert was asked to respond to questions relating to all five

topics, the order and directness of the questions varied considerably. Overall, however,

the participants were directly or indirectly asked to:

0 define each concept in their own words

0 describe the characteristics or behaviors that a student would be expected to display if

he or she embodied each concept

0 list specific educational/instructional activities and practices that promote the

development these behaviors in students, and

o discuss the implications of each concept for educational reform

As experts were invited to participate on the basis ofmy familiarity with their

work, they were not asked questions with obvious answers. For example, they were not
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directly asked to define the concept(s) of their own expertise. Instead, with regard to

their own area of expertise, experts were asked to clarify certain aspects, or elaborate on

the content, of their written work and to discuss the underlying rationale for their

perspective. I proceeded in this manner out of fear that inviting an expert on, say

Developmentally Appropriate Education, and then asking the expert to define the concept

after claiming to have read his or her work might have negatively affected rapport.

As the process for securing the participation of these experts was long and

arduous, some experts were interviewed while others were being recruited. As a result,

interviews that occurred later in the data collection process contained questions related to

issues raised in earlier interviews. Because there was no opportunity to pose questions

arising from later interviews to participants who were interviewed earlier in the process,

it was necessary to use the survey process as a follow-up measure. The possibility that

this need would arise, was one ofthe motivations behind conducting the surveys after the

interviews.

After completing each interview I generated a summary which highlighted issues

that elicited strong (positive or negative) responses, identified unanticipated issues that

should be explored in later interviews, and noted specific features and characteristics that

were explicitly identified as central or important to the definition of the focus concepts.

This preliminary analysis of the interview data generated the content contained in the 21

statements that made up the survey (see Appendix B for survey form).

The Survey

The survey was distributed to all participants at the same time, following the

completion of all of the interviews. In the survey, participants were asked to categorize
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their level of agreement with 16 of the statements by choosing a rating on a five-point

Likert scale (l=strongly disagree, 5=strongly agree). For 3 statements they were asked to

select one option from a list of three comparative phrases (e.g., largely successful,

marginally successful, largely unsuccessful). The remaining 2 statements presented a list

of options from which participants could choose. As with the comparative phrases, they

were asked to reply to these items by placing a mark next to the option or options that

reflected their view.

As mentioned above, one purpose of the survey was to present follow-up

statements to participants. Some of these statements were designed to elicit reactions

from participants who were interviewed prior to the introduction of a potentially

important issue. However, most of the statements were designed to test my

interpretations of the interview responses. These statements were developed in an effort

to generate a small set of comparable responses to focus issues, and to directly elicit

responses to issues where consensus appeared to exist and where mutually exclusive

views were expressed. In the actual survey, the statement types were interspersed—

arranged according to topic (see the survey form for the actual order of presentation), but

in the paragraphs below the statements are presented according to 1) their format and

then 2) the focus topic. In the paragraphs below, I present the survey statements that

comprised each of these categories, and explain the motivation underlying the format

(Likert-type or list type) in which I presented the items.

Likert-type Items

The survey presented 16 Likert-type items related to concept definitions, middle

level education, and reform. I used a Likert-scale for these items for one of two reasons:

190

 



(1) most of the participants were very familiar with the content at issue and expressed

relatively strong opinions about them, or (2) the responses to the interview questions

were varied, and I needed to focus the participants’ attention on specific perspectives

expressed in the interviews. The content below presents the content category, the

rationale for including these statements in the survey, and the statements that appeared in

the actual survey.

Concept Definitions

The statements below represent the definitions of three concepts that were central

in the two major comparisons conducted in the dissertation. These concepts were

developmentally appropriate education, at-riskness, and educational resilience. Among

the five focus topics, these elicited the most controversial responses during the

interviews. These statements included in the survey present the extreme positive and

extreme negative impressions expressed in the interviews with regard to these concepts.

These impressions were as follows:

1. When I hear the phrase, “developmentally appropriate education”, I think primarily of

the boundaries that the practice constructs around students’ capabilities.

2. When I hear the phrase, “developmentally appropriate education”, I think primarily of

the effort to meet student needs that the practice represents.

3. When I hear the phrase “at-risk students”, I think of students who are statistically

more likely to receive poor grades and/or test scores, and/or to become teenage

parents, and/or to become involved in criminal activities, and/or to drop out before

graduating from high school.
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4. When I hear the phrase “at-risk students”, I think of students who—regardless of

measured achievement—display signs of alienation/disaffection, and/or emotional

immaturity, and/or social difficulty.

5. When I hear the phrase “educational resilience”, I think primarily of the positive

characteristics of students who meet or exceed normal expectations despite adverse

life and/or learning conditions.

6. When I hear the phrase “educational resilience”, I think primarily of the negative

characteristics of the environments that students are expected to cope with.

Middle Level Education

As most of the participants were not experts in middle level education and reform,

this was a topic where it was necessary to ask a large number of individually tailored

interview questions. The statements below represent an attempt to present a more

standardize prompt and obtain more direct responses from the participants. I used a

Likert-scale for these statements because I was interested in experts’ evaluation ofmiddle

school environments with specific reference to intellectual and psychosocial issues. In

the interviews the participants provided detailed descriptions of healthy learning

environments, so I did not think that much would be gained from using the list option, but

I wanted to know if their evaluations differed when intellectual and psychosocial issues

were considered explicitly and separately.

The statements about middle level education that I presented to the participants in

the survey were as follows:

7. The current environment of the majority of middle schools is healthy for early

adolescents’ intellectual development.
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8. The current environment ofthe majority ofmiddle schools is healthy for early

adolescents’ psychological/social development.

9. If educational resilience is thought of in terms ofpositive student characteristics, I

believe that it can support the creation healthy school environments.

10. When asked to consider the application of “educational resilience” to schooling, I am

not sure how the two are related.

11. Educational resilience can and should be fostered in students.

Reform

The statements listed below relate to reform obstacles and contributors to reform

progress. During the interviews, many participants described reform obstacles and

contributors in terms of assessment. Although assessment was not a topic that was

initially included as a focus, the following statements appear in the survey because many

of the participants introduced the topic. While the statements with “list” options are

generally more informative in wide-ranging issues such as reform, these particular

statements are presented in Likert format because some of the participants expressed very

strong views regarding these specific assessment formats and their impact on educational

practice and reform. These statements represented my attempt to explore this

unanticipated, but potentially important topic, and delineate the issues involved in the

strong opinions expressed.

The Likert-type items about reform were:

12. Norm-referenced standardized tests have contributed to the creation ofhigher

educational standards.
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l3. Norm-referenced standardized tests have contributed to the improvement of

educational practices.

14. Norm-referenced standardized tests have contributed to increases in academic

achievement.

15. Norm-referenced standardized tests, themselves, are not the problem. It is the way

that the results are used that is problematic.

16. Increased use of criterion-referenced tests and other alternative assessments would

have a more positive impact on educational practice and student achievement than

norm-referenced tests have had.

Comparative-Phrase Items

As mentioned above, three of the survey items included comparative lists from

which participants could chose one option. These items designed a follow-up to

interview questions about reform. Specifically, they were designed to elicit responses

regarding participants’ perspective on the state of education and the success of past

reform efforts designed to address social and academic aspects of at-riskness.

The statements given in comparative-phrase format were:

1. When I consider the collection of educational issues that are ofmost importance to

me, I evaluate the current state ofAmerican education as:

_Much better than it was in previous years

_Similar to previous years

_Much worse than it was in previous years

2. In my opinion, efforts to improve the educational outcomes for at-risk students have

been:
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_Largely successful

_Marginally successful

_Largely unsuccessful

 3. In my opinion, efforts to improve the social outcomes for at-risk students have been:

_Largely successful

_Marginally successful

_Largely unsuccessful

List Items

Two survey items were presented in list format. The “list” option was presented

instead of the Likert-scale in three situations: 1) where participants expressed uncertainty

during the interview, 2) when there was a large range of answers, and 3) when experts

omitted pertinent characteristics from their descriptions of a concept or the behaviors that

reflect it. In the case of omissions, it was necessary to determine whether an expert’s

omission indicated an actual lack of support for the characteristic. This option was used

with two concepts—educational resilience and intellectual autonomy—to account for two  
participant’s complete unfamiliarity with one or the other concept, and because each

involves a long list of features which increased the likelihood of omissions.

The statements given in list-option format were:

1. If a group of adolescent students was described to me as “intellectually autonomous”,

I would expect them to: (select all that apply)

__ be able to set learning goals and evaluate their progress towards those goals

_ be able to motivate themselves to persist through “drill and practice” tasks

__ set acceptably high standards for themselves
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__ behave responsibly in academic situations

__ behave responsibly in social situations

_ know when to seek help and how to elicit help

__ critically evaluate claims made in their textbooks and in the media

__ hold steadfast to their beliefs

__ have difficulty taking the perspective of others

_ believe that they are always right

__ challenge adult authority in inappropriate situations

2. If a group of students was described to me as “educationally resilient”, I would expect

them to: (select all that apply)

_achieve their maximum intellectual potential regardless of the educational

circumstances

_ make the best of their educational situation

_ be persistent

_set high goals for themselves

_believe that effort is the key to success

__ believe that ability is the key to success

__ question expectations for their success in school and life

_feel personally responsible for success

__ know how and when to seek help

__ behave responsibly in academic situations

__ behave responsibly in social situations

__ be focused
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_respect themselves

_respect others

_view themselves realistically

__ view others realistically

_ view situations realistically

_ seem mature beyond their years

_ be stunted in non-academic domains

_ like school

__ hold high career aspirations

Participants’ responses to the 21 survey items were analyzed according to topic,

as well as in comparison to interview responses produced by the same participant.

Before analyzing the survey responses I conducted a more the in-depth analysis of the

interview data. The processes used to analyze the data from both sources is described in

the section below.

Data Analysis

In keeping with the goal of examining the possible contribution of each topic to

promoting constructive dialogue between experts who emphasize different aspects of

students’ needs, the data was analyzed in a manner that would best address issues that

exist “within-topics” rather than “between-experts.” With a maximum oftwo

participants from each field, it was not possible to draw conclusions between topics

without erroneously assuming that each expert reflected the views ofmost researchers in

his or her field. Although the data was examined for differences between experts, this
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was done primarily as a means to identify important potential differences that should be

explored in future projects.

With my small sample, it was possible, however, to get some indication of

possible overlaps in the underlying ideas of each concept—some ofwhich the experts,

themselves, may not be aware of. This knowledge could prove very useful in future

efforts to promote dialogue and consensus among researchers—even if there is no

“named” concept in current use under which they can all unite.

Analysis ofInterview Data

As stated above, I transcribed and summarized each participant’s responses after

completing his or her interview. As explained above, this process was used to aid the

survey design. Additional analysis of the interview data involved importing the complete

interview transcripts into the NUD*IST program. Because the interviews were semi-

structured, participants were allowed to elaborate. Sometimes, these extended answers

related not only to the question at hand, but also to questions that appeared earlier or later

in the protocol. As a result, answers related to each concept may have been distributed

throughout the interview rather than in a simple cluster of questions. I chose to analyze

the interview data using NUD*IST software because the program reduces the complexity

inherent in analyzing and comparing texts that vary in structure, and it simplifies the task

of identifying themes in qualitative data.

The NUD*IST program allows the user to search within and across documents for

relevant data, and categorize the responses (i.e., “code” the data). I coded the content of

the transcripts in relationship to the five focus topics. All responses related to each topic

were placed in the appropriate t0pic category. In some cases, responses were placed in
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more than one category. This was especially true for responses related to composite

constructs (such as educational resilience, middle level education, and reform) as such

constructs both contain, and depend upon, other constructs.

For example, it is difficult to discuss educational resilience without referencing

educational risk. Overcoming adverse educational circumstances is the essential feature

of educational resilience, hence these circumstances are, in effect, risk conditions. As a

result, discussions related to educational resilience must involve—either explicitly or

implicitly—some definition of at-risk students.

Middle level education and developmentally appropriate education were similarly

linked. Developmental appropriateness is a core feature in the middle school concept.

Although this fact is not typically reflected in middle school practices, that does not

negate the link. As a result, opinions about the validity of developmental appropriate

education have the potential to weigh heavily on opinions about middle level education

and reform. Individuals who reject the validity of developmentally appropriate education

are more likely to also reject student-centered approaches to middle level education as

well as many of the specific practices that are essential features of “true” middle schools.

For this reason, the experts’ responses that related to developmentally appropriate

education were also coded under middle level education as this coding practice allowed

me to examine this relationship.

Although responses that related to developmentally appropriate education were

also coded under middle level education, the inverse relationship was not assumed, and

the reverse application of coding was not automatically applied. As discussed in the

conceptual component of dissertation, the rationale for this choice is that definitions of
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developmental appropriateness vary, and as a result, opinions about what constitutes

developmentally appropriate practice vary. So, it cannot be assumed that an individual’s

opinion about a certain middle level practice indicates his or her opinion about

developmentally appropriate education in general—even if that practice is often

implemented because it is deemed developmental appropriate. Unless experts explicitly

linked developmentally appropriate education and middle level education, their responses

to questions related to middle level education were not coded under developmentally

appropriate education.

After coding the interview responses, the data was analyzed to determine the

degree of consensus about the meaning of particular concepts, their relationship to the

other concepts, and their expected utility in educational practice and reform. This

analysis yielded interpretations of the experts’ views, which were translated into

statements that the participants were asked to consider during the survey.

Analysis ofSurvey Data

Because the number ofparticipants was small and response rate for the survey

was lower than the participation rate in the interviews, the survey data was not analyzed

statistically. Only three of the five participants interviewed also completed the survey.

Ofthe two participants who did not complete the survey, one (Expert #1) passed away in

the interim between the interview and the administration of the survey. The other (Expert

#4) declined to complete the survey on the grounds that she was uncomfortable taking a

position (including a neutral position) on many ofthe statements related to topics outside

of her area of expertise (however, she did not wish to withdraw her interview data from

the analysis). These unfortunate circumstances reduced the number of survey responses
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available for analysis, and complicated the comparison of interview and survey responses

related to intellectual autonomy. While counts are provided for each item, the analysis

did not focus on these quantitative aspects of the data.

As mentioned above, the survey was conducted as an addendum to the interview

and aid to my understanding of the interview data, the survey responses obtained fi'om

each participant were compared to that individual’s interview responses, and to the

survey responses of the remaining participants. The purpose of this activity was to test

the accuracy of the interpretations derived from the analysis of interview responses and to

reduce the degree of subjectivity in my judgments about consensus and disagreement.

One analysis of the survey data involved aggregating responses by topic and

comparing the Likert ratings, and options selected from the lists, to the content of the

interview responses that were about the same issue. For example, in both the interview

and survey, participants were directly asked to respond to the claim that focusing on

educational resilience can promote the creation of healthier school environments. By

comparing participants’ responses to the item in the interview and in the survey, I was

able to determine the degree of consistency between the responses, examine the strength

ofparticular view, and indirectly measure the participant’s willingness to generalize his

or her views. I believe that both of these features of an individual’s view potentially

influence the success of efforts to build consensus, so when discrepancies occurred, I

made an effort to understand why.

To explore potential reasons for discrepancy, I undertook an additional analysis. I

examined the data across participants and aggregated all instances of discrepancy

between interview and survey responses. I then analyzed those by topic and looked for
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similarities and differences in the interview responses that might explain the discrepancy.

Because specific topics and items generated unique distributions of discrepancy across

participants, these are explained in detail in the results chapter (Chapter 9). But for now,

it is important to note that in general, the participants were less comfortable making

strong statements generalizing their views on survey issues and topics that were outside

of their area(s) of expertise than they were about generalizing their view on topics within

their area(s) expertise.

Despite the complications that arose during the course of the study, I was able to

obtain a lot of interesting and useful interview and survey data. I used this data to

determine which features of intellectual autonomy and educational resilience experts

considered essential or central to the concepts, and to gauge the level of agreement

between experts in different fields regarding the meaning of the concepts and their

possible role in future education reforms. In Chapter 9 (Empirical Results), I present the

results of the interview and survey analyses.
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CHAPTER 9: EMPIRICAL RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS

As discussed in Chapter 8 (Empirical Methods), the purpose of the empirical

component was to test the conclusions derived from the archival analysis. I tested these

conclusions by enlisting the assistance of five prominent researchers (each with expertise

in one or more of the five focus topic areas).I These experts were invited to participate in

an interview and a subsequent survey. Using the interviews and surveys I attempted to

explore each expert’s perspective on the relations among the five topics and opinion of

the potential value of educational resilience for promoting constructive dialogue and

educational reform progress. I attempted to gather additional information related to each

expert’s views on education, reform, obstacles to reform, and potential means for

overcoming reform obstacles. The interview data was analyzed using NUD*IST (a

software program that supports qualitative analysis of text-based data), and the survey

data was analyzed for trends as well as for consistency/discrepancy with the interview

data. This chapter presents the results of these analyses.

In keeping with the order of administration, the interview results are presented

before the survey results. I begin with a summary of the findings from the interviews for

each topic area. This is followed by a discussion of the themes that emerged from the

interview data related to the participants’ views on education, reform, obstacles to

reform, and potential means for overcoming reform obstacles. A presentation of the

results from the survey analyses follows. Conclusions arising from the interview and

 

‘ Expert #1 (Middle Level Education & Reform), Expert #2 (At-Risk Students & Educational Resilience),

Expert #3 (Middle Level Education & Developmentally Appropriate Education), Expert #4 (Intellectual

Autonomy), Expert #5 (At-Risk Students & Reform).
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survey results are given in this chapter rather than presented in a separate chapter. This is

due, primarily, to the interrelated nature of the interview and survey data.

Interview Results

This section of the chapter presents the results from the analysis of the interview

data. The first sub-section of interview results contains summaries of findings related to

each topic. In the five summaries I describe the experts’ level of familiarity with the

topic, identify and discuss the views held in common by the experts, and identify and

discuss perspectives that were contrary to the common view. The second sub-section of

interview results provides a thematically arranged discussion of the interview data. Here

I present and discuss four themes that emerged in the data that were not completely or

directly part of the content of the five topic areas. The four themes are (1) the

characteristics of early adolescents, (2) the purposes of scope of schooling, (3) obstacles

to achieving educational ideals, and (4) means of overcoming reform obstacles. The

paragraphs below present the summary for each of the five topics.

Developmentally Appropriate Education

All five of the experts interviewed had read or heard enough about this concept to

hold, and be willing to express, an opinion about it. Four of the five experts (Expert #1,

3, 4, and 5) supported the basic idea of developmentally appropriate education although

they did not support all of the practices that have been described as developmentally

appropriate. The remaining expert (Expert #2) was opposed to developmentally

appropriate education on the grounds that there is no demonstrable link between theories

of development and student achievement. He explained his position as follows:

I’m not a fan of what’s been called “developmentalism”, or developmental

periods, or sensitive periods... It’s a very prevalent idea in schools of
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education. . .I think it’s a terribly destructive idea because it encourages the

idea that children can’t learn until some golden moment or golden stage.

The idea of developmentalism goes back to Freud and Piaget and many

others. . .It’s the general idea that children can’t be taught at certain age

levels, and I don’t think there’s much hard evidence for it, particularly

when you look at children’s learning in school, because some children

have learned to read—for exarnple—before they even come to school, and

other children can’t even learn to read by the time they’re in 3rd grade. So

I think we need to think that children can learn and they need the

circumstances that would produce it, rather than saying we have to be

timid or reluctant to give children the opportunities they need. . .I think that

what the basis ofmuch of this has to be is the knowledge or achievement

that we need, rather than any invention ofdevelopment. Because, among

other things, if you look more critically at developmentalism—There are

many, many theories of developmentalism, and people don’t agree upon

what they are or what ages of development are. And I think that they have

a terrible time trying to relate those to educational achievement tests and

what children actually learn in school. And I’m not talking about generic

ideas about morality. I’m talking more about the specific subject matter.

So I guess I’m more of an educator than a psychologist (Expert #2).

 

Experts who supported the concept of developmentally appropriate education

believed that educational practice should be informed by a number of theories, on a range

of issues, that impact learning. As a result, they tended to oppose practices what were

based on only one theory of development, especially when that practice conflicted with

 the implications of other theories. Five theories mentioned by name during the

interviews were Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development (Experts #4 and #5),

Erikson’s Theory of Psychosocial Development (Experts #3 and #5), Stage-Environment

Fit Theory (Expert #1), Expectancy Value Theory (Expert #1), and Achievement Goal

Theory (Expert #1 ). Expert #1 explained her choices in the following way:

...I don’t know that I point to any particular theory of cognitive

development. . .I feel as though my understanding of it has come from

many different views and theories and ideas. . .I will say this about

achievement goal theory: it speaks to many of these issues that we are all

concerned about, which includes providing a stimulating, challenging

cognitively appropriate environment for all students, [and] perhaps

moving away from some of the practices such as ability grouping and
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honor rolls and competition among students that can be particularly

damaging as young adolescents are beginning to understand [and] have

more differentiated concepts of ability.2 That fits well with goal theory

and mastery goals versus performance goals. . .What goal theory does not

speak to, as specifically—but which I think perhaps it will move

[towards]—is the relationship dimension. . .We know from old work we’ve

done that students do perceive more positive student-student and student-

teacher relationships in classrooms that they perceive as mastery-oriented

(Expert #1).

The other three experts (#2, #4, and #5) who supported the concept of

developmentally appropriate education also opposed tracking and homogeneous ability

grouping. For example, Expert #4 said:

They [students] might not see what’s going on coming right out of

elementary school, but tracking and ability grouping tends to become

more obvious as students progress through junior high school. . ..Also, they

are more sensitive to their peers—they compare themselves to one another

much more than elementary school students, and they notice how much

they’re being compared to one another. They also have more powerful

thinking skills than younger children, and they can project into the future a

bit more. . .[T]hey can start to understand that their placements say

something about what’s expected ofthem in the future—what they’re

expected to achieve... [T]hey know what it means to be in algebra in 7th

grade or in general math, and this [knowledge] impacts many students’

views of their intelligence, and this [view] follows them to high school.

Although tracking and homogeneous ability grouping can be justified using

theories of cognitive development, the incompatibility of these practices with the

suggestions of psychosocial theories, socio-psychological theories, and theories of

motivation influenced their negative evaluation ofthese practices. As Expert #2 was not

directly asked about tracking or homogeneous ability grouping, and did not

spontaneously offer an opinion about these practices, it is uncertain whether he agreed or

disagreed with the practices.

 

2 In an earlier statement Expert #1 described differentiated concepts of ability as a shift away from effort-

based conceptions and towards conceptions that emphasize innate ability.
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Middle Level Education

Only two of the five experts (#land #3) fully understood the intended structure

and function of middle level schools. Both were experts in middle level education.

These experts recognized that middle level schools were created in an effort to respond to

the developmental characteristics and needs ofearly adolescents. Specific characteristics

and needs cited by both experts included early adolescents’ growing capacity for abstract

thought, heightened tendency towards social comparison, and self-consciousness. While

Expert #1 believed that middle schools should make an effort to eliminate practices (such

as tracking and honor rolls) that can negatively impact average and struggling students’

self-views, she also viewed responsiveness to students’ intellectual characteristics as an

important component ofmiddle level education. The following quote illustrates this

perspective:

This [early adolescence] is a particularly fertile time for cognitive

development, moral reasoning, and abstract thinking. This doesn’t mean,

necessarily, that all young adolescents have reached that stage, but

developmentally responsive middle school programs take into account that

they are primed—they’re kind ofready—to take offwith some of these

things. . .Being aware of that, students should be asked to do more than just

“solve these 7 problems”... Capitalizing on this new cognitive growth

seems to me to be an important part ofwhat the middle school should be

about (Expert #1).

The other three experts (#2, #4, #5) viewed middle schools much as they viewed

elementary schools and high schools and were unaware that the phrases “middle school”

and “junior high school” were ever intended to describe anything other than grade

organization. When describing middle level schools, Expert #2, #4, and #5 emphasized

the content to be learned in the included grades. While they also expressed the hope that

these schools would provide caring learning environments, they were completely
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unaware that the provision of a nurturing learning environment was the impetus behind

the development of and practices advocated in middle level education

At the outset of the study I anticipated this lack of specific awareness of the

middle school philosophy. This is one reason why I asked questions focused on

elucidating the expert’s perspective on the goals and purpose of education. Based on the

three experts’ responses to these questions, this lack of awareness did not appear to

significantly influence their perspectives on middle level education. Although these

experts were unaware that middle level schools were intended to be developmentally

responsive, two ofthe experts (#4 and #5) expressed the view that middle level schools—

and education in general—should be responsive to many developmental characteristics of

students. This, however, was not the case for the third expert (#2).

While Expert #2 expressed many of the same opinions as the other four experts

with regard to school climate, he was unwilling to think about school climate in terms of

students developmental characteristics and needs, and was vehemently opposed the

validity of developmentally responsive schools. His perspective was rooted in the belief

that development and education are not related and should not be the basis for practice.

Like Expert #4 and #5, his perspective was not influenced by knowledge of the middle

level education philosophy, and would probably remain unchanged by an awareness of

that philosophy.

Intellectual Autonomy

While only two of the experts (Expert #4 and #5) were familiar with the specific

phrase “intellectual autonomy,” the views expressed by Expert #1, #2, and #3 were

similar to those of Expert #4 (whose expertise was in intellectual autonomy) and Expert
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#5 (who related the concept to “planful competence”). When Expert #1, #2, and #3 were

asked: “If you were told that a group of students is intellectually autonomous, what

characteristics would you expect them to have, and what behaviors would you expect

them to display?”, like Expert #5, all three experts linked the concept to others that

emphasize metacognition. For example, Experts #1 and #2 said that the phrase initially

triggered thoughts related to sound reasoning and critical thinking, but they also believed

that the concept suggested more. In their view intellectual autonomy seemed to contain

an additional component that involves two aspects. These were (I) thinking for oneself,

and (2) standing up for what one believes. Both of these experts linked the first aspect to

educational practices that are cognitively appropriate (or in the wording of Expert #2,

“moved students towards mature reasoning” and “executive cognition”). They linked the

second aspect to educational practices that are psychosocially appropriate (or in the

wording of Expert #2, “promote healthy values and consistency ofcharacter”).

At-Risk Students

All five of the experts interviewed had heard of at-risk students or the notion of

at-riskness and four of the five felt that they had enough information to form an opinion

about the concept. Among these four, one expert (#2) agreed—almost completely—with

the traditional conception of at-risk students. The remaining three experts (#1, #3, and

#5) felt that the traditional conception was valid insofar as its focus characteristics

correlate with school failure and dropping out. However, these three experts also viewed

the traditional conception of at-riskness as incomplete because it did not attend to the

psychosocial or socio-psychological factors that predict an individual student’s risk status

and outcomes.
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Unlike the four experts described above, Expert #4 felt that the term “at-risk” had

been operationalized in so many ways in so many different studies that she dismissed the

concept, was unwilling to consider or any possible re-definition, and was uncomfortable

with all questions related to the topic. This expert was willing, however, to discuss the

topic of “harm to students” and identified instructional practices and features ofthe

learning environment that promote intellectual heteronomy as major sources of that harm.

Educational Resilience

While all five of the experts were familiar with the general concept of resilience,

three of the experts (#1, #3, and #4) were not familiar with educational resilience. When

asked to describe what it might mean, Expert #4 was unwilling to speculate, but Expert

#1 and #3 both provided definitions of educational resilience that, although incomplete,

were consistent with the literature on the concept. These definitions built from the

general definition of resilience and emphasized students’ ability to “beat the odds”

(Expert #3) or “rise to teachers’ expectations for academic performance despite a pattern

ofpast failures” (Expert #1). When asked for a possible explanation of the cited

outcome, Experts #1 and #3 both described meaningful interactions and caring support as

potential mediators. These views are similar to those expressed by Expert #2 (an expert

on educational resilience) and Expert #5 (an expert on at-riskness).

While Expert #4 was not asked any additional questions about educational

resilience (because of her resistance), the other four experts were asked if they saw any

connection between educational resilience and the other four topics in the dissertation.

In response to this question, each of the four experts related educational resilience to
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traditional and modern perspectives on at-riskness. For example, Expert #3 (middle level

education) said:

Unfortunately we’re losing a generation of kids now who are alienated and

I wonder if they’ll ever be able to bounce back because society has not

done well by them. But fortunately, resilience is a natural human trait. . .If

we approach students with the attitude that if at first you don’t succeed,

try, try again, we can foster greater resilience. If something doesn’t work

and we respond by saying “Let’s see what’s wrong?” and “How can we go

at it different?”—I think that’s fundamental to education, and we’ve got to

use it positively. If a kid’s not learning that means there’s something

wrong with the schools, not wrong with the kid.

While this response presents risk as based on a deficit-model (a traditional

perspective) and as unidirectional (i.e., imposed from the outside), rather than as based on

a transactional (a modern perspective), the response also exhibits features of a modern

perspective on at-riskness. While Expert #3 acknowledges that children from historically

disadvantaged groups (i.e., children who society has not done well by) generally fare

worse (i.e., are candidates for “bouncing back”), he describes the effects of this

traditional risk factor (i.e., group membership) as alienation (a modern perspective) and

poor academic performance (both traditional and modem). The response also presents

educational resilience as a tool for promoting motivation/persistence, and as a responsive

approach to identifying and addressing students’ needs. This view of educational

resilience is consistent with that in the literature, which emphasizes the psychosocial and

socio-emotional (e.g., motivational) features of at-riskness and resilience.

When asked to consider the remaining topics, Expert #3 and #5 also related

educational resilience to intellectual autonomy, and Expert #2 related it to character and

intelligent decision-making. Only Expert #3 (whose expertise was in middle level

education and developmentally appropriate education) explicitly related educational
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resilience to middle level education. However, the four experts who were willing to

discuss the concept each believed that the school-related protective factors associated

with educational resilience should be standard practice for all schools and that the

characteristics and traits associated with educational resilience should be fostered in all

students. The experts disagreed, however, about whether using educational resilience as

a guide to reform would be productive. Two experts (#land #4) worried that its use

would encourage educators to shift the responsibility (for coping) onto the students. The

other three experts (#2, #3, and #5) believed that its use could encourage educators to

alter learning environments in ways that facilitate the development of competence and

commitment to school.

Themes in the Interview Data

As mentioned above, the interview data was also analyzed for additional emergent

themes. In the survey portion of the empirical component I examined some of the issues

raised in relation to the themes (as well as issues that arose in relation to the five focus

topics). The four themes that emerged from the data related to (l) the characteristics of

early adolescents, (2) the purposes of scope of schooling, (3) obstacles to achieving

educational ideals, and (4) means of overcoming reform obstacles. Each theme is based

on the responses of at least three participants.

Theme #1 .' Characteristics ofEarly Adolescents

The experts’ perspectives on early adolescents were derived from a number of

theories, and were consistent with the literature on early adolescent development,

developmentally appropriate education, and middle level education. They explicitly cited

Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development, Erikson’s Theory of Psychosocial
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Development, and various theories of socio-psychological development, motivation, and

learning as theories that they rely on to determine early adolescents characteristics and

needs. They defined early adolescents as children between the ages of 10 and 15 who are

progressing towards formal operations and the establishment of a stable personal and

social identity that is influenced by their patterns of experience at school. Specific

characteristics mentioned in the interviews included:

0 Having more powerful thinking skills than younger children (Experts #1, 3, 4, & 5)

0 Applying these skills in analyses of the self as well as in academic situations (Experts

#1 , 3, & 5)

0 An increased tendency towards social comparison (Experts #1, 2, 3, & 5), and

0 An increased desire for respect and autonomy (Experts #1& 3).

The following quotes illustrate the experts’ perspectives on early adolescents:

Young adolescents [are] pretty absorbed with the self and pretty self-

conscious, and not wanting to stand out. They want more choice and more

opportunities for decision-making, and at the same time, [they] are

needing to bond with adults outside the home. We also know that this is a

particularly fertile time for cognitive development, moral reasoning, and

abstract thinking. This doesn’t mean, necessarily, that all young

adolescents have reached that stage, but ...they are primed—they’re kind

of ready—to take off with some of these things. . .. (Expert #1).

I think that if you read Tanner, Erikson, or Comer, or most anybody else,

you know. . .This is not something that is just one person’s idea, but it’s

generally recognized that when young people reach the age of formal

operations, they are able to be analytical about themselves. They can

hypothesize. They can learn about learning. They can think about

thinking. They can learn in different ways, and they apply that new ability

to think to themselves and their own values and their own beliefs. And

it’s while they’re in middle school that they really decide who they are in

terms of their personality and their values and standards (Expert #3).

...They also have more powerful thinking skills than younger children,

and they can project into the future a bit more... [T]hey are more sensitive

to their peers—they compare themselves to one another much more than
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elementary school students, and they notice how much they’re being

compared to one another (Expert #5).

In general, the experts believed that early adolescents’ characteristics interact with

their schooling experiences in ways that influence their academic, social, and personal

identities, which in turn influence their achievement, educational attainment, and career

goals. For example, Experts #3 and #5 said:

Students are persons first, and students second, and ifwe ignore who they

are as persons—their attitudes, their values, their beliefs about themselves,

and all of these other things—then we are really handicapping our efforts

to have them achieve academically (Expert #3)

Adolescents are very socially-oriented. They have definite ideas about

who is smarter, who is the better athlete, who is more attractive, and who

is more popular, and they can start to understand that their placements say

something about what’s expected ofthem in the future——what they’re

expected to achieve. They constantly compare themselves to one another,

and they know what it means to be in algebra in 7‘h grade or in general

math, and this impacts many students’ views of their intelligence, and this

follows them to high school (Expert #5).

Theme #2: Purposes and Scope ofSchooling

When asked to describe learning environments would promote better outcomes

for early adolescents than current environments promote, the experts tended to express

purpose of education in terms of goals that educators should pursue and outcomes for

students, rather than in terms of specific practices. These goals and outcomes were both

academic and psychosocial in nature. They included:

Content Knowledge (Experts #1 , 2)

Higher-Order/Critical Thinking Skills (Experts #1 , 3 & 4)

Social and Personal Skills (Experts #2, 3, 4 & 5)

Personal and Social Responsibility (Experts #1, 3 & 4), and

A Love of Learning (Experts #1 , 3).
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The following quotes relate to these goals and student outcomes:

We have to prepare our young people to be media literate—to be able to

interpret and analyze and be judgmental so that they’re not taken in by

ads, or gratuitous displays of sexuality and so on. . .So that they are able to

make personal decisions, and not be taken with drugs or violence or sex or

alcohol or whatever (Expert #3).

The purpose of schooling—education—is to learn/master/understand/think

deeply/grapple with difficult questions/come up with new ideas, new ways

ofthinking. . .It should mirror life—have the complexity of life and cover

the topics of life. Probably if I just had to pick a word or two I would say

“deep understanding.” One would hope, first of all, that students—in and

ofthemselves—would be more mastery-oriented. That they would ask,

“What is this all about? How does the world work?” and that when they

go through life they would seek challenge, they would not be afraid to take

a risk, and they would understand that if they try hard they can do

wonderful things. A quality education produces that kind of student. It

promotes life-long learning and students who say, “I love to learn” (Expert

#1 ).

[They should have] persistence, [a] willingness to work hard and [the

ability to] persevere though difficulty. . .[but] I have no hesitation to say

that a child who has had a high quality education should get high scores on

an achievement test. . .You’d like for them to do well in life as well, but, I

mean, I think of academic achievement as measured by achievement tests

(Expert #2).

The emphasis on interpretation, analysis and judgment in the first quote relates to

higher-order/critical thinking skills, social and personal skills, and responsible decisions

about personal behavior. In the second quote, the emphasis on thinking deeply, grappling

with difficult questions, and generating new ideas and ways of thinking relate to higher-

order/critical thinking skills. While the emphasis on mastery and understanding relates to

content knowledge, and the emphasis on challenge seeking, risk-taking, and effort-based

perceptions of ability relate to social and personal skills and a love of learning. The

emphasis on persistence and effort in the third quote relate to social and personal skills,

while the emphasis on high test scores relates to content knowledge. These views are
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consistent with those expressed in the literature on Third-wave reform (especially

intellectual autonomy) and the literature on educational resilience (especially with regard

to persistence and being motivated by a challenge).

With regard to scope, Expert #3 had the most to say. Like Expert #1, who also

focused on middle level education, and Expert #4 who focused on at risk students, Expert

#3 believed that education should be a transformational process. He defined

transforrnative education as a process that not only equips young people with the

information that they need to contribute to the economy, but also promotes the

development of attitudes and values that they need to reach their full potential and

function effectively in a democratic society. The following quote illustrates this.

I think a part of the problem with the public, and indeed with the

profession, is we have come to define teaching and education too

narrowly... and we have failed to recognize that an education involves

much, much more than those things that are measured on a paper and

pencil test... Responsibility, character, effectiveness in communicating

orally and in writing, the ability to solve problems, to be analytical, to

have attitudes towards others that are respectful—all of the things that

determine one’s behavior are a part of an education. . .The school has to

play a role. This is society’s institution for educating young people. . .If

school doesn’t do it, we’re in bad shape, especially since the family and

the church no longer have the degree ofresponsibility that they once had

to educate a child. And when I say educate a child, I’m talking about the

broader aspects of education, not just the narrowness of schooling (Expert

3).

 
The experts’ views on the scope and purposes of schooling appear to influence

their perspectives on middle level education and reform. Experts who viewed the

purposes as both cognitive and psychosocial were more likely to support developmentally

appropriate education, as well as reforms that promote the development intellectual

autonomy and many features of educational resilience. Experts who viewed the purpose

as primarily cognitive tended to oppose developmentally appropriate education and
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advocate more traditional instruction and assessment practices. For example, Expert #2

said:

I’m geared towards [tests]. I’m very much interested in educational

achievement as based on tests. A lot ofpeople in schools of education

don’t like tests, but parents like tests, the public likes tests, most

presidential candidates like tests, most legislators like tests. They think

that children ought to learn to read in school. They ought to learn

mathematics, civics, history, [and] geography. Psychologists, and people

at schools of education, have these new phrases all the time, and they want

to get away from educational achievement, but I’m right there—all the

time—whatever the new phrases are in psychology (Expert #2).

In my view, what we need to do is focus on where the child is with respect

to, let’s say, reading. We don’t need any sort ofcomplex reading theory.

We know what we need to give them and we need tests. If they’re having

trouble with the “c-h” consonant blend, then they need to have instruction

on that. If you have a system that adapts to the individual child so that if I

need the “c-h” consonant blend and you need the “s-t” blend and we’re in

the same class, either a computer, or maybe if we have autonomy—We

ought to have a class that’s flexible enough to be accommodating or

adaptive, where we can study, individually, what we need to study. But

there’s a lot of stuff, too, that you and I both need. So there’s some things

that we need that are similar. If I’m a year older or a year younger than

you, that isn’t the critical thing. It’s the knowledge (Expert #2).

Theme #3.' Obstacles to Achieving Educational Ideals

After expressing their views on the scope and purposes of education, each expert

was asked to identify what they believed to be the major obstacles to the achievement of

the educational ideals they espouse. With the exception of Expert #2, all of the experts

identified high-stakes, norm-referenced standardized assessments as a major obstacle to

high quality education. In addition Expert I argued that “providing a more interesting

and stimulating, exciting curriculum for all kids is pretty tough in today’s high-stakes

testing atmosphere.” She went on to state:

I think we need high standards, but they need to be based on mastery

principles. We need to be asking, “Is this young person really learning,

understanding, thinking deeply, and willing to take risks?” Rather than
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“Does she know the capitals of all the states?” I think those are the kinds

of standards that we need, and schools do need to pay attention to them.

[But] I think the whole thing breaks down when we try to test for it. Good

teachers know when students are learning and when they are thinking

deeply and whether they are thinking creatively and making a

contribution, but when we try to test for it, it becomes very difficult. And

then when the testing movement becomes the be-all-and-end-all in

schools—I don’t know how much time you’ve spent in schools lately, but

when we go and talk to teachers now, they are overwhelmed by it. They

have told some other folks here at [the university] that they can’t even

think about participating in research, because all of their thinking and

working time with their students is dominated by this need to do well on

the [state test]. So it’s not that I don’t believe in testing and standards. I

do. But I think we have to be very careful that it doesn’t take us to the

point where children are really not learning anymore (Expert #1).

This expert’s concerns about the role that assessment currently plays in education

are expressed in terms that highlight her support for developmentally appropriate

education, intellectual autonomy and social justice, all ofwhich are linked to her

conception of education as a transformational process. The following statement made by

Expert #3 also demonstrates a linkage between his view on the purposes of education and

his support of developmentally appropriate education and intellectual autonomy.

People think that teaching is simply communicating information to get a

high score on a test. Students themselves have failed to recognize what

really it’s all about. The excessive emphasis on content, per se, and

information, per se, is actually handicapping the effectiveness of achieving

that information. To learn best and to learn in ways that last, they need to

have involved, their total person—to have some sense of ownership, some

sense of purpose, to see what they’re about beyond simply being able to

provide the right answers and then forget them. . .The paper and pencil

tests, that merely measure the temporary acquisition of information, do not

in any way give an indication ofwhether students are achieving those

more important parts of an education (Expert #3).

He goes on to explain what is, in his view, the root cause of over-reliance on

assessment. Like Expert #1 whose expertise was also in middle level education, he
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describes the obstacles presented by current approaches to assessment as society’s well-

intentioned, but confused, effort to promote and reward excellence. He states:

People have this notion of the great academics—the high and mighty—but

in fact they’re really talking about skills. Skills are not the same thing as

content, per se. Skills last. Content fades. And yet the emphasis is on

content, and we are under-emphasizing the skills. When you get right

down to it, that’s what lasts—attitudes and skills, not specific bits of

information. Skills like learning how to deal with information, the ability

to read context clues, to analyze, to interpret graphs, to interpret political

cartoons, to draw inferences from statements, to find out where

information is available and how to organize it and articulate it. Skills

including social and personal skills. Interpersonal skills; intrapersonal

skills; problem solving skills; reading, writing, speaking skills. A sense of

personal responsibility. The skill of dealing with your emotions without

resorting to violence. These are all things that really determine how

effective one is in life. These are the things that last. These are the things

that are really important, and yet the emphasis now is on the acquisition of

information. Information which we know will soon fade (Expert #1).

Like those of Experts #1 and #3, the opinion of Expert #4, whose area of expertise

was intellectual autonomy, was also related to her view on the purpose of education.

Unlike Experts #1 and #3, she expressed concern about the use of test results, and her

explanation of the root cause of over—reliance on testing was even more specific than that

of Expert 3. She explains:

There’s, like, a blind faith in testing, and teachers—especially inner-city

school teachers—are drilling kids so they will do well on tests. So it’s not

testing, per se, that is so harmful, but it’s all the adult heteronomy

descending fi'om the superintendent’s order that says to all the principles,

"Thou shalt raise test scores.” Principals transmit that order down to

teachers and Teachers are drilling, drilling, drilling kids. You must have

heard some of the horror stories. [In this country], [t]he supposition is that

teachers are lazy, therefore we have to check up on them and we have to

make them work hard. That’s the whole plan. There are many countries

where teachers would just not put up with that kind of treatment, but most

teachers [here] are heteronomous. They are HETERONOMOUS. “Yes,

yes, yes. Anything you say. We’ll comply with anything.” Teachers are

heteronomous. But. . .Okay, it’s not the testing itself, because when I used

to give achievement tests the test scores just went to the files and nobody
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paid any attention to test scores. It’s the adults who are taking the results

so seriously who are at fault. (Expert 4)

Unlike Expert #1 and #3, Expert #4 expressed concerns about assessment that

were related to more than content. She also expressed the belief that assessment should

inform instruction in ways that promote learning rather than simply rank students.

[Currently], the results are of no use to teachers because if you see

something like “symbolic notation” you don’t know what that means.

You can’t see the items and you don’t know what the kid did and how he

messed up the question. So it’s ofno use to teachers. Besides, the tests

come back too late for them to do anything. . .Another thing that is a

problem is the norm-referenced thing. So that kids are competing against

each other. If it’s criterion-referenced, the teacher knows that helpful

information. The test items also have some answers that children have to

produce, in which case, teachers know—or learn—that drilling is just not

going to produce anything. So if you’re going to test, test intelligently

rather than the stupid way—the harmful way—the cheap, but harmful way

(Expert #4).

While current assessment practices were the most commonly identified obstacles,

most of the experts also identified other obstacles, many ofwhich were related to the

same root causes of assessment-related problems. For example, Expert #3 identified

narrow views on the purpose and scope of education as a root cause ofreform obstacles

as such views give rise to disconnected perspectives and influences that compete for

educational resources. The quote below illustrates his view:

The narrowness of the concept ofwhat an education is, is to me, the real

source ofmost ofour problems. Parents are not asking the right questions.

They’re saying, “How can my kid get a better grade?” They’re not asking,

“How can my kid develop a better character?” And “What can you do

about it in school?” Those are really the key questions. . .and education

includes those things. Parents somehow don’t realize what their kids are

missing when they’re feeling good about their getting more of the same

and studying the four basic subjects even more than they once

were. . .Another obstacle is the commercialization that’s coming in—The

Channel One, and the advertising, and all of that. There’s an effort of

people with other agendas taking over the schools, or at least getting their

oar into the water of the schools and trying to direct them. . .. Providing

free and inexpensive materials which have a particular bias, or worse,
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they’re becoming—It’s a terrible thing to leave to the media and to the

advertisers and all that, the opportunities to influence people about what

they believe and what they think is important and how they should

act. . .For the schools to deny that is to leave to Madison Avenue and

Hollywood, the establishment of one’s values. And to me that’s a terrible

thing (Expert #3).

Expert #1 also identified the public’s narrow conception of education and the

increase in commercial programs for educational reform as major obstacles. Unlike

Expert #3, Expert #1 ’s discussion narrow scope focused on a specific circumstance

related to school climate, rather than to the general issues of school purpose. She

explained:

I believe that we need both the positive interpersonal relationships and the

academically challenging mastery environment... [but] there are parents

who think that has nothing to do with school—that they’re not about warm

relationships—so you get them attacking that. Or, there are parents who

don’t want children to have too much decision-making power, so then it

gets attacked. And this has not only happened to the middle school, but it

has happened to a lot of other progressive movements along the way

(Expert #1 ).

With regard to commercialization, Expert #1 was less concerned about the

possible biases or values promoted than about issues of over-generalization and the

impact that inattentive implementation has on the reputation ofreform goals and on

educators’ willingness to consider well-planned versions ofreforms that involve the same

goals. She states:

I think people try something and they believe it—They have a school, a

group of students, whatever it might be, and it seems to work, and then

they sort ofpackage it. There are a lot ofpeople who go around and try to

sell these programs. “Here are the 12 steps to promoting success for all

young adolescents.” And then, because the new schools that they go into

have not necessarily gone through all the thinking processes that perhaps

the original schools did—or don’t implement it in the same way, or there’s

no research conducted that really provides one with an understanding of

what’s working and what isn’t, then you’re kind of left with, “Well we

tried that and it didn’t wor ” (Expert 1#).
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The opinion of Expert #2, whose work focused specifically on failing urban

schools and the challenges ofreform in that context, differed from the other experts—all

ofwhom investigated particular issues and/or particular grade levels across localities.

His perspective on obstacles were strongly related to his definition of at—risk students—

which emphasized achievement disparities; and his frustrations were strongly influenced

by his over-exposure to failed reform efforts in urban contexts—which he generalized to

education at large.

I would say that biggest obstacles are the teacher’s union, the “status quo”,

developmentalism, and the fact that the American public schools tend to

be operated for the benefit ofthe educators rather than of the children.

These are very unpopular thoughts. Maybe you shouldn’t tell your

professors [laughter]. . .Educators are not really true professionals like

attorneys and physicians are because they’re not paid individually by

clients. So the clients of educators have relatively little power to shape the

school, and if they have very incompetent teachers or teachers who. . .are

not encouraging, there’s very little that a parent can do. . .I think that we

have major difficulties throughout K-12 schooling, but I think high school

is particularly doing badly these days. And there’s a lot of keen interest in

education reform at the high school level. I think part of the problem is

that they’re large, [and] they tend to be specialized. In elementary school,

the teacher teaches kids. In the high school, they teach civics or history,

or other subjects, and it’s just like hospitals that just treat diseases rather

than people. You’re not really being treated as an individual, you’re being

treated as a category. Bilingual, special education, at-risk, or something

like that, and you wanted to be treated as a person. I think that that’s a

major difficulty with the high school level and one of the reasons why we

have such high drop out rates in the United States (Expert #2).

While his views on the role of teachers’ unions were strongly influenced by the

urban high school context, and his opinions regarding to the usefulness and the

effectiveness of developmentally appropriate education differed significantly from the

other researchers, his concerns about school climate echoed the sentiments of the other

researchers. Like Experts #1 , #3, and #5, Expert #2 was concerned about the nature and
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quality of teacher-student relationships and interactions. He was particularly concerned

about the potential negative impact of a large student body and departrnentalization on

the interactions between teachers and students with special needs. In his view, political

organizations (such as teachers unions) have interfered with the implementation of

reforms that improve these interactions and reduce student alienation and withdrawal.

Theme #4: Overcoming Obstacles

When asked what they believed needed to happen in order to overcome the

obstacles they identified, the experts emphasized the need for consensus regarding the

purposes and scope of education. Without consensus, they feared that reform efforts

would continue to be implemented in ways that were not intended, and lead to results that

undermine the validity of the reform goals. Expert #1 expressed this in the following

statement, which illustrates how—despite a great deal of effort to reform assessment—

the lack of consensus about the purpose of assessment and the uses of assessment results

can lead to a re-emergence of the same problems that the reforms were designed to

address. She states:

There are people here that have been involved in improving standardized

tests. And they’re better than they used to be. But it’s still. . .Let me just

give you one little example. Evidently on many standardized tests

[students are expected to] write an essay. You think, “Oh good, we’re not

just going to ask them about where the apostrophe goes.” But now what’s

happened is that, of course, those who score the essays have to have

criteria. So then the teachers teach the kids what the criteria are. “You

have to have this, and then you have to have these three paragraphs, and

then you have to have a summary.” That squelches it. There has also been

an effort to improve the science so that students are not just being asked

for a formula or thing like that, but they have to design an experiment and

so forth. I think that’s a step forward, but I do think that it’s not been a

good, productive movement that—The goal to provide every student with

a school where they’re going to come out at grade 12 understanding

something, knowing something, being ready to move forward in their
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lives, is a great one, but I guess we just don’t have it all figured out yet

(Expert #1).

While Expert #1 remained hopeful that time and research would eventually

support consensus about the purposes and scope of education, she remained uncertain as

to how this might be done. She described her experience ofworking in a middle school

for three years, attempting to promote heterogeneous grouping. To paraphrase her

description: Although the teachers initially expressed concern about the possible negative

effects of the practice, through in-services, interaction, and support from the

administration, they began to see that doing away with ability grouping and gifted

programs did not require them to “lower the ceiling or put a ceiling on some of these very

talented young people.” Unfortunately, as she went on to state, “there are some people

you’re never going to convince. I think we all know that parents of gifted and talented

children have a lot ofpower and they often go storming to their superintendent of schools

or to principals and say that their children are not being accommodated.”

Her experience suggests that consensus is needed not simply within educational

institutions, but also within society. Expert #3 concurred, but was much less hopeful that

this will ever be achieved. He stated, “I find the public simply closed to the message.

They don’t want to hear. They think they know. And I have difficulty getting them to

realize what all is involved.”

The reference to “adult heteronomy” made by Expert #4 also suggests that

overcoming the obstacles related to assessment is not simply a matter of agreeing on test

content. Her description of the problem emphasized the need to come to consensus on

appropriate uses of test results, and indirectly suggested a possible means ofovercoming

related obstacles. To paraphrase her opinion: Too many people are too willing to accept
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the status quo and endorse a course of action because it mirrors their experience. Also,

too many people oppose change based on their fear ofpossible negative consequences,

and accept the opinions handed down by old authorities rather than evaluate the situation

for themselves. In other words, people seem to be more comfortable with learning how

to function in the current system—whatever its flaws—rather than devoting the time and

energy required to learn more about the situation, form their own opinions, suggest a

different course of action, and risk being incorrect.

Conclusions Arising from Interview Data

Based on the participants’ responses to the interview questions, five major

conclusions seem apparent. The first conclusion is that the experts interviewed in this

study held two distinct views on the value ofDAE at the middle level. One view (held

by four of the experts) considered DAE to be a productive concept that promotes

sensitivity to students’ characteristics and needs, and helps educators set realistic

expectations for student learning. The other view (held by Expert #2) considered DAE

to be a destructive concept that promotes low standards and shifts the focus away from

empirically supported contributors to student achievement.

The second conclusion is that they held similar views on the nature of intellectual

autonomy and its value in middle level education and reform. All of the experts viewed

intellectual autonomy as a productive concept that encourages educators to promote

critical thinking and decision-making skills. In addition, they believed that these skills

associated with intellectual autonomy promote more effective ftmctioning in both

academic situations and life situations.
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The third conclusion is that they held similar views on the nature of at-riskness.

Although features of at-riskness emphasized in recent literature were more salient to

some (Expert #1, #3, and #4) than to others (Expert #2 and #5), all recognized that

students who are members of groups traditionally associated with at-riskness tend to fare

worse with regard to achievement and attainment. All also recognized that the nature of

the learning environment contributes in some way to these outcomes, and they believed

that caring interactions coupled with reasonably high expectations could help to reduce

the incidence of negative outcomes.

The fourth conclusion is that they held similar views on the nature of educational

resilience, but two distinct views on the value of the concept for middle level education

and reform. All recognized that educational resilience is related to the general concept of

resilience. In addition, they believed that the traits associated with resilience should be

fostered in all students (at all grade levels), and that the recommended strategies for

fostering the development of these traits should be common practice for all schools.

They disagreed, however, about whether using this concept as a guide to reform would be

productive. Two experts (#land #4) worried that its use would encourage educators to

shift the responsibility (for coping) onto the students. The other three experts (#2, #3,

and #5) believed that its use could encourage educators to alter learning environments in

ways that facilitate the development of competence and commitment to school. With

regard to these views, it is important to note that Experts #1 and #4 believed that the

concept would lead to negative outcomes, and Experts #2, # 3, and #5 believed that it

could lead to positive outcomes. As I will discuss later, this distinction has significant
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implications for the potential value of educational resilience in middle school

transformation.

The final conclusion that arose from the interview data relates to the participants’

perspectives on reform obstacles. All ofthe experts viewed “a narrow perspective on the

purpose and scope of education” as the primary obstacle to reform progress. In their

view, narrow perspective has contributed to an exclusive focus on subject—area content

and facts, and created opposition to reforms designed to improve the school climate or

foster student autonomy. In addition, two experts (#1 and #3) identified narrow vision as

a contributor to disconnected and competing reform initiatives, and to assessment

practices that emphasize fact acquisition rather than higher-order skills and progress

toward expected levels ofcompetence. Four ofthe experts (#1, #3, #4, and #5)

expressed a great deal of concern about the role ofnorm-referenced standardized tests in

maintaining the status quo with regard to educational practice. They also expressed

concern about the tendency to use the results of these assessments in ways that undermine

reform initiatives and in ways that create additional barriers for struggling students and

urban schools. To overcome the obstacles presented by inappropriate assessment the

participants suggested the use of curricula and assessments that are aligned with the

specific goals for content and skill learning as well as a broader set of goals for

education. They were uncertain, however, how to promote greater consensus regarding

the content and skills to be learned and the broader set of educational goals. In the words

of EXpert #1 , there are some people that you are never going to convince, because, in the

words of Expert #3, some people are simply closed to the message.
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Survey Results

As stated in the Chapter 8 (Empirical Methods), the interview data was analyzed

to determine the degree of consensus about the meaning ofparticular concepts, their

relationships to the other concepts, and their expected utility in educational practice and

reform. This analysis yielded interpretations of the experts’ views, which were then

translated into statements that the participants were asked to consider during the survey.

Survey responses were also analyzed to determine the degree of consistency/discrepancy

between survey interview responses. As discussed in the previous chapter, three of the

five experts (#2, #3, and #5) returned the survey. While Expert #1 was unable to

complete the survey, Expert #4 declined to the opportunity to do so because she was

uncomfortable with the statements. In her explanation ofwhy she felt uncomfortable she

said, “On the whole, I find your statements often impossible to respond to because I can't

say anything about ALL criterion-referenced tests, for example.”

Although I attempted to make it clear throughout the participation process that I

wanted each expert to supply his or her own opinions and general impressions, it appears

that Expert #4 held firm to the belief that she was being asked to represent everyone in

her area of expertise, hold expertise in all five areas, and speak about practices as if one

implementation represented all of the possibilities. This was unfortunate as it reduced the

amount of survey data for analysis. However, due to multiple areas of expertise within

among the three participants who returned the survey, four of the five topic areas were

represented. The paragraphs below describe the content of the survey and present the

results of analyses conducted on the data.
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Concept Definitions

The following statements relate to the definitions of each of the five concepts as

expressed in the interviews. They are organized by topic and followed by a summary of

the participants’ responses. The statements were derived from specific statements made

in the interviews, and experts were informed that the interview responses were the source

ofthe statements.

Developmentally Appropriate Education

During the interviews one expert (#2) expressed concern about the potential of

developmentally appropriate education to be implemented in ways that limit students’

opportunities to learn. Another expert (#4) expressed concern that failing to attend to

students’ developmental characteristics may lead to the inclusion of curriculum content

(e.g., fiactions) about which students are not yet capable of reasoning. While some ofthe

other experts were asked about these different perspectives, everyone did not have an

opportunity to respond to these statements. Because the experts’ responses bear on the

potential value and role of developmentally appropriate education in promoting

constructive dialogue and identifying an organizing principle for reform, the statements

below were presented for evaluation during the survey.

0 When I hear the phrase, “developmentally appropriate education”, I think primarily of

the boundaries that the practice constructs around students’ capabilities.

0 When I hear the phrase, “developmentally appropriate education”, I think primarily of

the effort to meet student needs that the practice represents.

In response to the first statement, Expert #3 disagreed and Expert #5 strongly

disagreed. In response to the second, Expert #3 agreed and Expert #5 strongly agreed.
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These responses paralleled their interview responses, and indicate their support for

educational practices that are responsive to students’ developmental characteristics and

needs. On the other hand, Expert #2’s responses to both questions did not parallel his

interview response. As reported in the interview results, he described developmentally

appropriate education as “a terribly destructive idea because it encourages the idea that

children can’t learn until some golden moment or golden stage. However, in response to

both of the above statements he wrote “??? I do not understand statement” on his survey

form. These responses were not expected and I am not sure how to explain this outcome.

At-Risk Students

During the interviews I examined the ways in which the experts from the five

focal topic areas think about the notion of at-riskrress and characteristics of at-risk

students. Their responses to the interview questions indicated that they view at-riskness

as a concept that has a psychosocial component. Based on their responses I was

interested in whether they perceived the characteristics of at-risk students in terms that

are more traditional (e.g., based on specific negative outcomes) or in terms that are more

modem/recent (e.g., based on psychosocial/socio-emotional precursors to a range of

negative outcomes). Because their opinions about appropriate responses to addressing at-

riskrress (e.g., resilience education) may relate to the relative attention paid to traditional

and modern features, I thought it was important to investigate how they perceived the

relationship between outcomes (such as low achievement, delinquency, and dropping-

out) and psychosocial features (such as alienation and disaffection). This relationship has

implications for views on the potential value of educational resilience in addressing at-

riskness, since resilience education programs emphasize a direct relationship
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psychosocial features and outcomes such as those presented above. For this reason, the

statements below were presented for evaluation during the survey.

0 When I hear the phrase “at-risk students,” I think of students who are statistically

more likely to receive poor grades and/or test scores, and/or to become teenage

parents, and/or to become involved in criminal activities, and/or to drop out before

graduating from high school.

0 When I hear the phrase “at-risk students,” I think of students who—regardless of

measured achievement—display signs of alienation/disaffection, and/or emotional

immaturity, and/or social difficulty.

In response to these items, Expert #3 strongly agreed with both and Experts #2

and #5 agreed with both. These responses parallel their responses to the interview

questions and indicate their support for a definition of at-risk students that incorporates

both traditional and modern (i.e., psychosocial) features. Also important to note is that

all ofthe experts gave equal weight to both statements. This indicates that they do not

view at-riskness more in terms ofprecursors or outcomes, and suggests that they view the

psychosocial features and negative outcomes associated with at-riskness as directly

related to one another. This parallels their interview responses regarding the relationship

between psychosocial issues and student behaviors/outcomes, and is consistent with the

relationship presented in literature on resilience education.

Educational Resilience

In response to interview statements regarding images of coping (as opposed to

responsiveness) that the phrase “educational resilience” triggered in Experts #1 and #4, I

presented the following statements:
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0 When I hear the phrase “educational resilience,” I think primarily of the positive

characteristics of students who meet or exceed normal expectations despite adverse

life and/or learning conditions.

0 When I hear the phrase “educational resilience,” I think primarily of the negative

characteristics ‘of the environments that students are expected to cope with.

In response to the first statement, Expert #2 strongly agreed and Experts #3 and

#5 both agreed. With regard to the second statement, Expert #2 agreed, Expert #3 took a

neutral stance, Expert #5 strongly disagreed. These responses indicate that the experts

associate educational resilience more strongly with positive characteristics of students

than with negative features ofthe environment.

Only Expert #2 associated educational resilience with negative features of

environments. This was an unexpected response that I am unsure how to interpret. In the

interview and survey Expert #2 offered many contradictory opinions about educational

resilience. While his response to the second statement may be due to his view of

educational resilience as overcoming adversity—hence the focus on negative features of

the environment, his response may instead be related to a statement he made in the

interview about his current perception of educational resilience. In the interview one

statement he made was that educational resilience is not a particularly usefirl concept for

reform, and that a focus on educational productivity might lead to fewer negative

associations and to better school-based approaches to addressing the effects of adverse

conditions on academic performance. For these reasons, I am not sure whether his

response to the second survey statement suggests a negative view on educational

resilience.
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An additional item related to educational resilience was presented in list format.

This item was designed to elicit the experts’ reaction to a range of characteristics that are

associated with educational resilience in the literature. The purpose of this item was to

determine the degree of overlap in the characteristics the experts associated with

educational resilience. Since the experts generally agreed in the interviews that schools

should attempt to foster the traits of educational resilience in all students, I thought it was

important to investigate the range of characteristics to which they referred. In addition,

since one ofmy claims was that educational resilience is a concept that attends to

intellectual and psychosocial issues, I thought it important to determine which intellectual

and psychosocial characteristics the experts associated with the concept and examine how

these related to the intellectual and psychosocial characteristics they associated with

intellectual autonomy.

For the item below, the experts were asked to select fi‘om a list, the student

characteristics that they associate with educational resilience. The relevant survey

statement was as follows:

0 If a group of students was described to me as “educationally resilient,” I would expect

them to: (select all that apply)

__ achieve their maximum intellectual potential regardless ofthe educational

circumstances

_make the best of their educational situation

__ be persistent

__ set high goals for themselves

_believe that effort is the key to success

_believe that ability is the key to success

_ question expectations for their success in school and life

__ feel personally responsible for success

_ know how and when to seek help

__ behave responsibly in academic situations

_ behave responsibly in social situations
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_be focused

_ respect themselves

__ respect others

_ view themselves realistically

_ view others realistically

__ view situations realistically

_seem mature beyond their years

__ be stunted in non-academic domains

_ like school

__ hold high career aspirations

In response to this prompt, Expert #2 selected all 21 options (including “be

stunted in non-academic domains”). Expert #3 selected two of the options (“make the

best of their educational situation” and “view situations realistically”), which were also

selected by the other experts. Expert #5 selected 13 of the options—all ofwhich were

also selected by Expert #2. Based on the selections made by Expert #5 , he expects

educationally resilient students to:

1. achieve their maximum intellectual potential regardless of the educational

circumstances

2. make the best of their educational situation

3. set high goals for themselves

4. be persistent

5. feel personally responsible for their success

6. know how and when to seek help

7. behave responsibly in academic situations

8. behave responsibly in social situations

9. be focused

10. view themselves realistically

11. view others realistically
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12. view situations realistically, and

13. seem mature beyond their years

Due to the small number of options selected by Expert #3, the experts’

expectations for educationally resilient students overlap only with regard to two

characteristics—make the best of their educational situation, and view situations

realistically. This may be due to the fact that Expert #3 was less familiar with

educational resilience than the other two experts, however, it also indicates that he does

not associate educational resilience with many of the characteristics identified in the

literature as contributors to success in school and life. When I compared the responses of

the experts who are more familiar with the concept, I found 13 overlaps—all ofwhich are

represented in the list above. While all of these are positive learner characteristics,

Expert #2 also selected an option that suggests that he expects educationally resilient

students to be stunted. In addition, Expert #5 did not select characteristics related to

effort and ability attributions, questioning expectations, respect for self and others, liking

school, and holding high career aspirations. The literature on educational resilience

describes these characteristics as important contributors to motivation and an internal

locus of control, as well as to autonomy, academic achievement, and educational

attainment. These indicate that while Experts #5 associates educational resilience with

13 of the characteristics associated with success in school and life, he does not associate

the concept with 7 of the others. In addition, the responses of Experts #3 and #5 suggest

that they do not associate educational resilience with many of the characteristics

associated with intellectual autonomy. This may be due either to the way that they view
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educational resilience or to the way they view intellectual autonomy. Their responses to

the next survey item were used to determine which was more likely the cause.

Intellectual Autonomy

As the experts did not express any conflicting views about the nature and meaning

of intellectual autonomy, the only item on the survey that related to intellectual autonomy

was presented in “list” format. As was the case with educational resilience, the purpose

of this item was to determine the degree of overlap in the characteristics the experts

associated with intellectual autonomy. Since the experts generally agreed in the

interviews that schools should attempt to foster the traits of intellectual autonomy in all

students, I thought it was important to investigate the range of characteristics to which

they referred. Due to my interest in how the experts viewed the relationship between

intellectual autonomy and educational resilience, I thought it was important to examine

how the characteristics they associated with intellectual autonomy related to the

characteristics they associated with educational resilience.

For the item below, the experts were asked to select from a list, the student

characteristics that they associate with intellectual autonomy. The relevant survey

statement was as follows:

0 If a group of adolescent students was described to me as “intellectually autonomous,”

I would expect them to: (select all that apply)

__ be able to set learning goals and evaluate their progress towards those goals

_ be able to motivate themselves to persist through “drill and practice” tasks

_ set acceptably high standards for themselves

_behave responsibly in academic situations

__ behave responsibly in social situations

_ know when to seek help and how to elicit help

__ critically evaluate claims made in their textbooks and in the media

__ hold steadfast to their beliefs
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_have difficulty taking the perspective ofothers

_believe that they are always right

_challenge adult authority in inappropriate situations  
In response to this prompt, Expert #2, again, selected all available options

(including “have difficulty taking the perspective of others,” “believe that are always

right,” and “challenge adult authority in inappropriate situations”). Expert #3 selected

three of the options, and Expert #5 selected five. The options selected by Expert #3 were,

“be able to set learning goals and evaluate their progress towards those goals,” “behave

responsibly in academic situations,” and “know when to seek help and how to elicit

help.” These were among the options selected by Experts #2 and #5. In addition to

these options, Expert #5 also selected, “set acceptably high standards for themselves,”

and “critically evaluated claims made in their textbooks and in the media” —both of

which were also selected by Expert #2. These results suggest that Expert #3 does not

associate intellectual autonomy with 8 features emphasized in the literature, Expert #5

does not associate intellectual autonomy with 3 characteristics emphasized in the

literature, and Expert #2 associates intellectual autonomy 3 negative characteristics that

are not identified in the literature.  
Also important to note is that Expert #3 did not associate intellectual autonomy

with the tendency to for students to “critically evaluate claims made in their textbooks

and in the media.” This response is not consistent with his interview response and I am

not certain how to account for the differences between his interview and survey

responses. In the interview, the first criterion that he mentioned with regard to

intellectual autonomy was, “Not accepting on face value, what one reads or hears.” He

went on to state:
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Too many of our citizens are so blasé and naive, and are not willing or

able to be analytical and thoughtful and question what people are saying.

We’re seeing everyday, in the news and on television, all the trouble we’re

getting in because people are accepting at face value something that

they’ve heard or read. . .Now most researchers would indicate that

probably less than half of the American public has actually achieved the

level of formal operations. By in large, too many of our citizens never

really utilize their minds. They are never pushed, as they should have

been pushed when they were young adolescents, to be analytical and

thoughtful and perceptive. And so one can go through college and even

graduate without, essentially, learning higher-order critical thinking skills.

After all of that schooling they can leave with an inability to use their

mental potential. What prevents us from overcoming this is that we do not

sufficiently involve the students in deciding what to study and how to

study it. We have not gotten the students actively involved as learners.

They are the passive recipients of the judgments of the teacher and the

textbook writers, as opposed to being the collaborating co-leamers that

they need to be. I think that this is the biggest single lack in education.

Similar to the case with educational resilience, due to the small number of options

selected by Expert #3, the experts’ expectations for intellectually autonomous students

overlap only with regard to three characteristics. All three experts expected intellectually

autonomous students to (1) be able to set learning goals and evaluate their progress

towards those goals, (2) behave responsibly in academic situations, and (3) know when to

seek help and how to elicit help. While Expert #5 was more familiar with the literature

on intellectual autonomy than Experts #2 and #3, he selected fewer options than Expert

#2 (who selected all of the 11 options). The five overlaps between the responses of

Experts #2 and #5 are represented by the options selected by Expert #5 (three ofwhich

are shared with Expert #3).

According to the options selected by all ofthe experts, they expect intellectually

autonomous students to:

o be able to set learning goals and evaluate their progress towards those goals

0 behave responsibly in academic situations
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0 know when to seek help and how to elicit help.

Based on the additional shared options selected by Experts #2 and #5, they also tend

 to expect intellectually autonomous students to:

0 set acceptably high standards for themselves, and

o critically evaluate claims made in their textbooks and in the media.

While there where were no overlaps between the characteristics of intellectual

autonomy and educational resilience in the responses of Expert #3, the three

characteristics of intellectual autonomy that were shared by all three experts overlap with

those for educational resilience selected by Experts #2 and #5. Additional overlaps

between intellectual autonomy and educational resilience in the responses of Experts #2

and #5 related to persistence, setting high goals/standards for themselves, and behaving

responsibly in social situations. The responses of Experts #2 and #5 indicate that

intellectual autonomy can be considered a central feature of educational resilience, but

the lack of overlap in the responses of Expert #3 indicates that, in his case, this is not a  valid conclusion. He does not appear to view educational resilience and intellectual

autonomy as related concepts.

General Perspectives

This section presents the results related to the participants’ general views of

education, reform, obstacles to reform, and educational resilience as a means of

overcoming reform obstacles. Statements one, nine, ten, twenty, and twenty-one related

to the current state of education and the progress of educational reform. The content of

these statements is as follows:
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1. When I consider the collection of educational issues that are ofmost importance to

me, I evaluate the current state ofAmerican education as:

_Much better than it was in previous years

_Similar to previous years

_Much worse than it was in previous years

9. In my opinion, efforts to improve the educational outcomes for at-risk students have

been:

_Largely successful

_Marginally successful

_Largely unsuccessful

10. In my opinion, efforts to improve the social outcomes for at-risk students have been:

_Largely successful

_Marginally successful

_Largely unsuccessful

20. The current environment of the majority of middle schools is healthy for early

adolescents’ psychological/social development.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

21. The current environment of the majority of middle schools is healthy for early  
adolescents’ intellectual development.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

In response to statement one, Experts #3 and #5 evaluated the current state of

American education as “similar to previous years” and Expert #2 evaluated it as “much

worse than it was in previous years.” In response to statement nine, all three experts
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expressed the opinion that efforts to improve the educational outcomes for at-risk

students have been largely unsuccessful. Expert #2 and Expert #5 held the same opinion

about efforts to improve the social outcomes for at-risk students, while Expert #3

believed that these efforts have been marginally successful. When asked to consider the

particular case of middle level schools, all three experts disagreed with the statement that

the current environment of majority ofmiddle schools is healthy for early adolescents’

psychological/social development and intellectual development—with Expert #2 strongly

disagreeing with the statement related to intellectual development.

The participants’ responses to the survey items indicate that there is general

consensus on three points: 1) in general, efforts to improve learning environments and

student outcomes have not achieved their potential, 2) the middle school, in particular, is

in need of reforms that improve both the intellectual and psychosocial aspects of

students’ education, and 3) increased emphasis on intellectual autonomy may provide the

means to address these issues. However, there is a lack ofconsensus, and a notable

degree of inconsistency with regard to assessment, which—as many researchers have

bemoaned— both drives educational reform and influences educational practice.

Statements two through six in the survey related to assessment. Statements two

through four were designed to elicit the experts’ opinions with regard to the impact that

norm-referenced standardized tests have had on educational standards, educational

practice, and academic achievement. Statement five related to whether experts believed

that the use of the results was more of a problem than the design of the tests. Statement

six related to the experts’ opinions with regard to the role that criterion-referenced tests
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could play in addressing the problems that they associated with assessment. These

survey statements were as follows:

2. Narm-referenced standardized tests have contributed to the creation of higher

educational standards.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

3. Norm-referenced standardized tests have contributed to the improvement of

educational practices.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

4. Norm-referenced standardized tests have contributed to increases in academic

achievement.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

5. Norm-referenced standardized tests, themselves, are not the problem. It is the way

that the results are used that is problematic.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

6. Increased use of criterion-referenced tests and other alternative assessments would

have a more positive impact on educational practice and student achievement than

norm-referenced tests have had.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

In response to the second statement, Experts #3 and #5 disagreed that “norm-

referenced standardized tests have contributed to the creation of higher educational

standards.” Expert #2, who expressed the strongest support for standardized testing,
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strongly agreed with this statement. He also strongly agreed with the statements that

“norm-referenced standardized tests have contributed to the improvement ofeducational

practice” and “have contributed to increases in academic achievement.” With regard to

the contribution to improving educational practice, Expert #3 disagreed and Expert #5

agreed, and with regard to its impact on achievement, Experts #3 and #5 both took a

neutral stance.

When asked to rate their level of agreement with the statement that “Norm-

referenced standardized tests, themselves, are not the problem. It is the way that the

results are used that is problematic,” Expert #2 declined to answer stating that either or

both could be the problem, while Expert #3 agreed and Expert #5 disagreed. With

regard to the possibilities presented by criterion-referenced testing, Expert #3 strongly

agreed and Expert #5 agreed with the statement that “Increased use of criterion-

referenced tests and other alternative assessments would have a more positive impact on

educational practice and student achievement than norm-referenced tests have had.”

Expert #2 took a neutral stance.

These findings suggest that, in general, the experts believed that norm-referenced

standardized tests have not contributed to higher education standards or higher

achievement, but have contributed to improvements in educational practice. In addition,

they generally believed that the use of criterion-referenced tests and other alternative

assessments would have a more positive impact on educational practice and student

achievement than norm-referenced tests have had.
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Conclusions Arising from the Survey Data

As mentioned above, the survey was designed to investigate issues that emerged

from the analysis of the interview data and to gather additional information that I did not

have an opportunity to gather during the interviews. This data was analyzed for

agreement between experts as well as for congruence between interview and survey

responses. For items that related to issues that emerged from the interview responses, I

presented a brief introduction that explained that relationship and presented conclusions

related to each issue. When items gathered new information (i.e., the first set of general

perspective items) I presented conclusions specific to those items. In the content above, I

have also discussed parallel responses/congruence when this issue applied. In his section

I do not present all of these conclusions again. Instead, look across the survey data and

discuss the general conclusions that arose.

Congruence ofInterview and Survey Responses

The survey responses of Experts #3 and #5 matched their interview responses in

most of the five topic areas, but the survey responses provided by Expert #2 contradicted

his interview responses in many cases. Expert #3’s response to the list item for the

concept definition of intellectual autonomy was not congruent with his interview

response, however, his responses to the other items were consistent—although in some

cases, less robust than the opinions expressed during the interview. None of Expert #5’s

responses to the survey items contradicted his responses to the interview questions, but in

his case as well, some responses were less robust than expected. For example, he

selected a smaller number ofoptions than expected from the list in the concept definition
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of intellectual autonomy, however all of the selected items were consistent with the view

on intellectual autonomy that he expressed in the interview.

On the other hand, Expert #2 responded to a number of survey items in a manner

that was inconsistent with his interview responses and also expressed opinions that were

less robust in some cases. For example, his responses to the concept definitions of

educational resilience and intellectual autonomy indicated negative associations that were

not expressed in the interview. In addition, he declined to answer more questions than

the other two experts. A specific instance of this that was particularly unexpected was his

response to the survey questions about developmentally appropriate education. In the

interview he expressed a strong distaste for “developmentalism,” and his reaction to the

concept was the basis for the question regarding “ceiling effects.” But in the survey, he

expressed confusion about the meaning of the statement and declined to respond to both

statements about developmentally appropriate education.

Some of these inconsistencies and reduced answer strength may have been due to

the wording of the statements. While I based the content of the questions and their

wording on statements made in the interviews, Experts #2 and #3 were interviewed

earlier in the process and did not have the opportunity to discuss the meaning or context

of some of the statements. This was a flaw in the survey design that may have impacted

the results. Another issue that may have impacted the survey responses was the time lag

between the interview and the survey. For Experts #2 and #3, this interval was at least a

month longer than the interval for Expert #5. In the interim, some of the context for the

questions may have been forgotten or they may have changed some of their opinions.

Also, the experts were less comfortable generalizing their views (as expected in the
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survey) than they were in expressing strong views in the interview (where they had the

opporttmity to flame their answer and explain). I believe that these factors may account

 
for much of the inconsistency between the interview and survey data, and to the reduced

answer strength on several of the survey items.

General Conclusions Arising from the Empirical Component

This section of the chapter presents conclusions related to the potential value of

five focus topics/concepts in promoting dialogue and reform. Based on the responses of

the five experts interviewed, the concept of developmentally apprcmriate education may  

be useful in initiating discussions and in identifying issues of context that may influence

opinions about the purposes and scope of education. However, based on the interview

response of Expert #2, it does not appear that this using this concept to frame efforts to

promote middle school transformation would lead to consensus in the current context.

Although this conclusion is based on the views of five particular experts, the strong

distinct opinions expressed also appear in debates regarding on the value of

developmentally appropriate education in educational practice. For these reasons, this  
does not appear to be a concept that could be effectively used as an organizing principle

for middle school reform.

With regard to middle level educauion, only two of the five experts—those whose 

expertise was in middle level education—fully understood the intended purposes of the

institution. The other three experts viewed middle schools much as they viewed

elementary schools and high schools. They emphasized the content to be learned in the

included grades, and expressed the hope that the schools would provide caring learning

environments, but were completely unaware that the provision of a nurturing learning
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environment was the impetus behind the development of, and practices advocated in

middle level education.

While Expert #2 expressed many of the same opinions as the other four experts

with regard to school climate, he was unwilling to think about this in terms of students

developmental needs, and vehemently opposed the validity of developmentally

responsive schools. This expert held the strongest orientation towards academic

achievement as measured by standardized tests. This finding lends support to the

existence ofthe dichotomy described in the archival component, and further suggests that

simply explaining the middle school philosophy is not sufficient to promote consensus.

Although the survey results indicate that the experts agree that the typical middle

level learning environment is not healthy in the intellectual or psychosocial sense, it

appears that the middle school reform efforts would benefit by anchoring themselves to

concepts that are more familiar than the middle school philosophy. In addition, it appears

that these efforts would face less opposition if they were connected to concepts other

than—or in addition to—developmentally appropriate education.

Based on the experts’ responses to interview and survey items related to at;

Q'skngss, they view it as a multi-faceted issue and think about it in intellectual/academic

terms and psychosocial terms. However, based on the interview responses of two of the

experts, and the survey response ofone expert, it does not appear that the concept of at-

riskness would be useful in building consensus and promoting transformation.

On the survey form, Expert #2 described at—rislmess as pejorative term that really

shouldn’t be used. Expert #1 expressed a similar sentiment in the interview. In her

interview response, Expert #4 said that that the term had been operationalized in so many
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ways in so many different studies that she had dismissed the concept, was unwilling to

consider or any possible re-definition, and was uncomfortable with all questions related

 to the topic. She was willing, however, to discuss the topic of “harm to students” and

identified instructional practices and features ofthe leaming environment that promote

intellectual heteronomy as major sources of that harm. This suggests that underlying

issues in at-riskness may be usefirl in initiating discussions about the range of intellectual

and psychosocial outcomes that reforms should aim to address, but under the name “at-

riskness” the concept is unlikely to serve as an effective organizing principle for middle

school reform.

While educational resilience is the concept for which I held out the most hope,

this concept carried negative connotations for two of the five experts interviewed. For

these experts the concept triggered ideas related to students’ ability to cope with a bad

educational environment rather than those related to creating appropriate learning

environments and a fit between individuals and the learning environment. including the

expert in educational resilience. While this was not found to be the case in the survey

responses of Experts #3 and #5, the response by Expert #2 associated the concept with an  emphasis on negative features of the environment and with a negative outcome for

students. Although the issues underlying these associations remain unclear, when

considered in relation to the concerns expressed during the interviews, they suggest a

potential problem with using this concept as a guide to reform.

While all five ofthe experts believed that the school-related protective factors that

correlate with educational resilience should be standard practice for all schools, and that

the characteristics associated with educational resilience should be fostered in all
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students, they did not believe that reform should be based on the concept of educational

resilience. This belief was due to fears that using this concept as a guide to reform might

 
encourage a “pull-yourself-up-by your-bootstraps” orientation towards students—

especially struggling students. This is not the view that is encouraged in the literature on

the concept. However, the fact that this phrase triggered such important concerns

indicates that educational resilience is the concept that is the least likely of all five of the

concepts to assist in the process of consensus-building and middle school transformation.

Of all of the concepts explored in this study, intellectual autonomy showed the

most promise for promoting constructive dialogue and consensus regarding to purposes

and scope ofmiddle level education and the practices ofmiddle level schools. For all

five of the experts in this study, this concept tended to trigger discussion ofthe

intellectual and psychosocial characteristics and needs of students, and led to specific

descriptions of expected competencies in academic and social domains. The concept was

also explicitly linked to educational practice, and triggered discussion about the

consequences of unmet intellectual and psychosocial need. Last, but not least, the

concept of intellectual autonomy canied no negative connotations for experts in any of  the five fields. While Expert #2 associated three negative behaviors with intellectual

autonomy, his interview and survey responses were overwhelmingly more positive

toward the concept than negative. This finding suggests that experts from a variety of

fields might be willing to engage in open-minded discussions about middle level reform

initiatives whose explicit—and primary—goal is to promote intellectual autonomy

among early adolescents.
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CHAPTER 10: DISSERTATION CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

In this dissertation I have attempted to achieve two major goals. My first goal

was to identify a concept that reflects shared understanding of (1) middle school students’

intellectual and psychosocial needs, (2) consequences ofnot meeting them, and (3)

effective approaches to addressing them. My second goal was to identify perspectives

and perceptions that could facilitate (or hinder efforts) to use this concept to promote

middle school transformation. In an effort to achieve these goals, I examined selected

literature in five research areas, and I interviewed and surveyed five prominent

researchers in those areas. With this data, I looked for conceptual commonalities that

could facilitate constructive dialogue about the purpose and goals ofmiddle level

education and for indications that the chosen concept could serve as an organizing

principle under which reform designers could unite.

As discussed in the Chapter 1, this dissertation contained two components—an

archival and an empirical component. While the research in both components

contributed to achieving the major goals of the dissertation, the archival component

contributed more toward achieving the first goal, and the empirical component

contributed more toward achieving the second. In Chapter 7, I presented a summary of

the conclusions that arose from the archival work. In Chapter 9, I presented the results

and conclusions that arose fi'om the empirical work. Here I reacquaint the reader with the

major activities of archival and empirical components, summarize and integrate the

conclusions that arose from each, discuss the limitations and implications of the study,

and present suggestions for future research.
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The Archival Component

Prior to the dissertation, I reviewed a small subset of literature on developmentally

appropriate education, middle level education, at-riskness, educational resilience, and

structural and instructional reform. During this review I noticed that most of the middle

level education literature emphasized middle school transformation and the difficulty in

achieving it. One particularly salient difficulty related to the obstacles to transformation

presented by the range of diverse priorities and perspectives that influence programs and

practices in middle level schools (Brough, 1995). During my review ofthe literature I

also noticed several similarities in the content that suggested the existence ofconceptual

connections that could be useful in overcoming this difficulty and supporting the middle

school transformation effort. These connections related to the ways in which the

literature in these areas described early adolescents’ intellectual and psychosocial needs,

consequences of unmet need, and effective approaches to meeting students’ needs.

Based on these similarities I decided to devote the dissertation to a more rigorous

process for selecting literature from the five topic areas and analyzing that literature using

archival methods. I employed this method for the purpose of (l) determining whether the

connections that I first noticed would also be found in the rigorously selected literature,

and if so, to (2) investigate two major claims (i.e., hypotheses) that arose from the

preliminary review. The first claim was that all early adolescents are at risk for

unnecessary academic and social difficulties if they attend middle schools with an

unbalanced approach to addressing students’ intellectual and psychosocial needs. The

second claim was that middle schools could effectively address these risks if they use

educational resilience as a guiding concept in reform.
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The results fi'om the content analysis performed on the rigorously selected

literature on developmentally appropriate education, middle level education, at-riskness

and educational resilience, and structural and instructional reform suggest that

conceptual connections (i.e., shared understandings) exist across these topics. According

to the literature reviewed, researchers/authors in all five areas recognize early

adolescents’ psychosocial needs for belonging, support, guidance, and autonomy, and

student intellectual needs for problem-solving and decision-making skills, and

challenging and interesting curricula. The researchers in these areas also appear to agree

that failing to meet this set of needs frequently leads to declines in achievement and

increases in behavior problems. When this failure is extreme or prolonged, students

frequently exhibit high rates of disaffection, disengagement, school failure, and dropping

out. In other words, they develop characteristics—and engage in behaviors—indicative

ofbeing “at-risk.”

To prevent these outcomes, or reverse emerging signs, the literature across topics

encourages educators to identify and capitalize on students’ characteristics and strengths,

emphasize critical thinking and inquiry, eliminate practices that stigrnatize students, and

foster the development of caring and supportive relationships. These recommendations

overlap considerably with recommendations in the literature on educational resilience.

Based on these findings, I concluded that at-riskness is a concept that has

intellectual and psychosocial features—both ofwhich must be addressed in order to avoid

unnecessary academic and social difficulties for students. In addition, I concluded that

that educational resilience is a concept that addresses both types of features, and reforms

based on educational resilience could effectively reduce the risk ofharm to students.
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These conclusions closed the archival component of the work and gave rise to additional

issues that I investigated in the empirical component.

The Empirical Component

This component proceeded from the assumption that identifying a problem and

potential solution is not sufficient to produce an intellectual consensus, much less channel

political will and resources into implementing that “solution.” This assumption was

based on the beliefs that political will drives resource allocation, consensus drives

political will, and constructive dialogue about purposes and goals promotes consensus.

With this logic in mind, I hypothesized that educational resilience could be used to

promote constructive dialogue and consensus since it is a concept that reflects many

shared understandings about students intellectual and psychosocial needs, and effective

approaches to meeting those needs. I also hypothesized that the consensus facilitated by

adopting educational resilience as a guiding concept in reform could help to transform

middle level education in ways that promote robust development in both the intellectual

and the psychosocial domain. Such an outcome could help middle level educators and

advocates achieve the long-held goal ofproviding early adolescents with “the best of

both.”

To investigate these hypotheses, I enlisted the assistance of five prominent

researchers with expertise in at least one of the five topic areas. I conducted interviews

and then administered surveys in an effort to determine the experts’ views on each of the

five topics, connections between them, possible contributions to reform, and obstacles to

reform. While my specific aim was to assess the potential of educational resilience as a

organizing concept, I also attempted to identify general perspectives on education and
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reform that might suggest alternative or additional concepts that could be used to promote

consensus and transformation.

The interview and survey results indicated that most of the experts also saw

numerous connections between developmentally appropriate education, middle level

education, at-riskness and educational resilience, and structural and instructional reform

(in the forms of detracking and intellectual autonomy). While the number of experts who

saw specific connections varied—as did the strength of connections between the topics—

they were generally favorable toward concepts and approaches that attempt to address

both intellectual and psychosocial needs. They described at-riskness as a concept that has

intellectual and psychosocial features, and they believed that the traits associated with

educational resilience should be fostered in all students.

However, the experts’ responses to questions about the role that educational

resilience should play in education reform, disconfirrned my hypotheses. Two of the

experts believe that using educational resilience as a guide to reform would probably be

harmful to students. The other three believed that its use could lead to some positive

effects, but they also thought it could be harmful. These negative views of the concept

were related more to impressions of the phrase “educational resilience” rather than to

literature describing the concept and programs based on the concept. However, based on

these findings, I concluded that educational resilience is a “negatively loaded” concept

that triggered images of students being abandoned to cope with and overcome the

challenges presented by inappropriate learning environments. In addition, I concluded

that attempting to use this concept as a guide to reform is as likely to promote

acrimonious debate as it is to promote constructive dialogue. However, sufficient
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outreach efforts that present the rationale, describe resilience education programs, and

present empirical results that demonstrate effectiveness at reducing negative outcomes

could possibly reduce the negative connotations associated with the concept to a degree

that facilitates consistently constructive dialogue.

In contrast, the interview and survey data suggest that intellectual autonomy is the

concept with the most potential for promoting constructive dialogue and transformation.

All of the experts were open to discussing the concept, its potential definition, practices

that might promote it, and its value for “at-risk” students. For all of the experts the

phrase “intellectual autonomy” triggered descriptions ofpositive intellectual traits and

dispositions, as well as positive descriptions of the potential effects of intellectual

autonomy on students’ functioning in life outside of school.

Overall Conclusion

While many Third-wave instructional reforms (1989-present) incorporated

practices that are consistent with the recommendations in literature on intellectual

autonomy, few explicitly connected their goals to this concept or the related literature. It

is my belief that, without this organizing principle, these initiatives were misperceived,

improperly implemented, and rejected at a higher rate than would be expected based on

the degree of shared understanding about intellectual and psychosocial needs that these

initiatives represented.

While I now endorse intellectual autonomy as a key concept in promoting middle

school transformation, 1 am not suggesting that this is the only concept capable of

promoting constructive dialogue, consensus, or concerted action. Literature on concepts

or topic that were not included in this dissertation may also describe ideas and approaches
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that could serve to channel political will and resources in ways that facilitate

transformation efforts. I hope that this dissertation has shown, at least, that there are  
methods for identifying shared understandings and potential solutions to common

problems in education and reform.

Limitations of the Study

Several limitations of the present study are important to note. These relate to both

the archival and empirical components. I will discuss the limitations related to the

archival component first. As mentioned in Chapter 2 (Archival Methods), limitations of

the Social Science Citation Index (SSCI) restricted my ability to rely entirely on that

process to select literature for analysis. In an effort to overcome this limitation I used

additional methods for selecting literature. These methods were more subjective than the

SSCI process, and may have contributed to the discrepancy between the archival results

regarding educational resilience and the empirical results on that topic. However, I

believe that by conducting the empirical component as a reinvestigation ofconnections

and as an extension of the archival work, I was able to assess the degree to which higher  
subjectivity influenced the connections that I found. Based on the similarities in the

connections found in the archival and empirical components, I concluded that the overall

effect was small.

Another limitation arose fiom the small number of empirical implementation

studies included in the dissertation. The search methods I employed in this study

generated a majority of texts that explained theoretical fiameworks and rationales, but

few studies that described the results of implementation efforts. This limitation was

partly due to my interest in conceptual connections but was also largely the result of the
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lower citation frequency for individual empirical studies. This situation presented

particular challenges in the sections devoted to effective approaches. I tried to mitigate

the impact of this by focusing on general strategies and specific recommendations in the

literature, but the paucity of empirical studies had an impact that was deeply felt.

A third limitation of the study concerns the small number of experts who

participated in the empirical component. While I hoped to recruit five experts from lot;

field, I was unable to enlist that number ofparticipants. Had I been able to do so, I would

have conducted analyses that examined similarities and differences between experts in a

particular area. This would have assisted my efforts to understand the relationship

between area of expertise and responses to the interview and survey items. With a total

of five participants—and the loss of two participants between the interview and the

survey—I had to conduct complex comparisons between interview and survey responses

in an effort to separate expert effects from topic/concept effects. Inconsistencies between

interview and survey responses and reduced answer strength on survey items further

complicated this effort. As reported in Chapter 9, these analyses were sometimes

inconclusive.

Implications of the Study

Literature selection and synthesis represent the first critical steps in any review or

study. The literature that we select and the way that we interpret that literature frames

our hypotheses, influences our methods, and ultimately, influences our conclusions. The

body of literature devoted to particular topics or issues grows by volumes every day. Few

researchers have the time to review all of the theoretical, implementation, and empirical

evaluation literature on even one concept, and few researchers work centers around only
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one concept. In broad topics like middle level education and reform the quantity of

 
research literature can be especially overwhelming. This study has described a method of

selecting and synthesizing literature that reduce some of the burden. It has also identified

issues regarding consensus-building that could be useful in the early stages of reform

design and implementation.

With regard to middle level education, the early stages of design and

implementation are a distant memory to most educators. But these institutions are

continually trying to fulfill long-held goals and adapt to new demands. The process used

in this dissertation could potentially be adapted to serve the needs ofreform designers,

professional development program designers, and middle level educators, themselves. It

is my hope that they could also find that intellectual autonomy is a potentially effective

organizing concept for continuing with the task of middle school transformation.

Suggestions for Future Research

As stated in the introduction, this dissertation was not designed to produce a

ready-to-use solution to the problem ofreform stagnation at the middle level. However,  the results of the study indicate that there are germs of shared understanding that could

potentially be exploited to promote consensus, channel political will and resources, and

transform middle level education. In the conclusion to the dissertation I nominated

intellectual autonomy as a concept that might aid in this effort. This is an important first

step in the long process of translating shared views into common goals and actions.

However, additional research is needed.

One potential direction for that research could build on the findings of this

dissertation by focusing exclusively on intellectual autonomy and delving deeply into the
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literature on this concept and the views of researchers and educators. Such a study might

provide more detailed information about the potential of the concept in consensus-

building and reform. Other studies could focus on a different set of topics, or focus

exclusively on a topic that was not addressed in this dissertation. Regardless ofthe

specific focal topic(s), it is important to continue—and to improve—our efforts to design

reforms that will be fully-implemented and maintained so that frequent reversals and

dismantling initiatives will not continue to impede our progress.
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS

Note: All information that might reveal the experts’ identity has been removed.

Interview Questions, Expert #1

1. In the chapter, “xxxxx”, early adolescent’s cognitive abilities are described and the

xxxxx between those abilities and level of critical thinking encouraged in their

learning environments. Based on your knowledge of early adolescent development,

could you explain to me what you think it means for education to be developmentally

appropriate in this sense?

2. What theory or theories ofdevelopment guide your view on this? What aspects of this

theory (these theories) have been most influential in your views on developmentally

appropriate practices? [prompt for information about both intellectual and

psychosocial development if not offered spontaneously].

3. One of the experts I interviewed took exception to the idea ofdevelopmentally

appropriate education. He believed DAE to be intellectually restrictive for students

who are capable of achieving more than that which is typically attributed to his or her

developmental stage. How would you respond to the criticism that developmentally

appropriate education constructs a ceiling for intellectual development and

achievement?

4. What is your basic orientation towards schooling? Do you believe that it should be

more focused on the struggling students, or those who seem to have the most

potential to succeed? How does this orientation influence the way you evaluate the

motivational climates of schools?

5. In the piece, “xxxxx” you present several descriptions of studies that show ability-

focused classrooms have negative effects on both high and low achieving students.

Does the same hold true for middle-ability students? [If yes, ask Does a change in

goal structure affect these students in ways more similar to high-ability students or to

low-ability students?]

6. In reference to high, middle, and low ability students, is there one particular group

that you feel is most negatively affected by ability-focused learning environments?

Why or why not?

7. Of all of the learning behaviors that ability-focused environments can produce,

which do you believe are the most negative consequences for motivation. [List the

characteristics from her work if asked?]

8. In “xxxxx” you describe a study that involved xxxxx Middle School. When

describing the setting, you explained that most residents are “blue collar”, and that the

school has an increasing low-income population. Later when you describe the

program as a collaborative effort to promote task focus to enhance motivation, you

refer to “at-risk students”. Do you consider the students at xxxxx to be at-risk?

9. Can you explain in a little more detail how you define “at-risk” students? What are

their characteristics. Are there any characteristics that are specific to early

adolescence, as opposed to other developmental periods. If so, why?

10. When you discuss xxxxx theory, you emphasize the interaction between xxxxx in

producing both positive and negative outcomes for motivation. Do you think about

students whose interactions produce negative motivational outcomes as “at-risk”? If
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11.

12.

l3.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

yes, in your opinion, what are the long-term effects ofbeing at-risk in this way? If

no, in your opinion, how are these students different from at-risk students?]

What role, if any, does developmentally appropriate education play in reducing the

level of risk experienced by at-risk students?

In the conclusions to “xxxxx” and in “xxxxx” you say that “xxxxx provides a

theoretical and empirical foundation upon which to build a science of adolescent

schooling.” In “xxxxx”, you suggest that xxxxx theory would provide an organizing

framework within which to grapple with issues ofpurpose and function.” In all of

these pieces, you stress that that task-oriented or mastery goals are better goals to

strive towards. You also discuss the relationship between the goals adopted, and

views on the purposes of education. In your opinion, what is the purpose of

education, or what do you think it should be? What kind of students would be

produced if your vision for middle schools was realized?

Are you familiar with the concept of intellectual autonomy? If yes, do you believe

that task-oriented learning environments promote intellectual autonomy.

If no, If you were told that a student is intellectually autonomous, what characteristics

would you expect that student to have, and what behaviors would you expect him or

her to display? Do you believe that task-oriented educational experiences foster the

development of these qualities?

In your opinion, to what degree, if any, would designing environments that foster

intellectual autonomy, also result in environments that foster task-oriented goals

during learning?

Is fostering intellectual autonomy something that you believe should be a central goal

in education? Why or why not?

Are you aware of the concept of educational or academic resilience? [If so, do you

see any connection between this concept and developmentally appropriate education;

between educational resilience and intellectual autonomy? If so, What connections

do you see?

If not, If you were told that a student is educationally resilient, what characteristics

would you expect that student to have, and what behaviors would you expect him or

her to display? Do you believe that task-oriented educational experiences foster the

development ofthese qualities?

In your opinion, to what degree, if any, would designing environments that foster

educational resilience, also result in environments that foster task-oriented goals

during learning?

Is fostering educational resilience something that you believe should be a central goal

in education? Why or why not?

In my dissertation, I posit the belief that of intellectual autonomy is the central

component of educational resilience. And that educational resilience should be at the

foundation of future middle level reform. This is the belief that I am ultimately

trying to test against expert opinions in these interviews. Please tell me in as much

detail you can whether [or not] and why you believe [or do not believe] that

intellectual autonomy is or is not, [or could or could not be] considered the central

component of educational resilience.

In “xxxxx” you mentioned incomplete or improper implementation of programs as an

obstacle to successful reform. What do you think are the major within-school
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23.

impediments to complete and proper implementation? What are the larger issues that

impede proper implementation?

Can you identify for me, the issues that you believe are the major obstacles to

systematic and wide-spread (national?) middle level reforms such as those you

describe in the xxxxx Study? [the one involving xxxxx Middle School]

24. What would you suggest as a means for overcoming these obstacles?

Interview Questions, Expert 2

l.

N

10.

ll.

12.

13.

14.

15.

It is clear from your work that you are very familiar with the concepts of risk and

resilience. In the book, “xxxxx” you explain the relationship you see between at-

riskness and resilience? Can you explain to me in more detail how you define at-risk

students?

Can you tell me in more detail why at-risk students are of particular interest to you

[i.e. what is it about them that makes their situation or story particularly interesting to

you?].

Can you tell me why you have chosen to focus on educational resilience in your

work?

In the book you define educational resilience in terms of students ability to succeed

despite environmental adversities. Do you view the problems of at-risk students as

primarily the result to their exposure to negative external factors? What role, if any,

do the internal characteristics of students play?]

In your opinion, what is the mechanism by which fostering educational resilience also

fosters academic success?

What are the characteristics of academically successful students?

What are the implications of educational resilience for students’ psychological

development?

Are you familiar with Constance Kamii’s definition of intellectual autonomy? Are

you at all familiar with the general concept [of intellectual autonomy]. If you were

told that a student is intellectually autonomous, what characteristics would you expect

that student to have, and what behaviors would you expect him or her to display?

Do you believe that educational resilience also fosters the development of these

qualities?

In your opinion, to what degree, if any, does fostering intellectual autonomy also

foster educational resilience?

Is intellectual autonomy something that you believe should be a central goal in the

education of all students? Why or why not?

Is educational resilience something that you believe should be a central goal in the

education of all students? Why or why not?

I have a sense from your publications, but could you describe in detail, what the

implications of educational resilience are for educational practice? [If not mentioned,

also prompt: do you believe it has implications for teacher-student interactions, peer

interactions, grouping practices, and assessment].

Are there any specific instructional practices that you think are especially important

for promoting educational resilience?

Do you believe that there is a developmental period when the possession educational
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16.

l7.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

resilience is critical? If so, which developmental period, and why it educational

resilience critical at this point.

Do you possess any specific information about adolescent development? If so, with

which theories are you most familiar?

Have any of these theories influenced your description of educational resilience?

[prompt for information about both intellectual and psychosocial development if not

offered spontaneously].

If you were required to identify [any or certain] middle school at-risk students, would

there be any difference in the specific criteria you would use in making that

determination (versus those used in general)? [If they would differ how. If they

would not differ, why not]?

How familiar are you with the concept ofdevelopmentally appropriate education?

Based on your knowledge ofmiddle school students and early adolescent

development, could you explain to me what you think it means for education to be

developmentally appropriate for early adolescents?

What do you think the consequences would be for early adolescents if their education

was not developmentally appropriate? [Prompt for both intellectual and psychosocial

consequences].

Do you believe that educational experiences that are not developmentally appropriate

place students at-risk for educational problems? If so, which educational problems do

you believe these experiences place them at risk for? If not, why not?

Can you identify for me, the issues that you believe are the major obstacles to the

implementation of systematic resilience-fostering reforms. Are there any additional

issues that you believe affect middle school reform more so than elementary school

reform?

In your opinion, what role could or should the concept of educational resilience play

in firture middle school reform, or reform at other levels?

Interview Questions, Expert #3

1. In the article, “xxxxx” you argue that “the purported academic failure ofthe middle

school is due to the fact that the tenets of the middle school have not been sufficiently

implemented” rather than to the fact that they have. I am quite familiar with the body

of tenets to which you are referring, but I was wondering if there are any particular

tenets that you believe are more essential than others, or if you conceptualize the

middle school concept as an indivisible set oftenets?

When you stated that the tenets have not been sufficiently implemented, were you

refening to the low prevalence ofrecommended middle school practices, or the high

rate of improper or incomplete implementation, or both?

In your opinion, which tenet or tenets are most commonly ignored or improperly

implemented?

Please tell me in as much detail as you can, what impact you believe this has on

students academically and socially, now and in the future.

In the piece, “xxxxx” you discuss growing up as a risky business these days. In that

piece you list alcohol, drugs, and the prevalence of violence, promiscuity, and family

and community instability as issues that place all young people at risk for difficulties.
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10.

11.

12.

l3.

14.

15.

l6.

17.

You also assert that schooling practices play a significant role in the educational and

social difficulties ofmany students. Are you suggesting that improper

implementation of the middle school concept places all of the students in those

schools at risk for underachievement and socially unacceptable/inappropriate

behavior?

To what degree do you believe that correcting the problems in the schools would

impact students’ response to the risk factors they face outside of school [substances,

violence, sex, family and community instability]? How or why not?

In your opinion, what primary benefit or benefits would properly functioning middle

schools confer on early adolescents that most middle schools are currently not

fostering? [i.e., what characteristics would you expect students to develop as a result

of an exemplary middle school experience?]

What features of an exemplary middle school experience would foster these

characteristics?

Are you relying on any particular theory or theories ofhuman development to

determine this? If so, which theory/theories and what are their most relevant

features? If not, what are your expectations based on? [e.g. empirical evidence?]

Are you at all familiar with the concept of intellectual autonomy? Ifyou were told

that a student is intellectually autonomous, what characteristics would you expect that

student to have, and what behaviors would you expect him or her to display?

Do you believe that properly functioning middle schools also foster the development

of these qualities?

How high a priority do you believe middle schools should place on the development

of these qualities?

How familiar are you with the concept ofresilience? [If not, define it for him as the

ability to avoid negative consequences of adverse circumstances—and, in some cases,

grow beyond the norm as a result of adverse experiences]

Some have suggested that resilience is an essential concept because it emphasizes

individuals’ abilities rather than focusing on their deficiencies, thereby encouraging a

positive outlook—instead of a defeatist attitude—towards struggling students. Others

have suggested that resilience is a harmful concept because it emphasizes individual

coping skills over person-environment interaction thereby detracting from our

motivation to provide students with appropriately supportive environments. What are

our thoughts on this?

Now I would like to ask you a couple of questions about the challenges facing middle

schools. In “xxxxx” you argued that middle school have become too utilitarian. In

your opinion, what is driving this? [i.e. Is it the result ofreliance on standardized

testing or is the reliance on testing a product of the utilitarian view?]

In this piece you also mentioned that the security measures that are commonly

implemented in response to problem behavior among students are not solutions to the

problem. I believe that your writings make it clear what you think more appropriate

responses would be, but I am wondering: what do you think needs to be understood,

or needs to take place, in order for more appropriate responses to occur?

How optimistic are you that this will ever actually happen?
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Interview Questions, Expert #4

l.

>
'
.
°
‘

I became aware ofthe concept of intellectual autonomy once I began reading about

mathematics learning. This is the only context where I have ever come across that

exact term. When reading about other subjects and about education in general, I have

come across terms like critical literacy, scientific literacy, critical thinking, and

critical reasoning. In your opinion, what is the relationship between these terms? [In

other words, if a person were to firlly understand the critical reasoning, to what degree

would they also understand the concept of intellectual autonomy?

Are these terms equivalent? [Does the concept of intellectual autonomy fit under the

umbrella of critical reasoning, or is critical reasoning a less encompassing concept

than intellectual autonomy?]. In what way or ways. . .are they equivalent or different?

If different, what are the educational implications of these differences? (i.e. What is

the difference in students that you think would result if education was designed in

specific accordance with one or the other concept?)

I am aware fiom your writings that you believe that intellectual autonomy is an

important educational aim in all subjects, but that most ofyour writings discuss it in

the context ofmathematics. Why did you choose to emphasize mathematics over

other subjects in your research and writing?

[Entire sentence omitted]. Your writings provide several clear examples ofwhat you

mean by developmentally appropriate education, so I won’t ask you to explain that.

Instead I’ll ask you to respond to a comment made by one ofthe people I interviewed.

This person took exception to the idea of developmentally appropriate education. He

believed DAE to be intellectually restrictive for students who are capable of

achieving more than is typically attributed to a child at his or her developmental

stage. How would you respond to this statement that developmentally appropriate

education constructs a ceiling for intellectual development and achievement?

. How often do you think about the concept ofdevelopmentally appropriate education

in relation to middle and high schools?

How familiar are you with middle schools?

I know that you have argued that it is important to emphasize intellectual autonomy

very early on. [Entire sentence omitted]. I was wondering, though, since you

emphasize beginning early, do you think that there is a developmental window for the

intellectual autonomy? [i.e. Is it too late once students reach middle school? High

school?]

In the article ‘erxxx” written by xxxxx and yourself xxxxx you note that children’s

mental action can be enhanced or hindered by the social context of the classroom. I

am not sure how familiar you are with the literature on at-risk students, but some

argue that learning environments that promote passive learning place students at-

risk—not necessarily for low achievement on standardized tests, but certainly for

underachievement oftheir intellectual potential. I get the impression from your work

that you concur, but I would like to know more about how you think about the

concept of at-riskness?

In your article, “xxxxx” you argue that promoting xxxxx in the classroom also

promotes xxxxx in social situations where obedience can be dangerous—for instance,

you refer to peer pressure to use drugs. Are you suggesting, then, that students in
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10.

ll.

12.

13

14.

15.

typical classrooms around the nation are placed at-risk educationally and socially by

traditional approaches to instruction? Are they placed at-risk psychologically by

traditional approaches to instruction?

Thinking of early adolescents, are they more at-risk or less at risk than younger

students? Than older students? If yes, How and Why? Ifnot, why not?

How familiar are you with the concept of educational or academic resilience?

Resilience?

Some have suggested that resilience is an essential concept in education because it

emphasizes individuals’ abilities rather than focusing on their deficiencies, thereby

encouraging a positive outlook—instead of a defeatist attitude—towards struggling

students. Others have suggested that resilience is a harmful concept to apply to

education because it emphasizes individual coping skills over person-environment

interaction thereby detracting fiom our motivation to provide students with

developmentally appropriate learning environments. What are our thoughts on this?

. Now, in reference to non-instructional educational practices, I get the impression

from your writings that you do not support tracking or homogeneous ability

grouping? Is this true? If yes, Is this because you believe that the practice is harmful

for middle and low ranked students, or is your opposition more related to the low

quality-ceiling that it encourages even in the high ability classes, or both?

I only have a few more questions for you. These relate to the relationship between

the concepts of intellectual autonomy and educational resilience. In my dissertation, I

posit the belief that of intellectual autonomy is the central component of educational

resilience. And that educational resilience should be at the foundation of future

middle level reform. This is the belief that I am ultimately trying to test against

expert opinions in these interviews. Please tell me in as much detail you can whether

[or not] and why you believe [or do not believe] that intellectual autonomy is or is

not, [or could or could not be] considered the central component of educational

resilience.

When you think about educational reform, what do you see as the major obstacles to

improving the quality of education? What do you think needs to happen in order for

these obstacles to be overcome? Do you think this will ever actually happen?

Interview Questions, Expert #5

l. I have read everything that I could locate that you have written or participated in

writing. These writings covered the years from 1982 to 1999. When I organized

them according to date, I noticed that around 1988 you began to explicitly focus on

at-risk students. What triggered this shift of emphasis in your research? [i.e. what

was it that made at-risk students interesting at this particular time].

I know that you are particularly interested in how the schooling process impacts the

life course, rather than simply the academic achievement, of students. How does this

interest influence how you define at-risk students? [i.e. does the life course

perspective encourage you to think more about certain types ofoutcomes than other

perspectives do?]

I noticed that the article “xxxxx” written in l9xx with xxxxx and xxxxx, you

provided various indicators of disadvantage. According to these indicators students
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11.

who are members of a minority group, or are non-native English speakers, who live in

poverty, in single—parent families, or have poorly educated mothers are considered

disadvantaged based on the correlation ofthese traits with poor school performance.

This was a fairly common way to describe at-risk students at that time. What I was

wondering is if you were asked to define at-risk students today, would you use these

same criteria or are there any additional traits that you would add to the list? If no

additional traits, Are there any traits that are not currently measured by grades,

standardized tests, and graduation rates that you believe may be indicators of

educational risk?

I noticed that in the early 19xxs your writings began to emphasize assessment and

reform. Do you still keep track of the literature on at—riskness?

In the last several years researchers and educators have turned their attention towards

the psychological aspects ofbeing at-risk. Do you have an opinion on this shift in

emphasis away from traditional indicators and towards issues of student disaffection

in defining at-risk students? [i.e. some worry that this shift is detrimental to

traditionally at-risk students because of its potential to divert intervention resources to

disaffected students in wealthier suburbs].

In the piece, “xxxxx” you encourage the creation of “appropriate academic and non-

acadenric programs and services” and the correct matching of students to these

programs as a way to meet the needs of at-risk students. In your opinion, how much

progress has been made in doing this? Have you noticed an improvement in the

situation of at-risk students? If so, which improvements have you noticed?

As schools have no control over any of the traits that traditional definitions of at-

riskness use to define these students, and as various programs are currently in place to

address the consequences ofthese traits (e.g. free lunch, linked services,

compensatory education, etc.) in your opinion, how much more could be

accomplished by implementing interventions aimed at reducing disaffection among

students at the middle and high school levels? Nothing more, a bit more, or much

more?

Now I would like to ask you a few questions based on the piece, “xxxxx.” In that

piece you found substantial evidence that xxxxx effects exist, but that this was not the

case for xxxxx and xxxxx effects. Later, when discussing the institutional perspective

you suggest that although this did not seem to have an impact on first-graders, it

might plausibly have effects on college students. In your opinion, is it also plausible

that there might be xxxxx effects on middle school or high school students? If not,

why not? What about with regard to the xxxxx effects? [i.e. might this affect middle

and high school students?].

Is your view on this guided by any particular theory or theories of adolescent

development guide? If so, which one(s)? [prompt for information about both

intellectual and psychosocial development if not offered spontaneously].

Based on your knowledge of socialization and the process of identity development,

are there any characteristics that are specific to adolescence, as opposed to other

developmental periods, that place these students at greater risk than younger students?

Now I’m going to shift to discuss some of the other concepts that my dissertation

examines. I’m going to ask you how much you have read or hear about each, and

your opinion about the implications of each for the education of early adolescents.
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13.

14.

15.

l6.

17.

18.

19.

These concepts include developmentally appropriate education, intellectual

autonomy, educational resilience, and school reform, but first I want to ask you this:

What is your basic orientation towards schooling? Do you believe that it should be

more focused on the struggling students, or those who seem to have the most

potential to succeed? How does this orientation influence the way you evaluate the

motivational climates of schools?

How much do you know about developmentally appropriate education? [If

something] Where does this information come from? Do you have an opinion about

the usefulness of this concept for the education of early adolescents? If so, what is

that opinion?

One of the experts I interviewed took exception to the idea of developmentally

appropriate education. He believed DAE to be intellectually restrictive for students

who are capable of achieving more than is typically attributed to his or her

developmental stage. What role, if any, do you think developmentally appropriate

education could play in reducing the level of risk experienced by at-risk students? Do

you believe that we, researchers and educators, know enough about early adolescent

development to design educational environments that do not construct a ceiling for

intellectual development and achievement?

How much do you know about the concept of intellectual autonomy? If you were told

that a student is intellectually autonomous, what characteristics would you expect that

student to have, and what behaviors would you expect him or her to display? What

sort of educational experiences do you believe would contribute to the development

of intellectual autonomy in early adolescents? In your opinion, to what degree, if any,

would designing environments that foster intellectual autonomy, also reduce

educational risk? Is fostering intellectual autonomy something that you believe should

be a central goal in education? Why or why not?

Are you aware of the concept of educational or academic resilience? [If so, do you

see any connection between this concept and developmentally appropriate education;

between educational resilience and intellectual autonomy? If so, What connections

do you see?

If not, If you were told that a student is educationally resilient, what characteristics

would you expect that student to have, and what behaviors would you expect him or

her to display? Do you believe that task-oriented educational experiences foster the

development of these qualities?

In your opinion, to what degree, if any, would designing environments that foster

educational resilience, also result in environments that reduce educational risk?

Is fostering educational resilience something that you believe should be a central goal

in education? Why or why not?

In my dissertation, I posit the belief that of intellectual autonomy is the central

component of educational resilience. And that educational resilience should be at the

foundation of future middle level reform. This is the belief that I am ultimately

trying to test against expert opinions in these interviews. Please tell me in as much

detail you can whether [or not] and why you believe [or do not believe] that

intellectual autonomy is or is not, [or could or could not be] considered the central

component of educational resilience.
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20. Can you identify for me, the issues that you believe are the major obstacles to high

quality education

21. What would you suggest as a means for overcoming these obstacles?
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APPENDIX B: SURVEY FORM

Instructions

Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements by marking the

appropriate number on the scale provided.

1. When I consider the collection of educational issues that are ofmost importance to

me, I evaluate the current state ofAmerican education as:

_Much better than it was in previous years

_Similar to previous years

_Much worse than it was in previous years

2. Norm-referenced standardized tests have contributed to the creation of higher

educational standards.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

3. Norm-referenced standardized tests have contributed to the improvement of

educational practices.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

4. Norm-referenced standardized tests have contributed to increases in academic

achievement.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

5. Norm-referenced standardized tests, themselves, are not the problem. It is the way

that the results are used that is problematic.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

6. Increased use of criterion-referenced tests and other alternative assessments would

have a more positive impact on educational practice and student achievement than

norm-referenced tests have had.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

 



7. When I hear the phrase “at-risk students”, I think of students who are statistically

more likely to receive poor grades and/or test scores, and/or to become teenage

parents, and/or to become involved in criminal activities, and/or to drop out before

graduating from high school.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

8. When I hear the phrase “at-risk students”, I think of students who—regardless of

measured achievement—display signs of alienation/disaffection, and/or emotional

immaturity, and/or social difficulty.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

9. In my opinion, efforts to improve the educational outcomes for at-risk students have

been:

_Largely successful

_Marginally successful

_Largely unsuccessful

10. In my opinion, efforts to improve the social outcomes for at-risk students have been:

_Largely successfirl

_Marginally successful

_Largely unsuccessful

11. If a group of adolescent students was described to me as “intellectually autonomous”,

I would expect them to: (select all that apply)

_be able to set learning goals and evaluate their progress towards those goals

_ be able to motivate themselves to persist through “drill and practice” tasks

__ set acceptably high standards for themselves

__ behave responsibly in academic situations

__ behave responsibly in social situations

_ know when to seek help and how to elicit help

__ critically evaluate claims made in their textbooks and in the media

_ hold steadfast to their beliefs

__ have difficulty taking the perspective of others

__ believe that they are always right

__ challenge adult authority in inappropriate situations
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12.

l3.

14.

15.

When I hear the phrase “educational resilience”, I think primarily of the positive

characteristics of students who meet or exceed normal expectations despite adverse

life and/or learning conditions.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

When I hear the phrase “educational resilience”, I think primarily of the negative

characteristics of the environments that students are expected to cope with.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

If educational resilience is thought of in terms of positive student characteristics, I

believe that it can support the creation healthy school environments.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

If a group of students was described to me as “educationally resilient”, I would expect

them to: (select all that apply)

_ achieve their maximum intellectual potential regardless of the educational

circumstances

__ make the best of their educational situation

_ be persistent

_ set high goals for themselves

_ believe that effort is the key to success

_believe that ability is the key to success

__ question expectations for their success in school and life

_ feel personally responsible for success

__ know how and when to seek help

__ behave responsibly in academic situations

__ behave responsibly in social situations

_ be focused

_ respect themselves

__ respect others

_ view themselves realistically

__ view others realistically

__ view situations realistically

__ seem mature beyond their years

__ be stunted in non-academic domains

__ like school

__ hold high career aspirations
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l6.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

When asked to consider the application of “educational resilience” to schooling, I am

not sure how the two are related.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

Educational resilience can and should be fostered in students.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

When I hear the phrase, “developmentally appropriate education”, I think primarily

of the boundaries that the practice constructs around students’ capabilities.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

When I hear the phrase, “developmentally appropriate education”, I think primarily

of the effort to meet student needs that the practice represents.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

The current environment of the majority ofmiddle schools is healthy for early

adolescents’ psychological/social development.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree _Don’t know/Not Sure

I 2 3 4 5

The current environment of the majority ofmiddle schools is healthy for early

adolescents’ intellectual development.

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree _Don’t know/Not Sure

I 2 3 4 5
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