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“In a collaborative culture, members of the school community work together effectively and are guided by a common purpose.  All members of the community – teachers, administrators, students and their families – share a common vision of what the school should be like.  Together they set goals that lead them toward this vision.  In doing so, they create a culture of discourse in which the most important educational matters facing the school are openly and honestly discussed.  Members respect each other’s ideas.  Even when there is disagreement, people listen to each other because they believe deeply that differences are vital to moving their school forward.” (Turning Points: Guide to Collaborative Culture and Shared Leadership, 2001).

Purpose
This paper will address the significant role social conditions play in a decade of school reform for 10-14 year olds or young adolescents.  

Introduction

Most young adolescents experience a landmark event when they move from the small intimate elementary school to the often impersonal secondary school. In the United States this is a middle school, typically grades 6-8 or a Junior High school, grades 7-9. The event happens at a time when they are experiencing puberty and all its ramifications to the body, mind and spirit.  In the late 1980’s and early 1990’s a number of educational foundations (Carnegie, Lily, Edna McConnell Clark, W.K. Kellogg, Champion Paper, etc.) contributed millions of dollars to research and comprehensive reform initiatives to improve schooling for this age group that was both developmentally appropriate and improved student academic achievement.  Much of the national interest was generated in 1989 by the release of the Carnegie Corporation’s Council on Adolescent Development’s publication Turning Points: Preparing American Youth for the 21st Century.  The council members wrote in Turning Points: “The middle grade school proposed here is profoundly different from many schools today.  It focuses squarely on the characteristics and needs of young adolescents.  It creates a community of adults and young people embedded in networks of support and responsibility that enhance the commitment of students to learning”.

In 2000, the Carnegie Corporation of New York published Turning Points 2000: Educating Adolescents in the 21st Century after a decade-long program of grants to states and cities to promote the recommendations from the 1989 publication.   The goal of the Carnegie Corporation in publishing this book was to document ten years of educational research and the enormous strides made to transform middle grades schools.  Carnegie Corporation also funded a national network to promote the continued reform of high-performing middle grades schools.

Those involved in the reform movement focusing on the developmental needs of students, also knew that the social needs of adults managing young adolescents (educators & parents) must be a focal point.  The outcome of research and practice over the last twenty years corroborates that creating small caring communities for educators and students with increased parental involvement, academic achievement and self-esteem increases while misbehaviors and low self-esteem decline. The following are components research identified as critical to creating a developmentally focused middle grades school.

Shared Leadership

The democratic process where all stakeholders are represented and involved in the decision making is considered a fundamental right.  However, in most of American schools the leadership and decision making is hierarchical.  Middle grades reform embraced a shared leadership concept as part of the organizational and social restructuring needed to create a collaborative community within the school.  “Shared leadership allows teachers, administrators, students, parents and community members to play a significant role in the decision making that affects all aspects of the school.”(Turning Points: Guide to Collaborative Culture and Shared Leadership, 2001)

Composition: The leadership team has six to twelve members: teachers (representing all grade levels, disciplines, and specialties), principal(s), parents, community members, and school board and central administration representatives.  The community, school board and central administration representatives may only attend occasionally.  The regular leadership team typically meets once every two weeks for two hours.  

Responsibilities: The leadership team gathers information, guides the vision-making process, communicates with constituents on decisions, and reports progress.  The leadership team sets behavioral norms, plans and implements a communication process, and chooses a consensus model for decisions.  In the consensus model the members do not vote with a majority rule, but design a process where members agree at various levels.  If someone disagrees then he/she has to be heard, discussion continues until all can agree at a predetermined level.  Consensus may take longer, but decisions are usually stronger and better thought out.  This process respects all points of view, insures the voices of all members are heard, addresses the social/emotions needs of individuals and increases the likelihood of sustained change or satisfaction with the decision. 

Critical to shared leadership is the data collection and goal setting cycle.  In order for a school to advance, data must be consistently collected and examined.  Achievement scores, behavioral and attendance statistics and teacher, student and parent attitude data are analyzed yearly and form the basis for the next year’s goals and action plans.  Data based decision making is a significant ingredient to progress and reform.  This cycle respects all stakeholders’ voices and focuses on real not merely perceived needs.

Challenges: Creating a culture of shared decision making is difficult.  Enlightened leadership is essential.  Time and effort to create this positive social environment can be achieved by principals who allow teachers to make real decisions that have a direct impact on them or their classrooms and by not wasting teacher’s precious time with non impact decisions.  For some principals this is very difficult and in some cases impossible.  The reform change process includes an external coach who helps the principal make this transition.  Leadership training institutes are also provided for principals and teacher leaders.  Challenge comes when a reformed school has a leadership change at the building level or at the central administration level.  Years of progress and trust can be destroyed overnight. 


Interdisciplinary Teacher Team 

“A teacher and student team (interdisciplinary teaming) is defined as a core of two to five teachers and the students they commonly teach.  Interdisciplinary teaming is designed to provide opportunities for getting to know students, collaborative planning, fostering collegiality among teachers, and establishing a community of learners.” (Pate, 2004).

To create small caring communities especially in a large school, teachers are organized into interdisciplinary teams.  Typically teams consist of the academic core representing science, mathematics, social studies, and language arts.  These teachers instruct the same students.  Class size is typically 25 students per class; therefore four teachers would have around 100 students in common.  The schedule is designed so the teachers have an academic block of time where they can group and regroup students based on curricular, instructional and developmental need.  This organizational structure allows teachers to integrate curriculum and increase the opportunities for application activities.  While the students on a team are attending exploratory courses (physical education, music, art, foreign language etc.), the academic core teachers have common time to plan.

 “Research has demonstrated that teachers need to meet for common team planning time at lest four times each week for 30 minutes or more per meeting to achieve consistent positive outcomes” (Flowers, Mertens & Mulhall, 2003).  Interdisciplinary teams with common planning time show more of the positive effects than teams who do not have common planning time.  Common planning time has shown the following positive effects: decrease in behavior problems, increase in parent involvement, increase use of ‘best practices’, increase in teacher behaviors that enhance student achievement, and an increase in teacher and student positive attitude toward school (Flowers, Mertens & Mulhall, 2003).  Flowers et al found that teams that had been together for five years or longer showed the greatest increase in the factors listed above.  “As teams evolve, their [teachers] professional development need are likely to vary over time – typically, teams begin with a focus on relationship building and [student] management issues and then progress to a focus on collaborative teaching and curriculum integration” (Pounder, 1998) 
Challenges:  There has to be a commitment to creating an organizational structure where teachers have a small number of students in common and collaborative planning time is embedded within the schedule.  Sometimes principals do not believe in the need for common planning time, nor understand the need for professional development that will provide teachers with teaming skills, or do not have the resources even if they wanted to implement it.   

Context embedded professional development or Teachers learning from each other.

“Research has demonstrated that robust, fluid, and highly usable knowledge must be grown by learners through highly active engagement with ideas and their interconnections.  Knowledge is neither acquired nor applied mechanically or in piecemeal fashion… Learning is not a solitary endeavor; rather, it needs to be a highly social one.  It depends on continual discussion and demonstration.  People learn by watching one another, seeing various ways of solving a single problem, sharing their different ‘takes’ on a concept or struggle, and developing a common language with which to talk about their goals, their work, and their ways of monitoring their progress or diagnosing their difficulties” (Burney, 2004).


Middle grades reform embraces the concept that professional development for teacher learning should be, primarily, embedded in the daily routine.  Although traditional professional development like workshops, lectures and attendance at conferences is still available. Helping teachers attain a deeper understanding of teaching and learning, the structure of professional development has shifted.  Common planning time for interdisciplinary teams and school wide collaborative time (at the beginning or end of the school day) has provided the ‘highly social’ setting.  Teachers and administrators are using this time to: examine data, form study groups, create book discussion groups, examining student work and assessments, sharing lesson plans, designing curriculum, etc.  Additionally, schools plan summer institutes designed and taught by school faculty, and make co-visits with other like minded schools.  The reform process recommends schools identify and release excellent teachers part of the school day to serve as instructional coaches that will observe, model, and share best practices.


Challenges:  The autonomous isolated teacher culture is deeply institutionalized in American schools.  Moving to this type of professional development can be threatening.  The process must be slow and the social and cultural factors must be addressed.  Convincing the school board and community members of the value of collaborative time, especially during tight budget times, can be complicated.

Adult Advocacy
“Every student should be well known by at least one adult.  Students should be able to rely on that adult to help learn from experiences, comprehend physical changes and changing relations with family and peers, act on their behalf to marshal every school and community resource needed for the student to succeed, and help to fashion a promising vision of the future” (Turning Points, 1989).


Central to attending to the developmental needs of young adolescents is creating a small 10-15 student advisory group facilitated by an adult.  In order to make advisory groups small every adult in the school may be responsible for a group.  Advisory groups typically meet twice a week for 20-40 minutes.  A character education curriculum is taught with such topics as friendship, conflict resolution, trust building, communication skills, manners, moral dilemmas, physical and social development, drug and sex education, tolerance, service projects etc.  The advisor’s primary role is to develop a close relationship with the advisory students, to identify and solve problems, to act as an advocate during behavioral problems and to be the first line of communication with the parents.  Effective advisory programs where students make a lasting connection with one caring adult result in improvement in academic and personal outcomes.  Both teachers and students in school with effective advisory programs report greater satisfaction with school.  


Challenges: Advisory programs have a high failure rate in American middle schools.  The following are major factors for advisory failure: 1) lack of teacher training in affective education and counseling skills, 2) teachers feel that advisory is one more preparation in an already full curriculum, 3) advisory programs forced on teachers by administrators without training, support, resources or follow through, and 4) lack of teacher involvement in the design of the program.  

Conclusion

This paper has focused on relationships, collaboration and decision-making in a transformed middle grades school.  “The quality of relationships between school staff members and adolescents, and among all the adults within the school community, makes an enormous difference in the ability of the school to mount an effective instructional program.  Positive relationships based on trust and respect, nurtured over time by supportive organizational structures and norms of interaction, are the human infrastructure within a school that enables effective teaching and learning to occur” (Jackson & Davis, 2000).
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