
Rea l  Midd le  Schoo ls :  Good  News  on  the  Hor izon?

C u r r e n t  I s s u e s  i n  M i d d l e  L e v e l  E d u c a t i o n  [ C I M L E ]  ( 2 0 0 5 )  1 1 ( 1 ) ,  1 9 - 2 1 1 9

G a r y  We i l b a c h e r
I l l i n o i s  S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y

C u r r e n t  I s s u e s  i n  M i d d l e  L e v e l  E d u c a t i o n  [ C I M L E ]  ( 2 0 0 5 )  1 1 ( 1 ) ,  1 9 - 2 1CIMLE

I n  M a r c h  o f  1 9 9 9 ,  m i d d l e  l e v e l  a d v o c a t e
and curriculum leader James A. Beane eloquently
a r t i c u l a t e d  w h a t  m a n y  m i d d l e  l e v e l  p e o p l e
w e r e  s e n s i n g  a n d  e x p e r i e n c i n g ,  t h a t  m i d d l e
s c h o o l s  w e r e  “ u n d e r  s i e g e ”  ( B e a n e ,  1 9 9 9 ) .
I n  c o n t i n u i n g  t h e  m e t a p h o r  s i x  y e a r s  l a t e r ,
i t  appears  that  the  bat t l ements  may be  crack ing
a n d  t h e  c a s t l e  d o o r  i s  s u c c u m b i n g  t o  t h e
b a t t e r i n g  r a m .   Fo r  e x a m p l e ,  i n  t h e  M a r ch
3 ,  2004  ed i t ion  o f  the  New York  T imes,  Dav id
Her szenhor n  r e por t ed  tha t  many  o f  the  c i t y ’s
m i d d l e  s c h o o l s  w o u l d  b e  e l i m i n a t e d  i n  o r d e r
to  “ r e - c r e a t e  o l d  s t y l e  k i nde rg a r t en - th rough -
e i g h t h - g r a d e  g r a m m a r  s c h o o l s  a n d  o p e n  n e w
h i g h  s ch o o l s  f o r  6 th  t o  1 2 th g r a d e r s ”  ( p.  1 ) .
T he  p roposed  move  by  New York  C i t y  fo l lows
similar reorganizations by Cincinnati ,  Balt imore,
and  Ph i l ade lph ia  (V iadero,  2004) .   A long  these
l i n e s ,  a  n u m b e r  o f  m i d d l e  s c h o o l s  w i t h i n  a
6 0  m i l e  r a d i u s  o f  S p r i n g f i e l d ,  I L  h a v e  e i t h e r
p l a n n e d  t o  d i s c o n t i n u e ,  o r  h a v e  d r o p p e d ,
a d v i s o r y  p r o g r a m s  i n  f a v o r  o f  a d o p t i n g  t e s t
p r e p a r a t i o n  p e r i o d s  d e s i g n e d  t o  g e t  s t u d e n t s
r e a d y  f o r  t h e  I l l i n o i s  S t a t e  A ch i e ve m e n t  Te s t
( I S A T ) .

Po l i t i c a l  a g endas  a r i s e  i n  o the r  ways,  qu i t e
p o s s i b l y  t h r o u g h  a n  i m b a l a n c e d  a n d  a  “ l e s s
than the ent ire story” approach when discussing
the complex issues sur rounding middle schools.
Fo r  i n s t a n c e ,  a  r e c e n t  h e a d l i n e  i n  E d u c a t i o n
We e k  e n t i t l e d :  “ Re p o r t  Q u e s t i o n s  W i s d o m
of Separate Middle Schools” provided addit ional
support for the K-8 and 6-12 grade reorganization
moves that have been proposed and are occurring
in  some of  our  na t ion’s  l a rg es t  c i t i e s  (Viadero,
2 0 0 4 ) .   E s p e c i a l l y  a l a r m i n g  i s  t h e  g r a p h  i n
this  art ic le -  “Not Happy Places to Be”- showing
t h a t  s t u d e n t s  f r o m  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  w e r e

a t  t h e  b o t t o m  o f  a  1 2  c o u n t r y  h i e r a r c h y  w h e n
r a t i n g  s c h o o l  c l i m a t e .   W h e n  c o u p l e d  w i t h
the ar t ic le ’s  subt i t le  –  Amer i can  ado l e s c en t s  r e po r t
f e e l i n g  u n s a f e ,  i s o l a t e d  i n  s c h o o l  -  i t  s e e m s  t h a t
m i d d l e  s c h o o l s  a r e  t r u l y  p l a c e s  w h e r e  k i d s
a r e  e n d a n g e r e d ,  m a k i n g  i t  a p p e a r  t h a t  t h e
p r o p o s e d  r e t u r n  t o  K - 8  a n d  6 - 1 2  s c h o o l s  i s
i n  t h e  b e s t  i n t e r e s t s  o f  a d o l e s c e n t s .

Fo r  p e o p l e  w h o  o n l y  r e a d  h e a d l i n e s ,  t h i s
a r t i c l e  w o u l d  b e  a n o t h e r  i n  a  d e c a d e  l o n g
l i s t  t h a t  r a i s e s  c r e d i b i l i t y  i s s u e s  r e g a r d i n g
middle school pract ice and phi losophy.   Actual ly
r e a d i n g  t h e  a r t i c l e  r e v e a l s  s o m e  i n t e r e s t i n g
cont rad i c t ions ,  ones  tha t  have  p l agued  midd le
schools since their inception (Gruhn and Douglass,
1 9 4 7 ) .   T h e  m o s t  s i g n i f i c a n t  c o n c e r n  i s  t h a t
V i a d e r o  ( 2 0 0 4 )  l u m p s  a l l  s c h o o l s  f o r  y o u n g
ado lescen t s  under  the  midd l e  s c h o o l  l abe l ,  wh i l e
a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e  w r i t i n g  t h a t :

Even though middle  schools  themse lves
h a v e  b e c o m e  u b i q u i t o u s ,  t h e  p r a c t i c e s
t h a t  a r e  s u p p o s e d  t o  g o  h a n d  i n  h a n d
w i t h  t h e  p h i l o s o p h y  h a v e  n o t .   M a n y
midd le  schoo l s  do  not  prov ide  common
p l a n n i n g  t i m e s  s o  t h a t  t e a c h e r s  c a n
undertake interdisciplinary team-teaching,
fo r  example ,  nor  do  they  o f fe r  adv i sory
p r o g r a m s  o r  f l e x i b l e  c l a s s  s c h e d u l e s
( p. 8 ) .

B y  d e f i n i t i o n ,  s c h o o l s  t h a t  f a i l  t o  p r o v i d e
common planning t ime,  lack f lex ib le  schedules ,
a n d  d o  n o t  o f f e r  a d v i s o r y  p r o g r a m s  a r e  m o s t
l i k e l y  j u n i o r  h i g h  s c h o o l s ,  a n d  t h e r e f o r e  c a n n o t
h i s t o r i c a l l y,  p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y,  p r a g m a t i c a l l y,
a n d  j u s t i f i a b l y  b e  c a l l e d  r e a l  m i d d l e  s ch o o l s .
T h e  d i s t i n c t i o n s  b e t w e e n  m i d d l e  s c h o o l s  a n d
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j u n i o r  h i g h s  l i e  i n  m o r e  t h a n  t h e  n a m e  o n
t h e i r  s t a t i o n a r y  a n d  m u s t  b e  r e c o g n i z e d  b y
t h o s e  w h o  w r i t e  a b o u t  e d u c a t i o n  i n  o r d e r
t o  p r o v i d e  a n y  f a i r  a s s e s s m e n t  o f  h o w  y o u n g
a d o l e s c e n t s  a r e  f e e l i n g  a n d  l e a r n i n g  i n  t h e i r
r e s p e c t ive  s ch o o l s .   Fa i l u r e  t o  d i f f e r e n t i a t e
between junior high schools and middle schools
d o e s  l i t t l e  t o  a c c u r a t e l y  p o r t r a y  t h e  v a r i o u s
ways that  young adolescents  are  be ing educated
i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  ( B e a n e ,  1 9 9 9 ) .   R e c e n t
compa r a t i v e  r e s e a r ch  be tween  s choo l s  whe r e
m i d d l e  l e v e l  p r a c t i c e  a n d  p h i l o s o p h y  w e r e
being consciously and consistently implemented
(midd le  schools )  and  s imi l a r  schools  not  us ing
m i d d l e  l e v e l  p r a c t i c e s  ( j u n i o r  h i g h  s c h o o l s )
i nd i c a t ed  tha t  s t uden t s  i n  m idd l e  s choo l s  had
i m p r o v e d  t e s t  s c o r e s ,  h a d  h i g h e r  s t r e s s  t o
s u c c e e d  a c a d e m i c a l l y  b u t  f e l t  s a f e r  t h a n  t h e y
did before middle level practices were implemented,
a n d  r e p o r t e d  h i g h e r  l e v e l s  o f  s e l f - e s t e e m
a n d  a c a d e m i c  e f f i c a c y  ( A n f a r a ,  e t . a l .  2 0 0 3 ) .
B a s e d  o n  t h i s  r e s e a r c h ,  a s  w e l l  a s  m y  o w n
o b s e r va t i o n s  i n  s ch o o l s  f o r  s i x t h ,  s e ve n t h
a n d  e i g h t h  g r a d e  s t u d e n t s ,  i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  i n
s c h o o l s  w h e r e  m i d d l e  l e v e l  p r a c t i c e s  h a v e
b e e n  w e l l  e s t a b l i s h e d ,  t h e  m a j o r i t y  o f  y o u n g
a d o l e s c e n t s  s h o w  f e w  o f  t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s
indicated in the Viadero ar t ic le .   Horizon  Schoo l s
a r e  s u ch  s ch o o l s .

T h e  I l l i n o i s  H o r i z o n  S c h o o l  P r o g r a m

The Il l inois Horizon Schools is a recognit ion
p r o g r a m  t h a t  w a s  d e v e l o p e d  a s  p a r t  o f  a
co l l abo r a t ive  e f fo r t  w i th  the  Na t i ona l  Fo r um
t o  A c c e l e r a t e  M i d d l e - G r a d e s  Re f o r m  a n d
t h e  A s s o c i a t i o n  o f  I l l i n o i s  M i d d l e  S c h o o l s
(AIMS) .   The  I l l ino i s  Hor izon School  program
w a s  c r e a t e d  a s  a  w a y  t o  r e c o g n i z e  e x e m p l a r y
m i d d l e  s c h o o l s  a t  t h e  s t a t e  l e v e l ;  m u c h  l i k e
t h e  N a t i o n a l  Fo r u m  r e c o g n i z e s  S ch o o l s  t o
Wa t ch  o n  a  n a t i o n a l  l e ve l .   T h e s e  m i d d l e
s c h o o l s :

. . . seek social equity, academic excellence,
and developmental  responsiveness.  Such
s ch o o l s  s h o u l d  s e r ve  a s  m o d e l s  a n d
m e n t o r s  f o r  o t h e r  s c h o o l s  s e e k i n g  t o
i m p r o v e ,  e v e n  a s  t h e y  c o n t i n u e  t h e i r

own efforts to provide exemplary educational
prog rams for  young ado lescents  (AIMS,
2 0 0 4 ) .

In  o rde r  to  r e ce i ve  Hor i zon  Schoo l  s t a tu s ,
a  m idd l e  s choo l  mus t  be  member  o f  t he  AIMS
ne twork  and  submi t  a  s e l f - s t udy  t o  a  Hor i zon
S c h o o l s  e v a l u a t i o n  t e a m  m a d e  u p  o f  m i d d l e
l e v e l  e d u c a t o r s  w h o  h a v e  b e e n  t r a i n e d  t o
evaluate schools in accordance with the National
For u m  g u i d e l i n e s .   T h e  s e l f - s t u d y  r e q u i r e s
t h e  s c h o o l s  t o  c r e a t e  a n  a p p l i c a t i o n  t e a m
made  up  o f  admin i s t r a to r s,  s t a f f ,  and  pa ren t s.
E a c h  s c h o o l  a p p l i c a t i o n  t e a m  u s e s  a  f o u r -
p o i n t  s c a l e d  s e l f - r a t i n g  s u r ve y  t o  d e t e r m i n e
the degree of Academic Excellence, Developmental
Responsiveness, Social Equity, and Organizational
Structure  and Processes  that  they  be l ieve  ex is ts
i n  t h e i r  s c h o o l .   I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  c o m p l e t i n g
the self-study,  each school includes demographic
i n f o r m a t i o n ,  c o p i e s  o f  t h e i r  s ch o o l ’s  s t a t e
repor t  ca rd  for  the  pas t  th ree  yea r s ,  and  wr i t e s
a  narrat ive  that  corresponds to the components
o f  t h e  s e l f - r a t i n g  s u r ve y.   I f  t h e  s e l f - s t u d y
i s  d e e m e d  a c c e p t a b l e ,  t h e  t e a m  o f  e v a l u a t o r s
v i s i t s  t h e  a p p l y i n g  s ch o o l s.   D ay  l o n g  s i t e
v i s i t s  i n c l u d e  t e a c h e r ,  s t u d e n t ,  p a r e n t ,  a n d
a d m i n i s t r a t i ve  i n t e r v i e w s  ( b o t h  i n d iv i d u a l
a n d  f o c u s  g r o u p ) ,  c l a s s r o o m  o b s e r va t i o n s ,
a n d  e x t e n s i v e  d o c u m e n t  r e v i e w s  r e l a t e d  t o
curr icu lum,  educat iona l  po l i c i es ,  s tudent  work
samples,  news le t te r s,  and  other  re l a ted  papers.

Fo l l ow i n g  t h e  s i t e  v i s i t ,  e a ch  m e m b e r  o f
the evaluation team writes a report that highlights
the respective school’s strengths and weaknesses,
a n d  r e c o m m e n d s  o r  d e n i e s  H o r i z o n  s t a t u s .
The evaluat ion team meets once more to discuss
t h e i r  r e p o r t s  a n d  t o  c o l l e c t i ve l y  d e t e r m i n e
w h e t h e r  o r  n o t  t h e  s c h o o l  q u a l i f i e s  a s  a n
I l l i no i s  Hor i zon  Schoo l .   S choo l s  a r e  no t i f i ed
s h o r t l y  a f t e r  t h i s  f i n a l  m e e t i n g.

A s  a  m e m b e r  o f  t w o  e v a l u a t i o n  t e a m s ,  I
found that  schools  tha t  ach ieve  Hor izon s ta tus
l o o k  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  t h o s e  d e s c r i b e d
i n  t h e  V i a d e r o  a r t i c l e  a s  a d v i s o r y  p e r i o d s ,
common team planning time, exploratory programs,
and flexible block scheduling are fully implemented.
W h e n  I  i n t e r v i e we d  s t u d e n t s  a t  t wo  o f  t h e s e
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schools (Gregory in Naper vi l le,  IL and Kennedy
i n  L i s l e ,  I L )  t h e y  g a v e  m e  t h e  i m p r e s s i o n  o f
be ing  empowered  not  on ly  in  the i r  c l ass rooms ,
b u t  i n  t h e  c o m mu n i t y  i t s e l f  t h r o u g h  s e r v i c e
learning experiences.  This empowerment included
the opportunity to select classes and extracurricular
a c t i v i t i e s ,  a n d  a l s o  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  h a v e  a  s a y
i n  t h e  t y p e  o f  wor k  t h a t  t h e y  d o.   W h a t  wa s
e s p e c i a l l y  e n c o u r a g i n g  w a s  t h a t  t h e  s t u d e n t s
indicated that they were learning about citizenship
a n d  d e m o c r a c y  t h r o u g h  a c t i v e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,
not  by reading about  i t  or  hear ing the ir  teachers
t e l l i n g  t h e m  a b o u t  i t .   T h e y  i m p r e s s e d  m e  a s
s t u d e n t s  w h o  we r e  a c t i ve l y  f o r m i n g  t h e i r
i d e n t i t i e s  a n d  l e a r n i n g  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  –  a
t r u e  s i g n  o f  a  d e v e l o p m e n t a l l y  r e s p o n s i v e
m i d d l e  s c h o o l .

A s  i m p o r t a n t  a s  t h i s  t y p e  o f  l e a r n i n g  m a y
b e ,  t h e  c u r r e n t  f a c t  i s  t h a t  w e  l i v e  i n  a n  a g e
o f  t e s t  s c o r e  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y,  w h e r e  s t u d e n t s
a r e  r e d u c e d  t o  a  s e t  o f  nu m b e r s.   T h e  t e s t
s c o r e s  a t  K e n n e d y  a n d  G r e g o r y  e x c e e d e d
the  s t a te  average  by  25%,  prov id ing  add i t iona l
support  for studies that  l ink the implementat ion
of  midd le  l eve l  p rac t i ce s  w i th  so l id  t e s t  s cores
(Fe lner,  e t .  a l  1997 ;  Mer tens  & F lower s,  2003) .

Two  e xe m p l a r y  s ch o o l s  d o  n o t  e n d  t h e
s i e g e ,  b u t  i t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  t o  l o o k  a t  t h e s e
a n d  o t h e r  r e a l  m i d d l e  s c h o o l s  a s  p l a c e s  w h e r e
y o u n g  a d o l e s c e n t s  a r e  s u c c e s s f u l  a n d  s a f e ,
a n d  f e e l  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  e m p o w e r e d .   O t h e r
s c h o o l s  d o  e x i s t  a n d  G e o r g i a ,  C a l i f o r n i a ,
Colorado,  Kentucky,  New York,  Ohio,  Virg in ia ,
and North Carolina are states that have established
recogni t ion programs s imi lar  to  that  are  s imi lar
to the Horizon Schools  in i t ia t ive .   Such schools
d o  n o t  d e s e r ve  t o  b e  l u m p e d  t o g e t h e r  w i t h
i n e f f e c t i ve  s ch o o l s  f o r  yo u n g  a d o l e s c e n t s .
I t  i s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  p o i n t  o u t  s u c h  d i s t i n c t i o n s
a s  t h e s e  a r e  t h e  s c h o o l s  t h a t  c a n  l e a d  t h e
w a y  a n d  p r o v i d e  i n s p i r a t i o n  f o r  t h o s e  w h o
wan t  t o  he lp  young  ado l e s c en t s  f u l l y  a ch i eve .
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