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ABSTRACT
Brent Cooper: Examining the Relationship between Grade Configuration and Teachers’
Perceptions of Working Conditions in Public K-8 Schools and Middle Schools in North
Carolina
(Under the direction of Dr. Fenwick English)

The purpose of this quantitative study was to determine if there were statistically
significant differences in teachers’ perceptions of working conditions between public K-8
and middle school teachers in North Carolina. Teacher working conditions subscale scores
were calculated for the five teacher working conditions domains (time; facilities and
resources; leadership; teacher empowerment; and professional development) within the 2006
North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions Survey (NCTWCS) secondary data set for
questions that teachers were provided with the same Likert scale responses. The researcher
hypothesized that public K-8 school teachers would report greater satisfaction with working
conditions in K-8 schools than public middle school teachers in middle schools in the state of
North Carolina as measured by the 2006 NCTWCS.

The sample included 13,433 public K-8 and middle school teachers who were
selected from the 2006 NCTWCS data set. This study’s sample included 10,520 6-8 middle
school teachers, 1,813 K-8 teachers, and 1,100 other middle school configuration teachers.
T-tests for independent samples were calculated to test for significant differences in teachers’
perceptions of working conditions domain means by school type (also referred to as grade

configuration in this study) for (a) Group 1, 6-8 middle school teachers and K-8 teachers, and

(b) Group 2, all middle school configuration (AMS) teachers (6-8, 3-8, 4-8, and
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5-8) and K-8 teachers. Correlations were also calculated to test for significant relationships
among teacher working conditions domains and between teacher working conditions
domains and school type. Further analysis was conducted which controlled for relevant
teacher demographic and student/school characteristics variables.

The results indicated significant differences in teachers’ perceptions of working
conditions by school type for all teacher working conditions domains except professional
development. K-8 teachers reported more positive perceptions of all working conditions
domains except time when compared to 6-8 middle school teachers. K-8 teachers reported
more positive perceptions of all working conditions domains except time and professional
development when compared to AMS teachers. Further discussion of this study’s findings
and potential rival hypotheses are discussed in Chapter Four. Implications and

recommendations for future research are presented and discussed in Chapter Five.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

The Importance of the Middle Grades for Young Adolescents

The middle grades for young adolescents are a crucial time period if young they are
to be successful academically and professionally in the future. One of the reasons for the
movement to organize adolescent students in schools with a separate grade configuration for
middle grades students grades four through eight was to meet the needs of young adolescents
in a setting entirely devoted to adolescent education (Herman, 2004; Mizell, 2005). Schools
serving young adolescents of the middle grades are structured in various arrangements, such
as fourth to eighth, fifth to eighth, and sixth to eighth. The majority of middle schools are
organized in a sixth to eighth grade format. The reason for the predominance of the sixth to
eighth grade format is because adolescents face numerous emotional and academic
challenges in their developmental years. For young adolescents to reach their academic
potential during a time of great physical and psychological transformation, schools must be
structured so that appropriate services are available to meet their needs.

A second reason middle grades years are so important is that the middle grades years
are a time for beginning vocational and career exploration (Juvonen, Le, Kagonoff,
Augustine, & Constant, 2004; Mizell, 2005). Middle grades students are provided with a
wide variety of elective course offerings. Elective courses such as foreign languages,

computer skills,



dramatic arts, and vocational careers are incorporated within the context of an exploratory,
middle grades curriculum. This allows students to explore topics they might wish to pursue
in greater detail in high school as middle grades students. Hence, middle grades students
have the opportunity to broaden their academic horizons prior to entering high school.
Young adolescents are also better prepared to make academic choices that could open doors
to post-secondary educational opportunities before they enter high school.

The ability to personally shape one’s career opportunities is another reason the middle
grades years are so important for young adolescents. As society continues to press its youth
to grow up faster and assume more and more responsibility, the increased pressure placed on
children to perform on accountability tests will provide middle grades students with
opportunities to shape their academic tracks prior to entering high school. By the time
students reach high school, it may be too late, academically, for struggling students.
Furthermore, placing students in academic tracks during their middle grades years, especially
in math, might limit their academic choices once they reach high school.

Successful academic performance in the middle grades is important, because
students’ learning in reading, writing, and math should prepare students to succeed on the
college entrance exams they will take throughout their high school years. For example,
students are often given the opportunity to take the Pre-Scholastic Aptitude Test (PSAT),
once they are enrolled in a certain mathematics course in high school. Students who pursue
higher mathematics courses in middle grades are extended this opportunity at an earlier stage
in their schooling. In fact, students labeled Academically and Intellectually Gifted (AIG) in
some school districts take the PSAT for the first time in middle school. With better academic

planning and more efficient organization during the middle grades years, more students



might qualify to take the PSAT at a younger age. Furthermore, middle school students’ math
credits influence how soon students encounter collegiate accountability tests such as the
PSAT. These pre-collegiate accountability tests often open doors to post-secondary
institutions and present opportunities to qualify for post-secondary scholarships.

In addition to the PSAT, students begin to progressively build up knowledge for
college entrance exams such as the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) and the American
College Testing Program (ACT) within their middle grades’ curricula. It is important to
prepare students to perform well on these college entrance exams in the middle grades
because college admission, as well as scholarships and financial aid, is often tied to student
performance on college entrance exams; hence, post-secondary academic opportunities might
be increased for high school students if students are better prepared in the middle grades for
these high-stakes tests.

The middle grades are also a vital period in young adolescents’ lives because it is
during this time that students are often first exposed to drugs, alcohol, and the opportunity to
engage in sexual activities (Hough, 1995; George, 2005). A good middle grades program
will integrate counseling and instruction during these years to encourage students to abstain
from the use of drugs, alcohol, and sexual activities. Separate middle schools were
introduced in part to counteract adolescents’ early encounters with these social problems
(Hough, 1995; Herman, 2004). Educators hoped separate middle schools would shield
younger children in the primary grades from these negative aspects of adolescence.

A final reason a proper setting for the middle grades is so important is that it is during
this time period that there is often a significant rise in student discipline problems. Increased

incidents of fighting, skipping school, drug and alcohol use, harassment, and profanity often



increase at schools during the middle grades years (Franklin & Glascock, 1998).
Establishing the best grade configuration for middle grades students might curtail discipline
problems, which, in turn, could have a positive effect on middle grades students’ academic
performance (Patton, 2005). Fewer discipline problems involving middle grades students
also might decrease teacher turnover through increased teacher retention.

Patton (2005) reported that in Philadelphia, a city in which school district
administrators recently began converting middle schools to K-8 schools in an attempt to
better meet the needs of its students and teachers, teacher retention rates are higher at K-8s
than middle schools. Researchers often link student discipline problems at all levels of
schooling to teacher dissatisfaction, which often leads to teacher turnover (also referred to as
teacher attrition) (Georgia Professional Standards Commission, 2001; Ingersoll, 2001;
Patton, 2005). In fact, the Georgia Professional Standards Commission found, in its
quantitative study looking at the factors that affect teacher retention, that 59% of teachers
who responded to their survey viewed student discipline as “unsatisfactory” or “very
unsatisfactory” at the time of the survey. The Georgia Teacher Retention Study also revealed
69% of teachers indicated student discipline problems were “likely or very likely reasons for
leaving the teaching profession” in their current status at the public school in which they
currently were employed (p. 27). When discussing the effects of teacher turnover, Ingersoll
explained that “teacher turnover is a significant phenomenon and a dominant factor behind
the demand for new teachers and the difficulties schools encounter inadequately staffing

classrooms with qualified teachers” (p. 5).



Questioning the Middle School Model: Does It Meet the Academic and Socio-Emotional
Needs of Young Adolescents

In recent years, educators have begun to question what the most appropriate grade
configuration is for schools to best meet the academic and socio-emotional needs of young
adolescents. This debate is concentrated on the analysis of the two most popular grade
configurations for schools serving young adolescents ranging in age from 10 to 14: middle
schools and K-8 schools. Researchers such as Anfara and Buehler (2005) suggested there is
“evidence that academic achievement, social development, and dropout rates are all
influenced by grade span configuration.” (p. 56)

David L. Hough (1995) was one of the first educators to write extensively on the
potential move away from the middle school grade configuration. Hough questioned the
acceptance of the middle school model as the only option for organizing young adolescents
within a school (p. 8). Hough elaborated on his indecisiveness in support of a specific
middle school grade configuration when he suggested, “there is no national consensus on
appropriate spans for the middle grades” (p. 8). Hough recognized the importance grade
configuration could have on the quality of young adolescents’ education and called for a shift
to what he referred to as the “elemiddle school,” which he defined as:

One that attends to the needs of young adolescents, aged 10 to 14, in any

combination of grades 5 through 8, but is also part of an organizational
structure that includes lower grades. (p. 7)

(13

Hough’s “elemiddle school” of the mid 1990s preceded by nearly a decade the revival of the
K-8 grade configuration now seen in many urban areas throughout the nation.

Seller (2004, August) also explored the topic of grade configuration. However,

Seller’s research examined the best grade configurations for students in all grades



kindergarten through twelfth. Seller noted that there are two competing factors which school
district administrators must consider when choosing grade configurations for the schools in
their districts. Seller explained “even though what is best for the student is central to the
decision, administrative issues related to finances, transportation, space usage, and others can
affect the final decision” (p. 2). Seller identified “many purposes” that should be considered
when determining the best grade configuration for middle grades students (p. 5). As noted
previously, student and administrative factors should be considered by school administrators
when selecting the best grade configurations for middle grades students. Student factors to
be considered by administrators, according to Seller, when selecting the best grade
configuration for middle grades students included “academic achievement, social adjustment,
high school preparation, increased parental involvement, and beneficial effect on the
community” (p. 6). Administrative factors which influence administrators’ selection of grade
configuration for middle grades students included “cost effectiveness, transportation
efficiency, building usage, and personnel deployment” (p. 6). Following his research on the
topic of grade configuration Seller concluded that “there is not a single grade span
configuration that will serve all purposes” (p. 2).
The Influence of Politics and Policy: Why Some Lower-Wealth, Rural Districts Never Left the
K-8 Model

Many rural school districts across the nation have never swayed in their support and
use of the K-8 grade configuration (DeYoung, Howley, and Theobald, 1994; Franklin &
Glascock, 1998; Seller, 2004, August). Hough (1995) realized that districts that considered
implementation of separate middle schools would have to be convinced of the value of grade

configuration models for young adolescents designed along the lines of his “elemiddle



school” model (p. 9). Even though Hough expressed his opposition to separate middle
school grade configurations, he acknowledged that ultimately, the grade configuration
implemented within a particular school district “will probably remain a function of decision
makers’ personal preferences, community needs, and economic necessity (p. 9).

As the resurgence of K-8 schools has begun to gather steam in comparison to middle
schools, DeYoung, Howley, and Theobald (1994) spoke passionately to rural America to
hang tight to their K-8 school communities and oppose any school movement which might
wish to replace K-8 schools with middle school grade configurations. Failing to do so “may
improve their own school right out of existence” (p. 24)

Welcome Back K-8 Schools

Barry E. Herman (2004) recently concluded that “there is much interest around the
country in the revival of K-8 schools” (p. 8). His observation of the rising popularity of the
K-8 model, especially in large, urban areas, has also been noted by other scholars of middle
grades education (Abella, 2005; George, 2005; Herman, 2004; Mizell, 2005; Seller, 2004,
August). Many large cities across the country, such as Baltimore, Cincinnati, Cleveland,
Denver, Miami, Milwaukee, Newark, New Orleans, Philadelphia, Phoenix, and New York
City are either transforming their districts entirely to K-8 schools or are beginning a gradual
changeover to schools with the K-8 grade configuration (Abella, 2005; Anfara & Buehler,
2005; George, 2005; Look, 2001; Mizell, 2005).

Statement of the Problem

An often overlooked area in the grade configuration debate on the success of K-8

schools versus middle schools in educating middle grades students is teachers’ perceptions of

K-8 schools and middle schools. Could anyone have greater expertise, and a more up-close



perspective on the advantages and disadvantages of K-8 and middle school grade
configurations than those who work daily within these school structures? There are two
reasons that additional research looking at teachers’ perceptions of K-8 schools and middle
schools needs to be conducted. The first reason is the absence of comprehensive literature on
teachers’ perceptions of K-8 schools and middle schools. A second reason for expanding
research on teachers’ perceptions of K-8 schools and middle schools is the vital information
teachers within these grade configurations might provide if only approached; hence, more
research should be completed that concentrates on the inclusion of teachers and their
perceptions of the advantages and disadvantages of K-8 schools versus middle schools.

In recent years, several states, including Arizona, Georgia, Kansas, Ohio, North
Carolina, and South Carolina have followed the lead of Governor Mike Easley and the state
of North Carolina by conducting extensive research on teachers’ perceptions of the working
conditions within the schools in which they work (Hirsch, 2005a; 2005b; Hirsch & Emerick
with Church & Fuller, 2006a; 2006b; 2006¢; 2007a). Charlotte Advocates for Education
(CAE) (2004), a non-profit educational group, commended Governor Easley’s support for
education and North Carolina teachers through his 2002 Teacher Working Conditions
Initiative. Their report explained that the purpose of the Teacher Working Conditions
Initiative was to increase teacher retention and improve the educational experience for all
students in North Carolina public schools by analyzing data gathered from North Carolina
public school teachers, administrators, and other licensed-educators on their perceptions of
teacher working conditions in North Carolina public schools. CAE explained that the
Teacher Working Conditions Initiative was made possible by Governor Easley’s “partnership

with the North Carolina Professional Teaching Standards Commission, with assistance from



the NC Association of Educators, and with funding from Bell-South-NC” (p. 25). Once
political and financial support was established for the Teacher Working Conditions Initiative,
the 2002 North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions Survey (NCTWCS) was created in
collaboration with teacher representatives from the North Carolina Professional Teaching
Standards Commission (NCPTSC). The 2002 NCTWCS was then mailed to every teacher,
principal, and licensed educator in all North Carolina public schools for the first ever
assessment of teacher working conditions in North Carolina public schools and in any public
school system in the nation.

In 2004 and 2006 the NCTWCS was re-administered to teachers, administrators, and
other licensed professionals in North Carolina public schools after modifications were made
to the NCTWCS after each administration. Data were disaggregated after each
administration by the Southeast Center for Teaching Quality (now known as the Center for
Teaching Quality) in Chapel Hill, North Carolina. Working conditions survey data were
measured using grade configuration of teachers and schools as the units of analysis. The
NCTWCS was structured to gather measurable data on teacher working conditions along five
domains of working conditions as defined by the North Carolina Professional Teaching
Standards Commission. These domains included (a) time; (b) facilities and resources; (c)
leadership; (d) teacher empowerment; and (e) professional development. Valuable data on
teacher working conditions have been gathered in North Carolina from the three previous
administrations of the NCTWCS. However, this research has failed to focus on potential
differences that might be present in the working conditions teachers may face in public K-8
and middle schools that serve young adolescents within the middle grades in North Carolina.

In fact, the “working conditions” surveys have failed to even delineate responses according



to the K-8 versus middle school categories. Instead, the states that have conducted working
conditions surveys amongst their teachers have simply lumped survey responses
categorically into three main levels: elementary, middle, and secondary school teacher
responses. Categorizing teacher surveys in this manner has failed to separate K-8 teacher
responses from elementary (K-5) responses so that a potential comparison of K-8 to separate
middle school survey responses could be conducted. No attempt was made to draw
conclusions as to what potential differences in working conditions may be for teachers in K-8
schools versus middle schools.

The reason it is important that research looking at teachers’ perceptions of working
conditions in K-8 schools versus middle schools be conducted is that conclusions could
potentially be drawn from teachers’ perceptions of working conditions in their schools and
the overall success of particular grade configurations at educating students within these
schools. Emerick and Hirsch (2004) recognized the interconnectedness of teachers’ working
conditions and student achievement stating that the data from previous administrations of the
NCTWCS indicates “powerful empirical links between teachers’ working conditions and
student achievement in elementary, middle, and particularly high schools.” The research on
teachers’ working conditions, however, needs to be expanded a step further to examine the
potential effects of various grade configurations on teachers’ perceptions of working
conditions. This study took secondary survey data gathered from the administration of 2006
NCTWCS, and examined the effect of grade configuration at the K-8 and middle school level

on teachers’ perceptions of working conditions.
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The Southeast Center for Teaching Quality (SECTQ) (2004) also recognized the
relationship between teacher working conditions and student achievement. SECTQ declared
that:

Teachers’ responses on the working conditions survey were significant
and powerful predictors of whether or not schools made Adequately

Yearly Progress (AYP) and performed well on the state’s ABCs both
in terms of growth and school designation.

(p-2)

According to North Carolina Report Cards, Adequately Yearly Progress (AYP) is a yearly
measure of academic progress in reading and mathematics established by the No Child Left
Behind federal legislation on education. AYP is met at schools when at least 95 percent of
students in each student group are tested and meet the targeted proficiency goal in reading
and mathematics. Student subgroups for which AYP is calculated include the School as a
whole, White, Black, Hispanic, Native American, Asian, Multiracial, Economically
Disadvantaged Students, Limited English Proficient Students, and Students with Disabilities.
A school fails to meet its yearly AYP if one student subgroup does not meet its targeted
proficiency goal in either reading or math.

Another reason for the importance of this study is the fact that often a direct
correlation is made between teacher satisfaction/teachers’ perceptions of their working
conditions and the ability of teachers to successfully meet the academic and emotional needs
of their students (Hirsch, 2005a; 2005b; Hirsch & Emerick with Church & Fuller, 2006a;
2006b; 2006c¢; 2007a; 2007b; Southeast Center for Teaching Quality, 2004). The Southeast
Center for Teaching Quality (SECTQ) (2004), in its Interim Report on Governor Mike

Easley’s Teacher Working Conditions Initiative, suggested that public educators often
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overlook the importance of the relationship between teacher satisfaction and working
conditions. SECTQ explained:
Yet, while business often focuses on employee satisfaction, many
schools often struggle to address critical working conditions. Such
conditions are closely related to teacher turnover and difficulties in
recruiting and retaining teachers. Rarely has the academic and policy
community taken teacher working conditions seriously, although

research evidence has proven the link between the conditions under
which teachers work and their effectiveness.

(p-2)

A final reason for the importance of this study is the growing concern in states and
school districts across the nation with teacher retention. Policymakers in some urban and
rural areas even refer to the current status of the teacher workforce as a time of teacher
shortage, and not just a problem of teacher retention (Baltimore City Public School System
Division of Research, Evaluation, Assessment, and Accountability, 2002; Charlotte
Advocates for Education, 2004; Colgan, 2004; Futernick, 2007; Georgia Professional
Standards Commission, 2001; Ingersoll, 2001; Center for Teaching Quality).

CAE (2004) recently commented at length on the current “teacher shortage” in North
Carolina (p. 26). CAE explained that schools of education are not graduating enough
students to fill teaching vacancies in North Carolina public schools each year. CAE
discovered that over 10,000 teachers are hired for public school teaching vacancies in North
Carolina each year. Due to the “teacher shortage” in North Carolina, CAE suggested that
schools are turning to “lateral entry candidates, teachers from other states, and teachers
returning to the profession after time away” to fill teaching vacancies (p. 26).

Consequently, looking at teachers’ perceptions of working conditions in the state of
North Carolina might help policymakers better address the problems of teacher retention and

teacher shortage in North Carolina. Also, educational policymakers should examine the
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effects of teacher demographic variables such as (a) ethnicity; (b) gender; (c) educational
training prior to beginning teaching; (d) highest degree earned; (e) if a teacher is National
Board Certified; (f) years as an educator; and (g) years at a school on teachers’ perceptions of
working conditions. Data on these teacher demographic variables was collected from survey
respondents in the administration of the 2006 NCTWCS. Educational policymakers should
also examine the effects of student/school characteristics on teachers’ perceptions of working
conditions. The effects of student/school characteristics variables on teachers’ perceptions of
working conditions that could be examined include (a) socio-economic status of students and
(b) student/school academic achievement. Socio-economic status of students can be
measured by the percentage of students eligible for free and reduced lunch at a school.
Student/school academic achievement can be measured by ABC School Recognitions and the
percentage of students’ proficient on end-of-grade tests. An examination of the effects of
teacher demographic and student/school characteristics variables on teachers’ perceptions of
working conditions should result in a more accurate analysis of the effects of grade
configuration on teachers’ perceptions of working conditions at K-8 and middle school
configurations in North Carolina public schools.
Summary

The reasons are numerous for examining the best grade configuration for middle
grades students. Research indicates the reasons for the current debate over the best grade
configuration for middle grades students include (a) which grade configuration best meets the
academic needs of middle grades students; (b) which grade configuration best prepares
middle grades students for their future academic and professional careers in high school,

college, and beyond; (c) which grade configuration best meets the socio-emotional needs of
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young adolescents during a time of great change physically, emotionally, and socially in their
lives; (d) which grade configuration best addresses potential disciplinary problems that
middle grades students might face during their middle grades tenure; and (e) the rise in
popularity of the K-8 grade configuration in many urban areas in recent years.

Likewise, the reasons are numerous for the importance of examining teachers’
perceptions of working conditions at this time, especially for middle grades teachers, whose
grade configuration is already being debated in the public sphere. Examining middle grades
teachers’ perceptions of working conditions will provide the teachers’ expert opinions on the
debate between the K-8 and middle school grade configuration. Reasons provided within the
research on teacher working conditions for continuing and expanding research on teacher
working conditions include (a) teachers’ perceptions of working conditions are often
overlooked in educational research, especially in a discussion of the best grade configuration
for middle grades students; (b) recent correlations have been made between student
achievement and teacher working conditions; (¢) teacher satisfaction is often linked to
teachers’ positive perceptions of their working conditions; and, (d) recent correlations have
been made between positive teachers’ perceptions of working conditions and teacher
retention.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between grade

configuration and teachers’ perceptions of the working conditions in public K-8 and middle

schools in North Carolina.
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Major Hypothesis

Hg = Public, K-8 school teachers will report greater satisfaction with working conditions in

K-8 schools than public middle school teachers in middle schools in the state of North

Carolina as measured by the 2006 North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions Survey.

Sub-hypotheses

1.

K-8 teachers will report less satisfaction with the use of time at their schools than
AMS teachers according to the 2006 NCTWCS.
K-8 teachers will report greater satisfaction with access to facilities and resources

than AMS teachers according to the 2006 NCTWCS.

. K-8 teachers will report greater satisfaction with leadership at their schools than AMS

teachers according to the 2006 NCTWCS.

K-8 teachers will report greater satisfaction with opportunities for teacher
empowerment at their schools than AMS teachers according to the 2006 NCTWCS.
K-8 teachers will report greater satisfaction with the professional development
offered at their schools than AMS teachers according to the 2006 NCTWCS.
Teacher demographics (ethnicity, gender, educational training prior to beginning
teaching, highest degree earned, if a teacher is National Board Certified, years as an
educator, and years at a school) will not significantly affect teachers’ perceptions of
working conditions.

Student/school characteristics including socio-economic status of students (as
determined by the percentage of students eligible for free and reduced lunch) and
student/school academic achievement (as measured by 2005-06 ABC School

Recognitions and percentage of students’ proficient on the 2005-06 Reading End-of-

15



Grade test) will significantly affect teachers’ perceptions of all teacher working

conditions domains except time.

Overview of Methods

This study examined the differences between school grade configurations for early
adolescents and teachers’ perceptions of working conditions in public K-8 schools and
middle schools in the state of North Carolina. The completion of the quantitative analysis of
the 2006 NCTWCS data set was used to test the hypothesis that public K-8 school teachers
will report greater satisfaction with working conditions in K-8 schools than public middle
school teachers in middle schools in the state of North Carolina as measured by the 2006
NCTWCS. Conclusions and recommendations were made based on the findings from this
study which examined teachers’ perceptions of working conditions at public K-8 and middle
schools in North Carolina and whether these differences hold when controlling for teacher
demographic and student/school characteristic variables.

A “Non-Equivalent Control Group Design” was established, as described by
Campbell and Stanley (1963). A quasi-experimental, nonequivalent control group design
was used for this study for the purposes of examining the effects of grade configuration on
teachers’ perceptions of working conditions in public K-8 and middle schools in North
Carolina. Campbell and Stanley explained that quasi-experimental designs are used in

social settings in which the research person can introduce something
like experimental design into his scheduling of data collection
procedures even though he lacks the full control over the scheduling of
experimental stimuli which makes a true experiment possible. (p. 204)
The nonequivalent control group design was chosen by this researcher since the control

group (middle schools) and the treatment group (K-8 schools) did not have what Campbell

and Stanley referred to as “pre-experimental sampling equivalence” (p. 217). Instead of
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“pre-experimental sampling equivalence,” Campbell and Stanley explained that the groups
within a nonequivalent control group design represent “naturally assembled collectives such
as classrooms” (p. 217). The “naturally assembled collectives” that made up this study’s
control and treatment groups are public K-8 and middle schools in North Carolina. Campbell
and Stanley explained that within a nonequivalent control group design, “the assignment of X
to one group or the other is assumed to be random and under the experimenter’s control” (p.
217).

The independent variable for this research design was grade configuration. Two
types of grade configurations were tested in this study. The K-8 grade configuration served
as the treatment group. The middle school grade configuration served as the comparison
group. The dependent variable for this research study was working conditions. The five
teacher working conditions domains served as co-dependent variables throughout this study.

Data analysis began by sorting the 2006 NCTWCS data set into a file that contained
only survey data for the K-8 and middle school teachers that completed the 2006 NCTWCS.
Only K-8 and middle school teachers in schools that met the 40% response rate guideline for
the 2006 NCTWCS were included in this study’s sample. The unit of analysis for this study
was individual schools. Descriptive statistics were calculated for all public K-8 and middle
school teachers to determine the exact size of the sample for this study. Three distinct groups
of teachers were included in the sample for this study: (1) 6-8 middle school teachers; (2) K-
8 school teachers; and (3) AMS (6-8, 3-8, 4-8, 5-8) teachers. Teacher working conditions
subscale means were calculated for each of the five teacher working conditions domains.
Domain subscale means were calculated for all NCTWCS questions which had the same

Likert-scale responses for each teacher working conditions domain. Means and standard
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deviations for the domain subscale means were calculated and compared by school type for
Group 1, 6-8 middle school and K-8 teachers, and Group 2, AMS and K-8 school teachers.
Next, teacher working conditions domain subscale means by school type for Group 1 and
Group 2 were compared within groups to determine if there were significant differences in
teacher working conditions domain subscale means within groups by school type.

Next, t-tests for independent samples were conducted to test the major research
hypothesis that
Hy = Public, K-8 school teachers will report greater satisfaction with working conditions in
K-8 schools than public middle school teachers in middle schools in the state of North
Carolina as measured by the 2006 North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions Survey.
T-tests for independent samples were calculated for Group 1, K-8 and 6-8 middle school
teachers, and Group 2, K-8 and AMS teachers. T-tests for independent samples were
calculated for each teacher working conditions domain to compare teachers’ perceptions of
teacher working conditions domains by school type for (a) time; (b) facilities and resources;
(c) teacher empowerment; (d) leadership; and (e) professional development. Significance of
] was set at .000 using a two-tailed test.

Further analysis was conducted which controlled for relevant teacher demographic
and student/school characteristics variables. Five separate one-way ANCOV As were
calculated for the five co-dependent working conditions domain variables: (a) time; (b)
facilities and resources; (c) empowerment; (d) leadership; and (e) professional development.
Grade configuration (school type) served as the independent variable or fixed factor for each
ANCOVA. Teacher demographic and student/school characteristics variables were imported

as co-variates for each ANCOVA. ANCOVAs control for the effects of co-variates and
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estimate the variance that should be attributed to co-variates and not to the independent
variable in a research study. Significance of [ | was set at .000 using a two-tailed test.

In this study, ANCOVAS estimated the variance in teachers’ perceptions of teacher
working conditions domains that should be attributed to teacher demographic and
student/school characteristics variables and not grade configuration. The analysis of the
effects of co-variates on teachers’ perceptions of teacher working conditions domains could
have revealed rival alternative hypotheses if it had been discovered that teacher demographic
and student/school characteristics variables were attributing to large variance in teachers’
perceptions of teacher working conditions domains.

Limitations

One potential limitation of this study was the limited generalizability that might result
from the fact that the secondary data set analyzed in this study was completely based on data
from North Carolina public schools. It might be difficult to generalize findings from this
study to other states, or even large, urban school districts (the most recent locations where the
NCTWCS is being modified and administered) if school and student characteristics in
schools and school systems in other states do not mirror the school and student characteristics
of the schools and school systems included within this study’s sample of public K-8 and
middle schools obtained from the 2006 NCTWCS. Hence, teacher demographics in other
states’ schools and school districts will have to be closely scrutinized to determine the
potential generalizabilty of the research findings in this study to schools and school districts’
outside the state of North Carolina.

Another limitation of this study was the inability of this researcher to identify

teachers by the grade level at which they taught in the 2005-06 school year to more
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comprehensively analyze teachers’ perceptions of teacher working conditions by grade level.
The 2006 NCTWCS did not include a teacher demographic question which asked teachers
the grade level they taught during the 2005-06 school year as a safeguard to teacher
respondent confidentiality. Hence, this researcher had to settle for comparing teachers’
perceptions of teacher working conditions by school type for K-8, 6-8 middle, and all middle
school configurations (6-8, 3-8, 4-8, 5-8; AMS).

An additional limitation that this researcher recognized in the completion of the
literature review for this study was the differences in the location of K-8 schools in North
Carolina as compared to other states across the nation. Many K-8 schools in other states
were found in large, urban areas. This was in striking contrast to the location of many K-8
schools in the rural areas of North Carolina. The differences in location of K-8 schools in
rural North Carolina compared to large, urban areas outside the state of North Carolina
should be examined as a potential rival alternative hypothesis for this study’s findings to be
considered generalizable to K-8 schools in other parts of the country.

Another limitation of this study was the discovery that reliability and validity have
not been established for the 2006 NCTWCS, the survey instrument that was used to gather
the secondary data analyzed in this study. However, this researcher established reliability for
the 2006 NCTWCS data in this study through SPSS 15.0 statistical procedures at the
beginning of the data analysis phase. Despite the fact that official validity had not been
established for the 2006 NCTWCS data, it is important to note that the NCPTSC, comprised
of experienced teachers from North Carolina public schools, created the NCTWCS at the
recommendation of North Carolina Governor Mike Easley in 2002. The NCPTSC was

chosen to create the NCTWCS due to its members’ expert knowledge in the realms of public
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education and the respect garnered by these experienced teachers within the public schools in
which they worked. The NCTWCS has also been modified and re-administered to all
licensed, public school educators on two separate occasions (2004 and 2006) since the initial
administration of the 2002 NCTWCS. In fact, as this researcher proceeded with this study, a
fourth modified version of the NCTWCS was created for administration in March 2008
within North Carolina public schools. Finally, the fact that other states and large urban
school districts across the nation have administered modified versions of the NCTWCS in
public school districts in their states and large urban school districts across the county
indicates educational policymakers within these states and large urban school districts
consider the NCTWCS as a valid instrument for measuring teachers’ perceptions of teacher
working conditions.

A final limitation of this study was the types of schools and corresponding teachers
from these schools that were omitted from this study’s sample. Like the 2006 NCTWCS,
this study only looked at public K-8 and middle school teachers’ perceptions of teacher
working conditions. Hence, generalizability should not be extended to private K-8 and
middle schools and teachers from these schools when examining the effect of grade
configuration on teachers’ perceptions of working conditions at private K-8 and middle
schools. Finally, this study did not include public charter schools and charter school teachers
within the sample for this study due to the limited response rate of public charter school

teachers to the 2006 NCTWCS.
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Definition of Terms

ABCs of Public Education: The ABCs of Education is North Carolina’s

comprehensive plan to improve public schools that is based on three goals: strong
accountability, an emphasis on student mastery of basic skills, and as much local
control as possible. The ABCs has been in operation in all schools since 1997-98.
The model focuses on schools meeting growth expectations for student achievement
as well as on overall percentage of students who scored at or above grade level. The
model uses end-of-grade tests in grades 3-8 in reading and mathematics to measure
growth at the elementary and middle school levels (North Carolina Report Cards).

Achievement Level: Standards by which student achievement on end-of-grade and

end-of-course tests is measured and reported (North Carolina Report Cards).

Achievement Level III: Students scoring at this level on end-of-grade and end-of-
course tests are considered proficient in mastery of grade level subject matter and are well
prepared for the next grade level (North Carolina Report Cards).

Adequate Yearly Progress: Adequately Yearly Progress is a yearly measure of

academic progress established by the No Child Left Behind federal legislation on education.
AYP is met at schools “achieving grade level performance for each student group in reading
and mathematics. Schools must test at least 95 percent of students in each group and each
group must meet the targeted proficiency goal in reading and mathematics in order to meet
AYP” (North Carolina Report Cards). Student groups for which AYP is calculated include
the School as a whole, White, Black, Hispanic, Native American, Asian, Multiracial,
Economically Disadvantaged Students, Limited English Proficient Students, and Students

with Disabilities. AYP is not met for a school “if just one student group in one subject at a
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school does not meet the targeted proficiency goal with a confidence interval applied to
account for sampling error” (North Carolina Report Cards).

Alternative route: Teachers that enter the teaching profession after working in another

career.

Empowerment: The North Carolina Teachers Working Conditions Survey defines

empowerment as “teachers’ perceptions regarding their autonomy and leadership at the
classroom- and school-levels” (Teachers Working Conditions Survey).

Expected growth: Expected growth is defined by the ABC’s of Education in North

Carolina as “the amount of academic growth that would reasonably be expected by a school
over a year’s worth of time” (North Carolina Report Cards). Student growth is measured by
comparing students’ end-of grade test scores in reading and mathematics for two consecutive
years. Factors to be considered when establishing the expected growth for a school from
year to year include: the school’s academic performance the previous school year; statewide
average growth; and a statistical adjustment to allow for the comparison of students’ test
scores from year to year.

Facilities & Resources: The North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions Survey

defines facilities and resources as “teachers’ access to and adequacy, quality, and safety of
school- and classroom-level facilities and resources” (Teachers Working Conditions Survey).

Five domains of the North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions Survey: The five
teacher working conditions measured by the North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions
Survey. The five teacher working conditions domains are: (a) Empowerment; (b) Facilities
and Resources; (¢) Leadership; (d) Professional Development; and (e) Time. (Teachers

Working Conditions Survey)
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Free & Reduced Lunch: The measurement used to indicate students’ socio-economic

status (SES) or poverty status within a school (North Carolina Report Cards). In their
research, Johnson & Stevens (2006) control for students’ SES through free and reduced lunch
statistics within a sample of elementary schools.

Grade level, achievement level 111, and proficiency level: Grade level, achievement

level 111, and proficiency level are academic standards according to the ABC’s of Education
in North Carolina that constitute “student work that meets the achievement standard set by
North Carolina.” Students performing at grade level as indicated by scores of Achievement
Level III or Achievement Level IV on end-of-grade tests are considered to be performing at
grade level and at the proficiency level deemed necessary “to be well prepared to meet the
demands of the next grade level” (North Carolina Report Cards).

High growth: High growth, according to the ABCs of Education in North Carolina
“refers to a growth rate that is approximately 10 percent above the expected growth goal set
for each school” (North Carolina Report Cards).

Highly Qualified teacher: “A Highly Qualified teacher is defined as one who has

obtained full state teacher certification or has passed the state teacher licensing examination
and holds a license to teach in the state” (North Carolina Report Cards).

Honor Schools of Excellence: According to the ABCs of Public Education, a school

is designated as a Honor School of Excellence if 90-100 percent of students score at or above
Achievement Level III on end-of-grade tests, the school makes expected or high growth, and
the school makes AYP (North Carolina Report Cards).

Hygiene factors: Herzberg (1966) defined hygiene factors or “dissatisfiers,” as

factors which “served only to bring about job dissatisfaction and were rarely involved in
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events that led to positive job attitudes” (p. 92-93). Hygiene factors “essentially describe the
environment and serve primarily to prevent job dissatisfaction, while having little effect on
positive job attitudes” (p. 94). Hygiene factors acknowledged by Herzberg throughout the
course of The Motivation to Work study which often led to worker dissatisfaction included
“company policy and administration, supervision, salary, interpersonal relations, and
working conditions” (p. 94).

K-8 schools: Schools serving students in grades kindergarten through eighth grade.
Leadership: The North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions Survey defines
leadership as “teachers’ perceptions of the effectiveness, supportiveness, and professionalism

of their school leaders” (Teachers Working Conditions Survey).

Leavers: Teachers who intend to leave the teaching profession for other career
opportunities.

Low Performing Schools: According to the ABCs of Public Education, a school is
designated as a Low Performing School if less than 50 percent of students score at or above
Achievement Level III on end-of-grade tests. Low Performing Schools also fail to make
expected or high growth (North Carolina Report Cards).

Middle schools: Middle schools are schools serving young adolescents in the most

common middle school grade configuration including grades six through eight. However, a
small number of public middle schools in North Carolina in primarily rural areas in the
eastern and western portions of the state are made up of grade configurations which may
include grades three, four and five as well as the more common middle school grades of six

through eight. For purposes of summarizing the data from the 2006 NCTWCS, Hirsch &
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Emerick with Church & Fuller (2006a) included the grade configurations of: 3-8, 4-8, 5-8,
and 6-8 into the data analysis of middle schools.

Movers: Berry & Fuller with Williams & Lobacz (2007, Fall) defined movers as
“teachers who intend to continue teaching but who plan to move to another school within
their district or to another school district altogether” (p. 4).

Motivation factors: Herzberg defined motivational factors or “satisfiers” as the

“strong determiners of job satisfaction,” which “are effective in motivating the individual to
superior performance and effort” (p.92 & 94). Motivational factors acknowledged by
Herzberg over the course of The Motivation to Work study which should lead to worker
satisfaction are “achievement, recognition, work itself, responsibility, and advancement” (p.
92).

Motivation-hygiene theory of worker satisfaction: The Motivational-hygiene theory

of worker satisfaction, according to Herzberg (1966) explains “the concept that man has two
sets of needs: his need as an animal to avoid pain and his need as a human to grow
psychologically” (p. 91). In Herzberg’s 1959 Motivation to Work study two distinct types of
factors affecting worker satisfaction and dissatisfaction emerged. Herzberg categorized these
factors as “motivational” often referred to as “satisfiers,” and “hygiene,” often referred to as
“dissatisfiers” (p. 92-95). Herzberg defined motivational factors or “satisfiers” as the “strong
determiners of job satisfaction,” which “are effective in motivating the individual to superior
performance and effort” (p. 92 & 94). Herzberg defined hygiene factors or “dissatisfiers,” as
factors which “served only to bring about job dissatisfaction and were rarely involved in

events that led to positive job attitudes” (p. 92-93). Hygiene factors “essentially describe
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the environment and serve primarily to prevent job dissatisfaction, while having little effect
on positive job attitudes” (p. 94).

No Child Left Behind (NCLB): No Child Left Behind (NCLB) is the name given to

federal legislation defining the federal government’s role in public education. According to
ncreportcards.org, the primary goals of NCLB are for all schools to reach 100 percent
proficiency in student achievement on end-of-grade state tests and for every student to be
taught by a Highly Qualified teacher by 2013-14.

2006 North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions Survey (2006 NCTWCS): An
online, quantitative, survey instrument used to assess the perceptions of working conditions
held by all licensed educators in North Carolina public schools at the beginning of the 2005-

06 school year.

No Recognition Schools: According to the ABCs of Public Education, a school is
designated as a No Recognition School if 60 to 100 percent of students score at or above
Achievement Level III on end-of-grade tests, but, the school does not make expected or high

growth (North Carolina Report Cards).

Priority Schools: According to the ABCs of Public Education, a school is designated
as a Priority School if 50 to 60 percent or less than 50 percent of students score at or above
Achievement Level III on end-of-grade tests. Priority Schools also fail to make expected or
high growth (North Carolina Report Cards).

Professional Development: The North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions Survey

defines professional development as “teachers’ opportunities to design and engage in
professional development and school leadership activities” (Teachers Working Conditions

Survey).
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Schools of Distinction: According to the ABCs of Public Education, a school is

designated as a School of Distinction if 80-89 percent of students score at or above
Achievement Level III on end-of-grade tests and the school makes expected or high growth
(North Carolina Report Cards).

Schools of Excellence: According to the ABCs of Public Education, a school is

designated as a School of Excellence if 90-100 percent of students score at or above
Achievement Level III on end-of-grade tests and the school makes expected or high growth
(North Carolina Report Cards).

Schools of Progress: According to the ABCs of Public Education, a school is

designated as a School of Progress if 60-79 percent of students score at or above
Achievement Level III on end-of-grade tests and the school makes expected or high growth
(North Carolina Report Cards).

Teacher attrition: According to the Georgia Professional Standards Commission

(2001), teacher attrition is the number of teachers leaving their current schools either to take
jobs at other schools or to exit the teaching profession. Teacher attrition is also referred to as
teacher turnover.

Teacher retention: The Georgia Professional Standards Commission (2001) refers to

teacher retention as the ability to keep teachers within their current schools and within the
teaching profession from year to year.

Teacher shortage: The Georgia Professional Standards Commission (2001) explains

that teacher shortages occur when there are more vacant teaching positions than can be filled
by the current supply of available, licensed teacher candidates.

Teacher turnover: See definition of teacher attrition.
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Teacher working conditions: The accepted definition of teacher working
conditions for current research in the state of North Carolina and other states across
the nation where the Teacher Working Conditions Survey has been administered has
been established by the Center for Teaching Quality. CTQ explains:

The current concept of working conditions for states has moved
beyond typical labor issues of occupational health and safety concerns
to consider a more comprehensive environment for teaching and
learning. Recent teaching working conditions research also includes
measures to determine the effect of time allocation, empowerment,
professional development, and leadership, complex issues now proven
to be closely related to the capacity of professionals to improve student
learning. (Center for Teaching Quality)

Teacher Working Conditions Initiative: The Teacher Working Conditions Initiative
was enacted in 2002 by North Carolina’s Governor Mike Easley. The purpose of the Teacher
Working Conditions Initiative was for North Carolina “to implement a statewide study of
teacher working conditions by surveying teachers and administrators across the state”
(Center for Teaching Quality).

Time: The North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions Survey defines the time
domain as “the time available to teachers to adequately engage in such activities as planning,

teaching, and professional development critical to successfully reaching all students™

(Teacher Working Condition Survey).
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CHAPTER II

LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

Recent years have seen the emergence of a debate on what the most appropriate grade
configuration is for schools to best meet the academic and socio-emotional needs of young
adolescents. This debate centers on the analysis of the two most popular grade
configurations for schools serving young adolescents ranging in age from 10 to 14: K-8
schools and middle schools. K-8 schools are schools that serve student populations in grades
kindergarten through eighth grade. In fact, many K-8 schools now include a pre-
kindergarten (pre-K) program for four year-olds as well. Middle schools are separate schools
designed to meet the academic and emotional needs of middle grades students in isolation
from younger students; however, it is important to note that middle school grade
configurations are often structured differently according to the educational philosophies and
financial capabilities of each individual school district. Hence, separate middle school grade
configurations may include grades 3-8, 4-8, 5-8, or 6-8. However, the most popular middle
school grade configuration includes grades 6-8.

Looking back at statistics from past years on the number of public schools configured
in either a K-8 or middle school configuration is an important starting point in an analysis of

public K-8 schools and middle schools. A search of prominent national websites on



education such as The U.S. Department of Education and the National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES) found that public school grade configurations are simply classified into the
categories of elementary and secondary. Under this type of classification, all public K-8
schools and middle schools are placed within the classification of elementary schools;
however, upon further review, a table formulated by the National Center for Education
Statistics delineated public schools beyond the simple classification of elementary and
secondary schools. Public schools within this National Center for Education Statistics table
included totals for the following categories public elementary schools, regular elementary
schools, pre-K, kindergarten (K), or first grade through grades three or four, pre-K, K, or first
grade through fifth grade, pre-K, K, or first grade through sixth grade, pre-K, K, or first grade
through eighth grade, grades four, five, or six through six, seven, or eight, and other grade
spans. Within the Digest of Education Statistics Tables and Figures section of the NCES
website, it was found that, in 2005, 17,843 schools existed that served adolescents up to the
g™ grade. Of these schools, 5,502, or 31%, were configured as K-8 schools. The remaining
12,341 schools, 69% of the schools serving adolescents up to the 8" grade, were configured
as middle schools in the form of 4-8, 5-8, or 6-8 grade configurations (NCES, 2007). A
closer look at similar statistics gathered for the 2003 and 2004 school years revealed that the
percentage of K-8 schools to middle schools had remained consistent over this three year
time period. Even though the total number of K-8 schools and middle schools had increased
slightly for each grade configuration over this three year period, 31% of schools serving
adolescents up to 8" grade were K-8 schools and 69% of public schools were one of the three
most common variations of middle schools (4-8, 5-8, or 6-8) (NCES, 2007). These statistics

support conclusions drawn by such educational researchers as Paglin & Fager (1997), who
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state that “today, the middle school is the dominant form of middle grades education in terms
of numbers of students enrolled” (p. 2).

The state of North Carolina also categorizes school statistics along the lines of grade
configurations within the elementary realm so a search can be conducted to determine the
number of K-8 schools and middle schools serving middle grades students. According to
North Carolina Report Cards, North Carolina’s public school system contained 128 K-8
schools. A further breakdown of the public K-8 schools in North Carolina for the 2005-06
school year found there were 80 regular, non-charter, K-8 schools and 31 regular, charter K-8
schools that followed a traditional ten-month, school calendar, at the beginning of the 2005-
06 school year. K-8 schools classified as a regular school meant they were not designed
specifically to meet the needs of special populations, such as special education students;
students who had been removed from the regular school setting due to excessive discipline
problems; or terminally ill students who were unable to be enrolled in a regular school
setting. There were an additional 17 schools, eight non-charter (seven K-12 and one K-11)
and nine charter (six K-12 and three K-9, K-10, or K-11), that were structured in a grade
configuration extending beyond grade eight due to their extreme rural location or due to their
charter school nature (North Carolina Report Cards, 2007).

A search of North Carolina Report Cards for existing public middle schools either in
a 3-8, 4-8, 5-8 or 6-8 grade configuration for the 2005-06 school year found that there was a
total of 387 public middle schools in North Carolina. Seven of the 387 public middle schools
were classified as a charter school (one 4-8, two 5-8, and four 6-8) operating as a regular

school on a traditional calendar. There were 380 non-charter public middle schools. The
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public, non-charter middle schools included one 3-8, five 4-8, 25 5-8, and 349 6-8, non-
charter public middle schools (North Carolina Report Cards, 2007).

The literature review will begin the synthesis of literature by looking at where public
K-8 schools remain a popular grade configuration for middle grades students. The discussion
will then turn to locations where public K-8 schools have emerged in greater numbers in
recent years. Before moving into the heart of the literature review and a debate on the
effectiveness of public K-8 schools versus public middle schools in meeting the academic
and emotional needs of middle grades students, the review will discuss characteristics of
previous research that has debated the best grade configuration for middle grades students.
Next, the literature review will shift to a discussion on why the debate on grade
configurations, K-8 versus separate middle schools, is important by focusing on the needs of
young adolescents. This researcher will then discuss literature that provides a brief history of
grade configurations serving middle grades students and the movement in the mid-1990s
which began to question the separate middle school model for middle grades students.

The next segment of this literature review will focus on the reasons for the increased
popularity in the debate between public K-8 schools and public middle schools at best
meeting the needs of middle grades students. Categories that will be discussed within this
segment of the literature review in public K-8 schools, as opposed to middle schools, include
academic achievement, the elimination of the elementary to middle school transition with the
adoption of the K-8 grade configuration, a comparison of discipline within public K-8
schools and public middle schools, parental and community involvement, and the desire to
establish small learning environments. Following the discussion of the literature which

outlines the reasons for the current debate on the best grade configuration for meeting the
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needs of middle grades students, the literature review will shift to an overlooked area in the
debate on the best grade configuration for middle grades students, teachers’ perceptions of K-
8 schools versus middle schools. At this point the literature review will discuss previous
research on the topic of teacher satisfaction and teachers’ perceptions of working conditions
in K-8 schools and middle schools. Unfortunately, during an examination of previous
research on teacher satisfaction, it has become clear that previous research has failed to
specifically focus on teacher satisfaction and teachers’ perceptions of working conditions in
public K-8 schools as opposed to public middle schools. Instead, the literature and research
on teacher satisfaction and working conditions primarily focuses on middle schools in
general. Therefore, the purpose of this research study will be to look at teachers’ perceptions
of the working conditions in K-8 schools and middle schools.
Welcome Back K-8 Schools

Barry E. Herman (2004) recently concluded, “there is much interest around the
country in the revival of K-8 schools” (p. 8). Other educators agree that the current trend in
many school districts indicates a gradual abandonment of the separate middle school and a
return to a K-8 grade configuration in order to best meet the academic and emotional needs
of young adolescents in the middle grades (Abella, 2005; Anfara & Buehler, 2005; George,
2005; Mizell, 2005). The return to a K-8 grade configuration for the middle grades is most
notable in large, urban school districts such as Baltimore, Boston, Cincinnati, Cleveland,
Denver, Harrisburg, Hartford, Milwaukee, Newark, New Orleans, New York City, Oklahoma
City, Palm Beach, Philadelphia, and Phoenix (Abella, 2005; Anfara & Buehler, 2005;

George, 2005; Look, 2001; Mizell, 2005). George (2005) suggested one reason for the
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increase in popularity of the K-8 grade configuration in these urban areas was to close
“‘troubled’ 6-8 middle schools” (p. 6).

With so many large cities across the country either transforming their districts entirely
to K-8 schools, or beginning a gradual changeover to schools with the K-8 grade
configuration, there have to be justifiable reasons for doing so. How else would such large
school districts be able to ensure continued political support from stakeholders within their
school communities?

Herman (2004) ties the K-8 model all the way back to “the one-room schoolhouse,
the nation’s first model for middle level education” (p. 9). He goes on to point out, “students
received a considerable amount of individual attention in the one-room schools that were
common in rural America in the 19" and early 20" centuries” (p. 9). Herman points to
several specific characteristics of the one-room schoolhouse that are often found in K-8
schools today which include the integration of patriotic, legal, religious, and moral values
within the school curriculum. Herman also hails the one-room schoolhouse for providing
opportunities for “cooperative learning and older students helping younger students” (p. 9).
The characteristics of one-room schoolhouses Herman describes are many of the same
characteristics that proponents of K-8 schools in urban and rural school districts across the
United States are rallying behind in support of a move back to K-8 schools from the once
overwhelmingly popular middle school model.

Research on the Debate of the K-8 Versus Middle School Grade Configuration

It is important to note the limited amount of research that has been completed

analyzing the success of K-8 schools and middle schools and their ability to provide

successful learning environments for young adolescent children. Look (2001) describes the
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breadth of research comparing K-8 schools to middle schools as “a shallow body of
literature” (p. 2). Furthermore, the literature and data that does exist is still considered by
educators such as Hough (1995) as “inconclusive” (p. 9).

The two forms of literature most common that present a comparison of the K-8 and
middle school grade configuration are anecdotal, descriptive articles and statistical analyses.
Connolly, Yakimowski-Srebnick, and Russo (2002) explain:

Anecdotal literature focuses on the advantages and disadvantages of
K-8 schools according to the perceptions of parents, teachers, and
administrators. These stakeholders defend their preference with an
intuitive understanding of the choices. (p. 28)
Hence, anecdotal literature has addressed the K-8 versus middle school debate from a
qualitative approach.

Other researchers (Anfara & Buehler; Connolloy, et al., 2002; Hough, 1995; Paglin &
Fager, 1997) have referenced quantitative studies that have compared K-8 schools to middle
schools from a limited perspective. Statistical analyses, or research studies, depend on the
quantitative data to support one’s argument. For example, Hough acknowledges the presence
of statistical research comparing K-8 schools to middle schools. However, Hough states
quantitative research up to this point “cannot be statistically related to school organization”
in areas such as “student learning, attitudes, behavior, adjustment, truancy, and teacher
performance” (p. 9). Also, Connolloy, et al. emphasize that statistical research is “gravely
limited” (p. 28). The research studies that do exist, in the words of Connolloy et al.
“compare the programs and curricula offered at different middle schools. Few compare K-5,
6-8, with K-8 configured schools” (p. 28). Connolloy et al. conclude by stating that, “no

definitive study has offered a clear direction for schools” that house young adolescents (p.

28).

36



Hough (1995) notes that, when middle schools were rising in popularity, prior to the
renewed popularity of K-8 schools, it was suggested that “an ideal grade span has not been
empirically identified” (p. 7). Paglin and Fager (1997) also decline to entirely support either
K-8 schools or middle schools as being the best grade configuration for middle grades
students as they explain, “Research has not provided definitive answers to the myriad
possible questions about grade span” (p. 1). Paglin and Fager suggest that “even the studies
that do attempt to isolate the effect of grade span by controlling for other variables are
suggestive rather than definitive” (p. 6). Nevertheless, researchers such as Anfara and
Buehler (2005) state there is “evidence that academic achievement, social development, and
dropout rates are all influenced by grade span configuration” (p. 56).

Meeting the Needs of Young Adolescents: K-8 Schools Versus Middle Schools

Even during the height of the middle school movement in the early 1990s, researchers
recognized the unique academic and emotional needs of young adolescents during the middle
grades (Cromwell, 1999; Hough, 1995; McEwin & Alexander, 1990). Hough attributes the
importance of the middle grades for young adolescents to several aspects of adolescents’
lives during the middle grades. Hough recognizes that adolescence is a time of rapid
physical growth, a time for the development of morals and values, and often is when young
adolescents first encounter choices associated with sex, drugs, and violence. Cromwell
suggests that “kids aged 12 and 13 have their own needs—including discipline problems and
special electives” (p. 3).

Look (2001) presents several questions that middle grades educators should address
as school districts decide whether or not to implement K-8 schools or middle schools within

their districts. Questions that Look identifies include:
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* How can schools increase academic rigor in the middle grades?

*  What school conditions are necessary to support adolescent identity
development?

* What interventions aid students’ transitions between grades and
between schools?

* What role do race, class, and gender play in answering these
questions? (p. 1)

George (2005) also discusses the importance of the middle grades for young
adolescents through his comparison of certain aspects of K-8 schools and separate
middle schools. At first, George supports K-8 schools instead of separate middle
schools for young adolescents in the middle grades because of what he views as an
increased potential for middle school students to encounter the evils of adolescence
when they are collectively placed in mass numbers. George explains:

For three additional years, instead of leaving younger children behind

and moving to a place with age mates, some of whom might smoke,

use drugs, engage in sexual activity, even drive cars, young

adolescents could stay younger longer... (p. 8)
However, later in the same article, George flips his argument, stating that keeping young
adolescents in the same building with K-5 students for their middle school years could
potentially result in the “corruption of younger children” as younger children come into
contact with the before-mentioned evils first encountered during adolescence (p. 10).

EAN1Y

Connolly, et al. (2002) attributed the rise of middle schools as educators’ “attempt to
address the social and emotional needs” of young adolescents “by offering a more

appropriate educational environment for students” (p. 28). In fact, Connolly et al. propose an

argument held by middle school supporters who believe the best place to educate young
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adolescents is middle schools, rather than K-8 schools. Connolly et al. offer “that the K-8
grade configuration does not allow for programs to address the particular developmental
needs of any specific age group” (p. 29).

History of Grade Configuration in American Schools: The Decline in the Junior High Grade
Configuration

Barry E. Herman (2004) confides in The Revival of K-8 Schools, that “the middle
school still predominates in public schools in our nation” (p. 7). According to the National
Center for Education Statistics, there were still 12,341 public middle schools in the United
States in 2005, as opposed to 5,502 K-8 schools (NCES, 2007). According to several
educators (Anfara & Buehler, 2005; Cromwell, 1999; Herman, 2004) the rise in popularity of
the middle school grade configuration began in the 1960s. Middle schools arose during this
time period because the junior high grade configuration, primarily consisting of students in
grades 7 through 9, was under question for its ability to meet the academic and socio-
emotional needs of young adolescents (Anfara & Buehler, 2005; Cromwell, 1999; Herman,
2004). Herman describes the junior high school that was most prominent during the 1950s
and 1960s as a “mini-high school” (p. 11). This “mini-high school” type setting in the junior
high school was not meeting the academic needs of young adolescents like it once did during
the onset in its popularity at the turn of the 20" century.

Another reason for the sudden displeasure with the junior high model was the fact
that adolescents’ socio-emotional needs had increased over the first half of the 20" century
due to what Herman (2004) primarily labels as “increased rates of physical and social
maturation” (p. 11). These needs had not existed for junior high schools to address in the

past. Many educators and parents alike felt there was a need to separate ninth graders from
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other young adolescents in the 7-9 junior high setting because, “ninth-graders are more like
high school students than they were when the original junior high school was conceived” (p.
11). Herman categorizes educators’ continuously changing support in favor of various grade
configurations serving middle grades students from the initial appearance of a middle school
movement, to the more recent “revival of K-8 schools” as “a pendulum swinging back and
forth” (p. 1). Herman suggests the current “revival of K-8 schools” could lead to “phasing
out the junior high (or middle school) concept in some places” (p. 1).

Mizell (2005) reinforced his dissatisfaction with the junior high model in its ability to
meet the needs of young adolescents in the middle grades by a reference to the findings of
Juvonen, Le, Kagonoff, Augustine, & Constant (2004). Juvonen et al. suggest that the junior
high model fails to meet young adolescents’ needs because it focuses on “content rather than
exploration” and “departmentalization rather than integration” amongst other reasons (p. 14).
Junior high schools were viewed as too much like high schools and were not providing the
educational benefits and opportunities that young adolescents needed at this stage in their
lives. However, Mizell highlights other reasons for the sudden popularity of the middle
school model as opposed to the junior high model as the 20™ century progressed. Mizell’s
reasons for the conversion to and increase in middle schools include ““a rise in secondary
school enrollments, the desire to push sixth grade out of elementary schools, and the need to
address school desegregation” (p. 15).

Anfara and Buehler (2005) attributed the conversion of junior high schools to middle
schools during the 1960s in part to the need for a grade configuration better suited for various
instructional strategies and programs aimed at middle grades students such as “team

teaching, integrated curricula, advisory programs, and flexible scheduling” (p. 53).
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Factors to Consider in the Debate on the Best Grade Configuration for Middle
Grades Students

Questioning the Middle School Model from the Perspective of Location
DeYoung, Howley, and Theobald (1994) present a challenge to the middle school

grade configuration during a time it remained highly popular in the early 1990s from the
perspective of location. They challenged the feasibility of the middle school grade
configuration for rural areas throughout the United States. DeYoung et al. speak
passionately for rural America to protect their K-8 school communities. DeYoung et al.
argue:

But more is at stake in rural America than an intellectual argument

over the aims of middle schooling. Rather, on two accounts, the

emergence of middle schools under the cloak of psychological

progress can be destructive to both the declining sense of community

in America, and to the actual persistence of many rural communities

still organized around K-8 or K-6 public schools. (p. 14)
DeYoung et al. conclude by declaring,

to the extent which Americans in rural locales continue to value a

sense of place and a sense of the particular communities in such

places, they need to resist the philosophy of ‘the middle school

concept’ when professional educators begin to talk about ‘school

improvement.” Otherwise, they may improve their own school right

out of existence. (p. 24)
The work of DeYoung et al. is extremely important in the comparison of the effectiveness of
K-8 schools and middle schools in meeting the needs of young adolescents and their
teachers.

The context of a given area is a key factor that should be considered in the

establishment of either a K-8 school or a middle school in a given locale. Paglin and Fager

(1997) suggest, “each community considers different factors when making grade span

decisions and that no one grade configuration is right for all” (p. 1). Look (2001) also
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emphasizes the importance that location may play in a district’s decision to either choose K-8
schools or middle schools for educating middle grades students. Look suggested that “Some
residential communities turned towards K-8 schools as a means to create true neighborhood
schools” (p. 2). Look explains that “the local K-8 school allowed families to avoid sending
children across informal boundaries to the middle school, which serves a broader
geographical area” (p. 2).

David L. Hough (1995) writes extensively on the potential move away from the
middle school grade configuration. Hough questions those who support the middle school
model as the only option for organizing young adolescents within a school. Hough defends
his unwillingness to support one particular existing grade configuration (middle school or K-
8) for middle grades students over another, explaining,

While it is important to note that grade spans are less indicative of a
school’s educational philosophy than its programs, policies, and
practices, there is no national consensus on appropriate spans for the
middle grades. (p. 8)
Instead, Hough proposes his “elemiddle school,” as the best grade configuration for middle
grades students. Hough explains the “elemiddle school” is
One that attends to the needs of young adolescents, aged 10 to 14, in

any combination of grades 5 through &, but is also part of an
organizational structure that includes lower grades. (p. 7)

(13

Hough’s “elemiddle school” actually precedes by nearly a decade the sudden rise in
popularity of the K-8 grade configuration that is now seen in many urban areas throughout
the nation. For the first time Hough, however, delineates the concept of grade configuration

as one of the most important factors to be considered when establishing the best school for

young adolescents and their teachers.
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Hough (1995) goes on to explain the strengths he observes in the “elemiddle model,”
in comparison to middle and junior high schools. Hough contends that a move to an
“elemiddle school” grade configuration would “more easily facilitate the child-centered
programs conducive to young adolescent learning (p. 8). Hough realizes that for there to be
an acceptance of his “elemiddle school,” or a return to prior school grade configurations that
were more prevalent before the rise in popularity of the middle school model, many
educators would still have to be convinced of the value of such grade configuration models
for young adolescents. Hough concludes his argument on the “elemiddle school” by
suggesting,
But while it appears that elemiddle schools hold great promise as
facilitators of reform efforts, the organizations of middle grades
schools will probably remain a function of decision makers’ personal
preferences, community needs, and economic necessity. (p. 9)

The Influence of Local and State Politics on Grade Configuration

Brown (1998) offers pertinent information from the North Carolina court case,
Leandro v. North Carolina that could continue to affect rural districts and their
decision whether or not to organize middle grades students into K-8 schools or
middle schools. Available funding might influence rural districts throughout the state
of North Carolina for years to come if funding provided to local education agencies
(LEA; or school districts) is not made more equitable for all LEAs throughout the
state. Brown writes:

The state of North Carolina provides the resources necessary to supply
the state’s standard course of study to students in all school districts
based upon the average daily membership (ADM). Furthermore,
North Carolina’s local school districts do not have taxing authority.

School districts must get the approval of their county commissioners to
tax residents for support beyond that received from the state. (p. 45)
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Hence, the amount of money allotted each year to LEAs by the state of North Carolina makes
up a significant portion of the budgets LEAs have to support their school systems on a yearly
basis. Odden and Picus (2000) estimate “65.1% of educational revenue for the state of North
Carolina in the 1994-95 school year came from state funds” (p. 7). On the other hand,
“24.6% of educational revenue for the state of North Carolina in the 1994-95 school year
came from local funds” (p. 7). Brown (1998) explains that disparities often appear between
districts that are totally dependent on state allocations each year and those districts that
supplement their state allotment for education with tax dollars. Brown explains,

In the low-wealth counties, most of the operating budgets come from

state funds. There are few or no local supplements to increase teacher

salaries, add new positions or purchase additional supplies. In

medium-wealth districts, school boards may convince county

commissioners to levy a local property tax to increase teachers’

salaries above the state salary schedule for teachers and administrators.

However, in the high-wealth districts, county commissioners are more

likely to approve a tax levy to support local supplements to raise

teachers’ salaries above the state salary schedule. (p. 45)

Brown (1998) correlates the state court case, Leandro v. State of North Carolina, to
rural education, school finance, and educational equity in North Carolina public schools.
Brown emphasizes in his article that the key legal principle in the Leandro case is the
responsibility of the state to “provide every child with a ‘sound basic education’ (p. 45).
Brown goes on to explain that rural LEAs, often the low-wealth districts in the state, were
greatly affected by the High Court’s decision in the Leandro case; however, Brown points
out,

The Court agreed that each child in the state should be afforded a
“sound basic education” but did not agree that the state constitution

required the state to provide each district equal funding on a per-pupil
basis. (p. 45)
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Several arguments provided by the plaintiffs in the Leandro case highlight ways state
funding of public education can place rural school districts at a disadvantage when it comes
to providing equitable and high-quality educations for its students when compared to high-
wealth districts. Brown (1998) highlights two specific arguments that rural district plaintiftfs
provided to the High Court of North Carolina which place rural school districts at a financial
disadvantage. First, Brown shares the fact that

Children in their districts are denied an equal education because there
is greater disparity between the educational opportunities available to
children in their districts and those offered in more wealthy districts of
the state. (p. 46)

The second plaintiff argument that Brown (1998) highlights is “the state leaves the
funding of capital expenses as well as 25 percent of current school expenses to local
governments” (p. 46). Hence, disparities have developed between school districts throughout
the state of North Carolina because of the increased responsibility of local governments to
supplement minimal state funding for education. The financial inequity that exists in the
comparison of educational programs between low-wealth and high-wealth school districts
has often resulted in academic disparities between the students attending low-wealth and
high-wealth districts; likewise, the financial responsibility of LEAs within the state of North
Carolina to build their schools leaves the discretion with each individual school district to
determine what type of grade configuration best fits the needs of its students, and can be best
financially supported by its available capital improvements budget. The context of each
district, whether it be rural or urban, the socio-economic make-up of its student population,
and the diverse educational needs of its student body should be examined by each school

district in determining whether K-8 schools or middle schools are best suited for the school

district.
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Local politics is another contextual factor that often influences a school district’s
choice of grade configuration for its middle grades students. The responsibility often falls to
local school districts to raise money to supplement state allocated funds for education in
many states. Stakeholders within the local political arena want the power to influence how
funds raised by local and state governments are allocated to be spent within their school
district. Gerstl-Pepin and Marshall (2005) explain local government’s delegated power to
make decisions such as the grade configuration of its schools when she writes, “state
legislatures generally retain authority but defer to localities to generate local funds and to
work out details of implementing policies and delivering services” (p. 125). Gerstl-Pepin
and Marshall continue their explanation of local government’s strong influence on local
school districts when they explain, “town and city councils and county commissions affect
school policies most when they determine tax rates, school sites, district boundaries, and
other similar issues” (p. 133). These decisions in turn can and often do influence a district’s
choice of grade configuration. In essence, a school district’s decision to choose one
particular grade configuration over another for middle grades students may be influenced as
much by the financial capabilities and politics of the county or community as it is by what is
best for the middle grades students themselves.

Look (2001) also discusses how a school district’s financial capabilities may
influence a school district’s decision to implement K-8 schools or middle schools for middle
grades students. Look explains “some districts find K-8 schools to be less expensive to
operate than simultaneously running elementary and middle schools” (p. 2). Look highlights
the influence of financial capability upon the decision-making processes within a school

district by sharing some specifics of the financial policies faced by the Philadelphia School
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System when it chooses to implement K-8 schools or middle schools. Look notes that K-8
schools are classified as elementary schools, and thus “are funded at a lower level than the
middle grades of a middle school” (p. 4). As a result, K-8 schools in Philadelphia may not be
allocated positions such as assistant principals and resource officers that a middle school
would automatically receive. Hence, a school’s grade configuration in some school districts
may affect the financial capacity of a school. Likewise, a school district might choose one
grade configuration over another, in Philadelphia’s case, K-8 over middle schools, in part due
to the rationale of cheaper operating costs for K-8 schools as compared to middle schools at
the academic expense of what is truly best for its students.
Academic Achievement of Middle Grades Students in K-8 Schools Versus Middle Schools

A popular reason proponents of K-8 schools provide in support of young adolescent
placement in K-8 schools is the belief that K-8 schools provide learning environments that
allow for greater academic achievement. Many educators (Abella, 2005; Anfara & Buehler,
2005; Balfanz, Spiridakis, & Nield, 2002; Connolly et al., 2002; Erb, 2005; George, 2005;
Herman, 2004; Hough, 1995; Look, 2001; Mizell, 2005; McEwin & Alexander, 1990;
McEwin, Dickinson, & Jacobson, 2005) have conducted extensive research projects to
determine if there is validity to the statement that young adolescents, primarily between the
ages of 10 and 14, perform better academically within a K-8 learning environment than a
middle school environment. Educational researchers have measured the academic
achievement of students attending K-8 versus middle schools by comparing such indicators
as test scores, GPAs, promotion rates, and dropout rates. However, Paglin and Fager (1997)
point out, through a reference to Wihry, Coladarci, and Meadow (1992) that comprehensive

research is lacking that
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...attempts the more difficult task of determining if a cause-and-effect
relationship exists between grade configuration and academic
achievement, while controlling for other factors such as school size,
student socioeconomic status, and teacher experience. (p. 6)

Other researchers have analyzed middle grades students’ academic achievement
through longitudinal studies by looking at students’ academic performance at K-8 schools
and middle schools until the completion of their 9" grade year in high school (Offenberg,
2001; Simmons & Blyth, 1987). Simmons and Blyth (1987) conducted a longitudinal study
from 1974-1979 that included a “stratified random sample” of schools from Milwaukee’s K-
8, K-6, and 7-9 (junior high) schools (p. 25). Even though this study did not include schools
that are defined by today’s standards as middle schools, this study did focus upon grade
configuration’s impact on young adolescent and middle grades students’ academic
achievement. Simmons and Blyth stratified the sample into three groups of schools based on
the percentage of minority students in the school. These groups were defined as having 0-
20%, 21-42%, or 43-100% minority representation. As a result of stratification, the sample
included 18 total schools: six K-8 schools, eight comparable K-6 schools, and four
predominantly black K-6 schools, out of 120 elementary schools and 22 junior high schools
in Milwaukee Public Schools. A synopsis of the goals of this study by Simmons and Blyth
(1987) follows:

It begins with a focus on the problematic transitional year at entry to
adolescence. It first follows children from Grade 6 (the “last year of
childhood”) into Grade 7 (early adolescence), and then extensively
remeasures them in Grade 9 and 10 (middle adolescence), thus
covering a 5-year period. The short- as well as the long-term
consequences of the transition into early adolescence, therefore, can be
studied, including the transition into senior high school. (p. 8)

From a population of every sixth grade student in the district, an 85% response rate

with parental consent was obtained from K-8 and K-6 students. A closer look at the sample
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demographics revealed that “There were 924 students in the total sample in Grade 6, 703 of
whom were from K-8 and comparable K-6 schools. Of these, 621 (88%) were white” (p. 26).
Students agreed to be interviewed once in the fall or spring of sixth and seventh grade so that
the short-term effects of grade configuration could be measured. Along with data obtained
from student interviews, student academic achievement was measured with data obtained
from students’ records at their schools. The types of accessible, achievement data used for
analysis included student GPA and scores on end-of-the year achievement tests in reading
and math. Simmons and Blyth (1987) conducted Multivariate Analyses of Variance
(MANOVAs) and One-way ANOV As, “with gender as the independent variable” (p. 54).
Simmons and Blyth rationalize their choice of the MANOVA statistical method because it
“is a suitable analysis to summarize the existence of effects across sets of dependent
variables in any one year” (p. 54). Simmons and Blyth also conducted a Repeated Measures
Design because it “can summarize the effects for one variable across years” (p. 54).
Short-term and long-term consequences affecting student academic achievement as a
result of attendance at K-8 schools versus K-6 schools and then 7-9 schools (junior high
school) were measured in this study. Short-term consequences were considered by Simmons
and Blyth (1987) to have occurred in Phase I of this study, during students’ sixth and seventh
grade years. Simmons and Blyth recorded that “in seventh grade, the junior high students,
both boys and girls, earn less high GPAs,” after there were “no significant differences in
GPAs the year before,” when these students first entered the study in sixth grade (p. 246).
Simmons and Blyth (1987) also found long-term consequences that affected student
achievement as a result of students attending a K-8 school, rather than a K-6 school followed

by a 7-9 school in their study. Long-term consequences which measured student academic
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achievement in ninth and tenth grades, following attendance at a K-8 school, or a K-6 and
then a 7-9 school, revealed a “general decrease in GPA as one goes up in grade level” (p.
248). Furthermore, “each school transition appears to be associated with a steeper decline”
(p. 248). Simmons and Blyth point out “that for boys the two cohorts are earning about the
same GPA in Grade 9; whereas for Grade 9 girls, the K-8 cohort is doing considerably
worse” (p. 248). Simmons and Blyth conclude their discussion of longitudinal academic
achievement by explaining “In Grade 10, it is the K-6/JH/SH cohort, who have just entered
senior high school, who are showing a steeper decline in GPA” (p. 248). Therefore,
“findings are mixed” on academic achievement data according to Simmons and Blyth in their
study comparing student academic achievement in K-8 schools as compared to students
attending K-6 schools before a transition to 7-9 junior high schools (p. 252).

The longitudinal nature of this study by Simmons and Blyth (1987) is one strength in
this study. This factor allowed for student academic data to be compared during two
different stages at two separate times during the study’s five year span. An additional
strength of this study was the ability of Simmons and Blyth to create a stratified random
sample of schools and students within these schools to be included in the final sample for the
study. This sample allowed for the generalizability of findings from this study to the entire
Milwaukee Public School System. Another strength of this study was that Simmons and
Blyth analyzed achievement data along gender lines.

Even though the work of Simmons and Blyth (1987) was a step in the right direction
for research analyzing the effects of grade configuration for young adolescents and middle
grades students, the generalizability of the study remains significantly limited today, since

most junior high schools have since been replaced by various middle school grade
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configurations. The grade levels within junior high schools are most likely not comparable
to the grade levels found within today’s middle school grade configurations. Furthermore,
this study took place nearly 30 years ago; hence, its research findings could be deemed
outdated by many educational researchers.

There has been at least one additional longitudinal study conducted along the same
premises of Simmons and Blyth (1987) that has received notoriety for its comprehensiveness
and its findings when analyzing academic achievement of middle grades students in different
grade configurations. Offenberg (2001) examined the success of young adolescents who
attended public K-8 schools as opposed to public middle schools in Philadelphia. The
objective of Offenberg’s study was to determine the effects of young adolescents’ attendance
in public K-8 schools as opposed to middle schools on eighth and ninth grade academic
achievement. From 1996 until 1999, Offenberg collected student achievement data from “37
to 42 middle schools and 40 to 43 K-8 schools” (p. 25). Prior to the beginning of this
research study and its corresponding data collection, Offenberg made the assumption that

It was apparent that children in the eighth grade of K-to-8 schools in
Philadelphia, on average, had better academic achievement than eighth grade
children in middle grades schools. For example, students in K-to-8 schools
appeared to perform better than students in middle grades schools on
standardized measures such as the Stanford Achievement Test (SAT-9). (p.
25)

Offenberg (2001) used regression models throughout his study “that control for the
differences in the socioeconomic status of schools in Philadelphia and then to find
statistically reliable variations, if any, in the performance of K-to-8 schools and middle
grades schools” (p. 25). In this study “the socioeconomic variable that was controlled for

was the Title 1 Eligibility Poverty Index, which is based on the percentage of students who

receive public assistance and are eligible for reduced price lunch” (p. 25). Ethnic
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background was also controlled for in this study at some schools; however, “the addition of
the ethnic background variable never changed the significance or magnitude of the effect of
the type of school to a meaningful degree” (p. 25). In the end, Offenberg concluded that “all
the analyses lead to the conclusion that the better SAT-9 scores of K-to-8 schools were not
merely artifacts of the social class of the student bodies they served” (p. 25).

Offenberg (2001) converted this study of young adolescent academic achievement in
Philadelphia’s K-8 and middle schools into a longitudinal study as well by following K-8 and
middle school alumni into their prospective high schools. Once these students entered high
school, he collected data that would reflect their academic achievement at the conclusion of
their ninth grade, or freshman years, to determine if there might have been a significant effect
on the ninth grade academic achievement in relation to whether they attended a K-8 or
middle school the previous three years. From Offenberg’s longitudinal study he found:

With the unique character of the high schools and the poverty levels of
middle grade schools controlled, the analyses showed that the K-to-8
alumni’s GPA was about one tenth of a letter grade higher than the
middle grades school alumni’s GPA, a statistically significant
difference (p<.02). (p. 27)
Hence, Offenberg concluded, “ninth grade GPAs, credits earned, and standardized reading,
math, and science scores all tended in the direction favoring K-to-8 alumni” (p. 26).

Connolly, et al. (2002) completed a study within Baltimore City Public Schools from
2000-02 that compared the success of K-8 schools to K-5 elementary schools feeding into 6-
8 middle schools. One of the research questions guiding this study by Connolly et al.
focused on student academic achievement that “allowed for post hoc comparisons of students

in two types of grade-configured schools” (p. 30). The research question that focused on

student academic achievement in BCPSS K-8 schools as compared to K-5 and 6-8 schools
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would analyze “student achievement as measured by the TerraNova (i.e., composite scores)
and the Maryland Functional Testing Program” (p. 30). Connolly et al. explained how these
two components of student achievement would be compared, stating,

Using guidelines established by CTB/McGraw Hill (1997), an average

score was calculated. On the Maryland Functional Testing Program,

pass rates were calculated on the mathematics, writing, and reading

tests. (p. 30)

Connolly, et al. (2002) used a mixed-methods design throughout this study. The
source of data for the component of this study that focused on student academic achievement
came from BCPSS’ current student information system. Connolly et al. explain that:

A longitudinal cohort design was used to follow a single group of

students through BCPSS’ schools. The cohort was designed to include

students who should have entered ninth grade during 2001-02. In

addition, students who were enrolled in BCPSS in the first grade

during 1993-94 were included... (p. 30)
According to Connolly et al., the cohort was divided into two subgroups for comparison. One
group contained students who attended a K-5 elementary and then a middle school. The
second group contained students who attended one K-8 school. In addition, “the cohort was
composed of only those students who remained consistently in the designated grade-
configured school” (p. 30). Connolly et al. identified control variables so groups could be
compared since students were not equal when first enrolled in their respective grade
configurations. Gender, race/ethnicity, and free/reduced lunch were identified as the control
variables for this study. Data was sorted using “descriptive and multivariate statistical
procedures, including analysis of covariance (MANCOVA), ordinary least squares and logit

models” to analyze student achievement data “using the Statistical Package for the Social

Sciences (SPSS) (1999) (p. 30). Connolly et al. applied a “conservative sampling approach
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(i.e. examining data on students enrolled in BCPSS for nine years meeting specified criteria)”
(p. 30).

The findings by Connolly, et al. (2002) from this study lean in favor of higher student
achievement from attendance at K-8 schools as opposed to separate K-5 (elementary) schools
followed by 6-8 middle schools in BCPSS. Connolly et al. summarize their findings
explaining that

Results from MANCOVA and Ordinary Least Squares analyses

indicate that students in K-8 schools had significantly higher

TerraNova reading, language arts, and mathematics scores than

students from K-5, 6-8 schools, after controlling for identified

variables such as baseline student achievement. (p. 33-34)
It was also concluded from the data “that K-8 students were more likely to pass the Maryland
Functional Testing Program” (p. 34). In fact, Connolly et al. noted that “the difference in
mathematics was statistically significant” (p. 34).

Connolly, et al. (2002) also administered a survey to principals and teachers within
the study they conducted in the BCPSS in the spring and summer of 2001 to gather data on
“parental and principal perceptions” of K-8 schools as opposed to K-5 and 6-8 schools (p.
30). A sample of 168 principals yielded a 93.9 percent response rate whereas a sample of
775 parents yielded a 27.3 percent response rate. Connolly et al. analyzed the results “by
grade configuration to allow comparisons of perceptual data on schooling experiences” (p.
30).

Herman (2004) also provides evidence that supports the ability of K-8 schools to
increase the academic achievement of young adolescents in comparison to separate middle

schools for young adolescents. Significant results were found in Cleveland where sixth

graders in K-8 schools exhibited better attendance patterns and scored higher on standardized
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tests than their peers in middle schools. Herman concludes his argument in favor of K-8
schools suggesting,
The move to scrap middle schools in favor of K-8 schools is prompted
by several factors, including a growing discontent with middle
schools, research on the link between grade configuration and
academic achievement, and the wishes of parents. (p. 25)

Offenberg (2001) was later referenced by Abella (2005) in support of the potential
success public K-8 schools could have on student achievement in Miami-Dade County Public
Schools (MDCPS) as the district continues to convert many of its existing middle schools
into K-8 schools. Abella (2005) referenced results from Offenberg (2001) and his
comparison of academic achievement in a sample of public K-8 schools and public middle
schools in Philadelphia as support for potential increased academic achievement by middle
grades students attending K-8 schools in MDCPS. Abella (2005) conducted further research
on K- 8 schools for MDCPS in a comparison of existing “K-8 centers” (K-8 schools) to
traditional middle schools (p. 30). The sample for Abella’s study within K-8 centers in
MDCPS included, “students attending fifth grade at any of the five original K-8 centers that
began operation during the 1998-99 and 1999-2000 school years” (p. 30); however, “only
students enrolled consecutively at the same K-8 school in the fifth through eighth grades
were selected for inclusion in the K-8 sample” (p. 30). The K-8 sample consisted of 362
students from the K-8 centers in MDCPS.

The middle school comparison sample for Abella’s (2005) study in MDCPS included
“students enrolled in sixth grade at any of the 15 comparison schools during the 1999-2000

school year” (p. 30). Students from the comparison middle schools also had to remain within

the same middle school for grades six through eight to remain within the sample after they
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had attended fifth grade in a Miami-Dade County Public School. The middle school
comparison sample consisted of 1114 students.

In this study, Abella (2005) matched five K-8 centers with three middle schools that
were nearest in geographic location to each K-8 center and that also followed the same feeder
pattern into the same high school. The total sample for this research project included five K-
8 centers and 15 middle schools that students within the K-8 centers might have attended if
they were not enrolled at the K-8 centers. By high school, these “K-8 students were enrolled
in 25 different high schools, about two-thirds of the high schools in the district” (p. 31). All
data collected for this study consisted of secondary data obtained with permission from
MDCPS. An important sample characteristic of note from Abella’s study was the equal
percentage of free and reduced lunch students in both the K-8 and middle school student
samples. The primary measure used to compare academic achievement for middle grades
students in K-8 schools and middle schools was test score data. Abella found when looking
at a comparison of middle grades students’ reading scores on the Reading Comprehension
portion of the Stanford 9 achievement test that:

The reading gains of the two groups at the end of one year of middle
school attendance were found to be significantly different when
statistically tested (independent sample t-test, 2-tailed). By grade
seven, after two years of attending middle school grades, K-8 students
had improved their reading comprehension scores by 47 points. The
comparison students had improved their scores approximately by 43
points since the fifth grade. The reading gains of the two groups at the
end of grade seven were also significantly different, with K-8 students
outperforming the comparison group. (p. 31)
Abella, though, discovered that at the conclusion of eighth grade differences in reading gains

on end-of-grade tests were not significant. Finally, Abella followed these students into high

school and compared their reading scores on the Stanford 9 in their first year of high school
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in the ninth grade. At the end of ninth grade, Abella found no difference in reading scores, as
had been the case with students at the beginning of sixth grade. These findings bring into
question whether or not the K-8 school model actually leads to greater academic success in
reading as opposed to middle school attendance when following middle grades students
longitudinally into high school.

Abella (2005) also looked at middle grades students’ scores on the math portion of
the Stanford 9 achievement test in his comparison of academic achievement for students
attending K-8 schools as opposed to middle schools in MDCPS. When looking at the math
scores, Abella found:

K-8 and comparison students began in the sixth grade with identical
mean scale scores in the Stanford 9 mathematics component of the
test. By the time they reached ninth grade, K-8 students and
comparison students produced similar mean scale scores. However, it

was also observed that K-8 students significantly outperformed
comparison students in math throughout three years of middle school.

(p. 32)

Even though “the difference in math performance between the two groups was no longer
statistically significant by senior high school,” as was the case with the reading scores from
the Stanford 9 test, Abella argues his study uncovers the potential for increased academic
achievement for middle grades students by their attendance in K-8 schools as opposed to
middle schools. Abella provides support for his argument in favor of K-8 schools over
middle schools by highlighting the success of middle grade students in their first year of
attendance at five new K-8 schools in MDCPS when he shares,

After one year of exposure to the K-8 school model, results showed K-

8 students academically outperforming comparable students attending
traditional middle schools. (p. 30)
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George (2005) provides additional support for middle grades student achievement in
K-8 schools as compared to middle schools. George contends that, “high poverty middle
schools are reported to be less effective, in terms of test scores, than K-8 programs in the
same district” (p. 6). George references the work of Balfanz, Spiridakis and Nield (2002), in
which they compared the academic achievement of K-8 students and middle school students
in the public schools of Philadelphia. Balfanz, et al., according to George, “concluded that
the typical high poverty K-8 school outperformed the typical high poverty middle school” (p.
6-7). George goes on to suggest that “increasing test scores seems to be the grail that
educators seek when K-8 schools are established” (p.7).

George (2005), however, later retreats from his total support of the K-8 grade
configuration for middle grades students. In the process, George brings to light other factors
that may affect the ability of K-8 schools to meet the academic needs of young adolescents.
George explains:

The influence of factors such as school size, location in urban or
suburban settings, poverty levels, ethnic diversity, and teacher quality
are not yet clearly understood in the K-8 setting. Desired outcomes
may have little to do with reconfiguring, and much to do with the
fundamental socioeconomic circumstances of the school. (p. 9)

Mizell (2005) also discusses the success of middle grades students academically
within K-8 schools as opposed to middle schools. Mizell shares:

In New Orleans, eighth graders in the school system’s five K-8 schools

(none of them magnets) were twice as likely to pass the state test

compared to students at the district’s failing middle schools. (p. 17)
However, Mizell also points out that K-8 schools are not an all-encompassing solution to

meeting students’ academic needs. Mizell suggests that research is still limited on “whether

K-8 students will also be the beneficiaries of an appropriate and rigorous curriculum” (p. 18).
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Mizell explains that “the academic mission of middle schools frequently took a back seat to
addressing students’ socio-emotional needs” since the onset of the middle school movement
(p. 15). Mizell declares that “it was not until the schools experienced the full impact of the
accountability, standards, and assessment movements that many of them adopted a
meaningful academic focus” (p. 15).

Despite the evidence gathered by educators in an attempt to prove that K-8 schools or
middle schools represent the best grade configuration for middle grades students, other
researchers continue to argue against the validity of these arguments. McEwin, Dickinson,
and Jacobson (2005) argue “no empirical, large-scale studies have examined the relationship
between grade configuration and student achievement as measured by standardized test
scores” (p. 25). McEwin et al. conducted a study in the fall of 2002 for a sample that
included students in grades five through eight with the goal “to collect and analyze objective
information about how young adolescents experience school in elementary schools and
middle schools” (p. 25). The random sample for this study included “304 randomly selected
K-8 schools across the nation” (p. 25). Quantitative surveys/questionnaires were mailed to
the principals at each of the schools in the random sample. From the schools within the
random sample, 101 K-8 schools responded, yielding a 33% response rate. The comparison
data on public middle schools was taken from a study by McEwin, Dickinson, and Jenkins
(2003) which included “746 public middle schools with grade configurations of 5-8, 6-8, or
7-8” (p. 25). From their observations, McEwin et al. suggest “it would be shortsighted, at
best, to believe that the grade configuration of a school does not affect programs and
practices” (p. 25). However, when McEwin et al. asked the question of K-8 principals, “what

do you believe is the best grade organization plan for young adolescents?,” the data revealed
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“only 16% of K-8 principals believed that the K-8 organization they were currently heading
was ideal for young adolescents” (p. 25-26). In addition, contrary to what one might expect
in a response from K-8 school principals, the 6-8 middle school model was chosen “as the
preference of 59% of the respondents” in the K-8 principals’ sample for placement of middle
grades students (p. 26). Furthermore, McEwin et al. share, “the majority of the K-8
principals indicated they would move the middle grades to middle schools if given the
opportunity” (p. 26). In the end, McEwin et al. draw their own conclusion on what they feel
is the best grade configuration for middle grades students. McEwin et al. conclude:

...based on the results from this study and the existing literature on

middle grades reform, the most accurate answer may be that the

typical middle school is more likely to meet the educational and
developmental needs of young adolescents than the typical K-8 school.

(p- 27)

Elimination of the Elementary to Middle School Transition

Another concern debated by educators (Abella, 2005; Connolly, et al., 2002; George,
2005; Look, 2001; Mizell, 2005; Paglin & Fager, 1997; Simmons & Blyth, 1987) in their
decision to implement K-8 schools or middle schools for middle grades students is the
elementary to middle school transition. Many educators (Abella, 2005; Connolly, et al.,
2002; George, 2005; Look, 2001; Mizell, 2005; Paglin & Fager, 1997; Simmons & Blyth,
1987) have a negative view of the transition middle grades students have to make from
elementary school to a separate middle school because of the effects it may have on young
adolescents academically and emotionally during their middle school years. These
researchers suggest the solution to this problem is to keep middle grades students within a K-
8 school grade configuration instead of transferring them to a separate middle school once

they reach early adolescence. Potential negative effects that middle grades students might
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encounter as a result of the transition from an elementary to separate middle school setting
include: decline in academic achievement as measured by end-of-grade test scores and GPA,
decreased participation in extracurricular activities, exposure to the evils of adolescence such
as alcohol, drugs, and sexual activities at a younger age, and the increased size, diversity, and
anonymity of their schools (Abella, 2005; George, 2005; Mizell, 2005; Simmons & Blyth,
1987). Retaining middle grades students within a K-8 school might eliminate some, if not
all, of the negative factors young adolescents might encounter if they had to make the
transition and attend a separate middle school after five or six years in their elementary
school setting.

Simmons and Blyth (1987) completed a study of young adolescents within
Milwaukee Public Schools (MPS) in the 1980s in which one of the research objectives was to
compare student success in school based on the number of transitions students had to make
from one school to another during their K-12 school years. The sample for this study
included males and females in grades six through ten that were attending or had attended K-6
(elementary), 7-9 (junior high), or 10-12 (high school) in MPS. Simmons and Blyth
discovered that students who attended K-8 schools and did not have to make the transition to
junior high after their K-6 years seemed to experience greater success academically and
socially. Simmons and Blyth explained these differences in middle grades experiences by
first stating that “the very nature of the school environment and the general atmosphere of the
school was dramatically different in these junior high schools from either of the elementary
types of schools” (p. 30). Simmons and Blyth partially attributed the negative aspects faced
by students when making the transition from elementary schools to junior high schools to the

“size and diversity” found within larger, more diverse junior high schools (p. 31). Simmons
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and Blyth explain in greater detail the contrasting experiences middle grades students
encounter as a result of a transition to junior high schools instead of remaining in K-8 schools
by stating:

This change in size and diversity had the effect of making it very

difficult for a student to become acquainted with the other students

even in their own grade level. This is in direct contrast to the seventh

graders in the K-8 schools who could be expected to be acquainted
with most, if not all, of the seventh and eighth graders in the building.

(p. 31)

Simmons and Blyth (1987) also look at the relationship between “school type and
school transition upon attitudes toward school and upon self-image” (p. 226). From this
study, Simmons and Blyth concluded “that the transition from a smaller elementary school to
a larger impersonal junior high school has a negative impact on the early adolescent child”
(p. 226). Hence, school size could be considered as a potential factor contributing to student
success in various grade configurations for middle grades students. Another observation is
that “feelings of anonymity increase for a short while every time there is a switch of schools”
(p. 226-27). Likewise, when looking at the effects of this transition on middle grades
students’ extracurricular participation Simmons and Blyth discovered that ““a transition into a
new school almost always results in a decreased level of participation” (p. 238). In fact,
Simmons and Blyth suggest “the early adolescent transition has persistent long-term
consequences” (p. 238). Simmons and Blyth include young adolescents’ decreased
participation in extracurricular activities as they proceed through school as one of these long-
term consequences and attribute this decrease to the transition from elementary to junior high
school instead of following the continuous K-8 path to high school.

Finally, Simmons and Blyth (1987) counterattack those that argue that a middle

school transition (in this study the junior high school transition) will make the eventual
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transition to high school easier for those students that have experienced previous school
transitions. Simmons and Blyth note that young adolescent girls that experienced both
transitions actually “respond more, not less, negatively to the transition into senior high
school than does the cohort who has to make only one change at a more mature age” (p. 227).

This landmark study by Simmons and Blyth (1987) was one of the first studies to
comprehensively look at the varying effects of grade configurations on middle grades
students. However, one must be careful in generalizing from this study to the present day K-
8 school versus middle school argument due to the fact this study compared K-8 schools to
junior high schools, not middle schools as they are defined today. The Simmons and Blyth
study also has limitations because over twenty years have passed since this study was
conducted. However, references to this study are numerous (Connolly, et al., 2002;
Offenberg, 2001) when educators debate the best grade configurations for middle grades
students.

Paglin and Fager (1997) also consider the transition from elementary to a separate
middle school as a potential drawback of young adolescents attending separate middle
schools as opposed to K-8 schools. Paglin and Fager describe school transitions as
potentially “stressful” times (p. 8).

George (2005) also writes in support of middle grades students attending K-8 schools
instead of middle schools in order to avoid this extra transition. George writes:

A restructuring of middle level education that would close 6-8 schools
and replace them with K-8 schools might produce additional benefits
for young adolescents. Perhaps the most likely of these positive
outcomes would be that K-8 schools would require one less school
transition (eliminating the transition out of fifth into sixth

grade)...Students who remained in small elementary schools from fifth
to sixth grades and beyond, would not face the consequences of
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transitions until they were older and presumably more capable of
handling the more impersonal high school climate. (p. 7)

Mizell (2005) also recognizes the transition from elementary to middle school as a
factor to be considered when determining the best grade configuration for middle grades
students. Mizell explains,

Converting a school system to a K-8, 9-12 configuration also

eliminates the transition from fifth to sixth grade that occurs when

there are 6-8 middle schools. As every parent knows, whenever a

young person transitions from one level of schooling to another,

whether from fifth to sixth grade, eighth to ninth grade, or twelfth

grade to post-secondary education, there is potential for difficulty. (p.

18)
Mizell’s recognition of other transition difficulties for students at other ages during their K-
12 years could have opened a window of opportunity for middle school advocates to propose
that the true problem is transitions in general, not just the elementary to middle school
transition. However, Mizell quickly closes that window when he discusses in greater detail
what he believes are the negatives in the transition from elementary to middle school:

These transitions require developing new relationships with adults and

peers, negotiating unfamiliar and unwritten social norms, and

responding to expectations of higher academic performance.

Particularly for young adolescents, who are also experiencing a variety

of developmental stresses, and perhaps academic ones as well, the

transition from elementary to middle school can be problematic. (p.

18)

Abella (2005) analyzes the effects of school transitions on student success from a
different perspective. Abella debates the argument that K-8 students might in fact be
hindered by not having to experience the elementary to middle school transition when it

comes time for K-8 students to make the transition into high school. Abella elaborates on his

feelings concerning this argument by explaining:
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One could expect traditional middle school students to make the

transition from middle to senior high school with greater ease than K-8

students, which, in turn, would be reflected in their school

performance. The results indicate that this may not be the case. The

school performance of K-8 students does not seem to be

disproportionately affected when making the transition from middle to

senior high school. On the other hand, the transition from elementary

to middle school does appear to have negative consequences for

students attending traditional middle schools. K-8 students seem to

benefit from not having to make this transition. (p. 35)
Discipline

Another characteristic of K-8 schools that its proponents emphasize is the fact that
young adolescents’ behavior appears to improve in a K-8 environment as opposed to the
middle school environment. In a study within the Baltimore Public Schools (BPS) as its
school system began the conversion to K-8 schools throughout the 1990s, Connolly, et al.
(2002) surveyed principals to gather data on student behavior in K-8 schools. Principals
informed Connolly et al. that “their students show a higher level of courtesy and respect to
their peers, teachers, and school administrators than any other school configurations” (p. 32).
Related to the findings noting higher levels of student respect in K-8 schools in the BPS
study is the appearance in recent years of a wave of character education programs which
have been implemented in our nation’s schools over the last decade as an attempt to instill
morals and values upon students in hopes of improved behavior in the long run. Many
school districts have concluded that increasing student respect for adults and peers within a
school is where discipline and behavior improvement begins.
Mizell (2005) also supports K-8 school enrollment for young adolescents over

separate middle schools in an attempt to decrease young adolescent discipline problems.

Mizell points out:
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Some large urban school systems are turning away from 6-8 middle schools,

citing pervasive problems of low academic performance and high rates of

disciplinary actions. (p. 19)
Mizell also cites the work of Nussbaum (2004) and Sparks (2004) when arguing in favor of
converting middle schools to K-8 schools in an attempt to alleviate young adolescent
discipline problems. Mizell feels many school districts are choosing to revisit the K-8 grade
configuration (and in some cases convert middle schools to K-8 schools) because the current
notion is that K-8 schools better address factors such as “student control, discipline, and
safety”” than middle schools (p. 17).

George (2005) emphasizes there are potential benefits for young adolescents’
behavior when attending K-8 schools instead of middle schools because of characteristics
found in many K-8 schools. George stereotypes K-8 schools as “smaller” and “less
crowded,” with “greater parental involvement” (p. 7). George also points out young
adolescents are given the opportunity to “stay younger longer” if assigned to a K-8 school for
their young adolescent years as opposed to a middle school (p. 8). George goes on to
elaborate on this point by stating,

For three additional years, instead of leaving younger children behind and
moving to a place with age mates, some of whom might smoke, use drugs,
engage in sexual activity, even drive cars, young adolescents could stay

younger by remaining in school buildings among six- to eleven-year olds. (p.
8)

Abella (2005) looked at attendance, another factor related to student performance and
student discipline during his research on the conversion to K-8 schools in the Miami-Dade
County Public Schools (MSCPS). Abella noted, “K-8 students had better attendance and
fewer out-of-school suspensions” (p. 30). He also confirmed, “...the absentee rates across a

four-year period shows that K-8 students were less likely than comparison students to
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increase their level of absenteeism” (p. 33). Abella’s recognition of attendance as an
important factor that might contribute to disciplinary issues is important. Oftentimes, the
students that miss the most days of school are the students that get in the most trouble. Some
students may have missed school because they were suspended in the first place. Abella did
find through his research in MDCPS that “the suspension rates of K-8 students increased at a
significantly slower rate than that of comparison students in sixth and seventh grades” (p.
34). Even with Abella’s findings on the potential relationships between absenteeism,
behavior problems, and the grade configuration of the schools young adolescents’ attended,
more research needs to be conducted to determine the extent of the correlation between
young adolescents’ absenteeism to the amount of discipline problems they are involved in at
their K-8 or middle school.

Finally, some educators believe young adolescents attending the same K-8 school as
their younger siblings, and even younger children unrelated to them, seem to be more prone
to act as role models and display model behaviors that they might not otherwise perform
within a larger, middle school setting. Within a K-8 school setting, older students are more
likely to watch their language and act as protectors of younger children. Younger children
may also look up to middle grades students as their elders when they are attending K-8
schools instead of middle schools.

Increased Parent/Community Involvement

There is growing support for young adolescents attending K-8 schools as opposed
to separate middle schools due to the potential for increased parental and community
involvement for parents of young adolescents within the K-8 school learning community

(Anfara, 2005; George, 2005; Mizell, 2005; Offenberg, 2001). Offenberg (2001) notes:
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Middle grades parents are less likely to be on campus than are K-8 parents
because middle grades schools tend to be outside their immediate
neighborhoods, and because their children attend them for only a few years.

(p- 29)

Anfara (2005) also recognizes the potential for higher parental involvement when
young adolescents attend K-8 schools instead of middle schools. Anfara explains:

The K-8 configuration may also lead to sustained parent involvement in their
children’s schooling. We know that while many families are quite involved in
their children’s elementary schools, their participation declines dramatically
when their children enter middle school. (p. 55)

George (2005) sees the possibility for increased parental involvement through the use
of K-8 schools as an opportunity to establish what he denotes as “neighborhood schools” (p.
8). George suggests, “smaller, nearby neighborhood schools would likely encourage parents
to stay involved in the school lives of their children” (p. 8).

McEwin, et al. (2005) also note parental desires for “neighborhood schools” as a
reason for the sudden rise in the popularity of middle grades students attending K- 8 schools
instead of middle schools (p. 25). McEwin et al. confirm that more districts are switching
over to the K-8 model in response to parental requests to keep their children in neighborhood
schools.

Mizell (2005) recognizes multiple benefits pertaining to increased parental
involvement when placing middle grades students in a K-8 grade configuration model.
Mizell shares:

One potential effect of a K-8 grade configuration is that parents’ involvement
in their children’s school during the primary years may carry over as their
children progress through the upper levels of the K-8 school. Another
possible benefit is that parents may feel the K-8 school provides an
institutional focus they share with their children for nine years, thereby

providing a framework of common interests that parents can use to sustain
positive relationships with their children throughout early adolescence. (p. 19)
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The atmosphere that results from increased parental involvement and from young
adolescents potentially remaining at the same K-8 school for nine years results in what some
refer to as a “family-like” atmosphere developing in some K-8 schools. A qualitative
interview between author Rebecca Kesner (2000) and Michelle Arbour, the 1999
Distinguished Principal of the Year for the state of Vermont, provides evidence of one K-8
school with a “family-like” atmosphere. Kesner shares Arbour’s description of her K-8
school:

I want the kids to interact with one another and to know that we’re all family,
that we take care of one another. So we try to do a lot of activities together,
and that creates a real family atmosphere. (p. 43)
It is this type of “family-like” atmosphere that many supporters of K-8 schools provide as
one of the influential reasons for wanting young adolescents to remain within, or become a
part of the K-8 school environment.

In the end, educators support placing middle grades students in K-8 schools as
opposed to middle schools because of the potential for K-8 schools to yield several positive
outcomes for middle grades students who attend them. The positive outcomes that may
result from middle grades students attending K-8 schools include: increased academic
achievement, elimination of the middle school transition, fewer discipline problems, and
increased parental involvement during a challenging time in young adolescents’ lives
academically and emotionally.

Small Learning Environments

Educators also recognize the importance of establishing smaller schools and smaller

learning environments within schools whenever possible (Erb, 2005; McEwin & Alexander,

1990). Erb (2005) writes that, “the notion of small learning communities (i.e.,
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interdisciplinary teams) has been a part of the middle school concept for at least 40 years™ (p.
2). Erb also writes, “the middle school concept has long called for small schools or schools
made to seem small through teaming and advisories and adult advocates” (p. 2).

McEwin and Alexander (1990) also refer to the importance of small learning
communities in the successful education of young adolescents. McEwin and Alexander
conclude:

It is the judgment of the authors that communities with relatively small
student populations, assuming a consolidated middle school serving several
such K-8 schools is not feasible, should work intensely to develop middle
grades programs which focus on the unique characteristics and needs of young
adolescents. (p. 10)
In these instances, reference is made to the small size of the learning community, and not
necessarily that K-8 schools or middle schools are the best grade configurations for educating
young adolescents.

One of the original objectives of the middle school concept was to provide students
with an exploratory curriculum at a time of physical and emotional development that might
lead them into a particular academic or career path once they reach the high school ranks.

McEwin and Alexander (1990) write:

It is very important that attention be focused on the establishment of
developmentally appropriate programs for the young adolescents that attend
these schools, and that concentrated efforts to improve these programs be
continuous. (p.11)
McEwin and Alexander also write when addressing the importance of a rigorous and
applicable curriculum for young adolescents:
The K-8 school then, along with other grade organizations including middle
grades, should focus on restructuring programs and practices that reflect rather

than reject the essential components of effective middle level programs and
schools. (p. 10)
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It appears from this argument by McEwin and Alexander that grade configuration is one of
several issues that must be addressed when attempting to establish a school with the best
grade configuration for young adolescents. McEwin and Alexander note that it is just as
important to “focus on restructuring programs and practices” as it is to debate the particular
grade configuration that best meets the needs of young adolescents.

Mizell (2005) refers to the work of Clark (2004) and Cooney and Bottoms (2003)
when he discusses the need for a rigorous curriculum for young adolescents. Mizell writes:

Whether young adolescents are in 6-8 or K-8 schools, they need engaging,
challenging curricula and high quality teaching rooted in knowledge of subject
content. (p. 21)
George (2005) also stresses the importance of addressing the middle grades
curriculum in the establishment of a successful learning community instead of placing too
much emphasis on the grade configuration for young adolescents when he writes, with
support included from Kasak (2004) and Swaim (2004):
Many middle level educators have learned how to effectively educate all of
the older children and young adolescents who attend middle schools. As
Kasak (2004) and Swaim (2004) have pointed out, young adolescents need
well-trained teachers, cohesive learning communities, mentoring programs,
and a rich and rigorous curriculum focused on their interests and needs. (p.
12)

George (2005) feels one of the ways K-8 or middle school learning communities can increase

the rigor of the curriculum they offer to young adolescents is by hiring more middle grade or

secondary school teachers to teach young adolescents at their schools. The effects of the

integration of more secondary teachers to a school’s staff can be numerous according to

George. George explains:
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If an elementary school receives an influx of a dozen or two middle level or
secondary teachers as a result of reorganization to K-8, the school might
benefit from the presence of teachers who could add a great deal more depth,
rigor, and richness to the curriculum at every level in the school. (p. 8)
Is it the Grade Configuration that Allows a School to Best Meet the Needs of Its Students and
Staft?

This researcher is well aware that, throughout the beginning of this paper, “glowing”
support has been provided for the establishment of K-8 schools as opposed to separate
middle schools in order to effectively establish successful learning communities for young
adolescents, their teachers, administrators, and parents. The evidence provided supports the
rise in popularity of K-8 schools, especially in urban America, over the last several years.
On the other hand, some areas of rural America have never given up on the potential success
of K-8 schools and their ability to support successful learning communities for young
adolescents. However, there is more to the success of K-8 schools than their grade
configurations. There are exemplary middle schools that continue to support successful
learning communities for young adolescents and the teachers that work within these schools.
There must be commonalities between K-8 schools and separate middle schools that
effectively support young adolescent academic achievement and aid the establishment of
favorable working conditions for the teachers that serve these students in schools serving
middle grades students. Before research is examined that attempts to make the connection
between grade configuration and teachers’ perceptions of the desired working conditions
needed in order for schools to meet the needs of its teachers when instructing middle grades
students, there are additional school factors such as: school size, number of students per

grade, quality of leadership, poor implementation of the middle school concept in middle

schools, and other socio-economic factors of the students within a school that influence the
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overall success of young adolescents, and thus, influence the overall success of a particular
school and its grade configuration at meeting the needs of both students and teachers.
Other Factors that Influence a School’s Success in Meeting the Needs of Middle Grades
Students and Teachers
Smaller Schools and Fewer Students per Grade

Erb (2005) supports establishment of smaller schools as a potential antidote to the
problems educators currently face when meeting the needs of young adolescents. Erb
explains, “the rhetoric of big-city middle schools often fails to note the confounding variable
of school size and its effects on the achievement of low-income students” (p. 2). Erb points
out that research supports smaller schools and their ability to successfully educate low-
income students in urban areas. In the end, Erb suggests there are four variables which
influence student behavior and academic achievement. These variables are “school size,
timing of school transitions, student SES, and how the middle grades are organized to deliver
instruction” (p. 3). Therefore, according to Erb, it is more than grade configuration that
determines the successful formation of a learning community for young adolescents in the
middle grades.

George (2005) argues that there are many factors that affect the successful formation
of learning communities for young adolescents beyond “simply changing grade levels and
school designs” (p. 9). George recognizes several potential factors that contribute to the
formation of successful learning communities such as “school size, location in urban or
suburban settings, poverty levels, ethnic diversity, and teacher quality” (p. 9). Unfortunately
for this discussion on the best grade configuration for middle grades students, George notes

that educators do not completely understand the relationship between each of these factors
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and K-8 schools. George, however, does offer that there may not be a “best” grade
configuration for middle grades students. Instead, middle grades students’ success may have
as “much to do with the fundamental socioeconomic circumstances of the school and the
reculturing that may be required” (p. 9).

Offenberg (2001) proposed from his study comparing K-8 schools to middle schools
in Philadelphia that the number of students in each grade is an important factor to consider
when comparing K-8 schools to middle schools. Offenberg (2001) defended the attempts of
some middle schools to arrange their schools into smaller units, often similar to the size
many K-8 schools operate from. Offenberg explained:

The house organizations and small learning communities advocated by middle
school specialists are, in a sense, attempts to create a group of K-to-8-like
learning environments within an organization that tends to be bureaucratic
because of its size and the character of the community it serves. I think a
field-based study of our middle grades schools would show most having
small-learning community organizational structures, but not the supportive
interpersonal relationships that the middle school approach is supposed to
develop. (p.29)
Offenberg’s argument can be interpreted from two perspectives. The first perspective is that
the important factor to consider may be number of students per grade and not the grade
configuration serving middle grades students. However, the previous quote referenced from
Offenberg repeatedly recognizes educators’ desire to make schools serving middle grades
students more like K-8 schools. Other factors affecting the success of middle grades students
must be recognized and examined as alternative rival hypotheses before completely crediting

grade configuration as the most important factor affecting young adolescents success in the

middle grades.
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Poor Implementation of the Middle School Concept
McEwin, et al. (2005) propose that poor implementation of the middle school concept
in part explains why middle schools are often viewed as less successful at meeting the needs
of middle grades students than K-8 schools. McEwin et al. argue that all middle schools
have not passionately adopted and implemented the middle school concept in their schools.
However, McEwin et al. feel middle schools, in the end, have greater potential at meeting the
needs of young adolescents than K-8 schools. McEwin et al. explain,
Middle schools more frequently have programs and practices in place that are
recognized as essential in middle level schools (e.g., interdisciplinary teaming,
advisory programs, a wide variety of exploratory courses, common planning
time for core teachers), and educators in middle schools are more likely to
understand young adolescents to better focus their efforts on serving them. (p.
27)

McEwin et al. also note that the results of a survey they administered revealed that, “only

18% of K-8 principals believed that the K-8 organization they were currently heading was

ideal for young adolescents” (p. 26).

Mizell (2005) also sees middle schools’ failure to comprehensively implement the
middle school concept as a major flaw that has contributed to recent backlash on middle
schools in general. Mizell elaborates:

School systems that embraced the 6-8 middle school configurations also put
too much emphasis on changing the organization of the grades and too little
emphasis on the new knowledge, skills, and behaviors teachers and principals
would have to develop to make middle schools successful. (p. 16)
Mizell also discusses, with reference to the work of Fletcher (2004), how he feels school
system leaders and middle school administrators in urban areas could have done more to

guarantee the successful formation of middle school learning communities in separate middle

schools for young adolescents. Mizell elaborates:
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School system leaders did not understand that implementing such basic
middle school concepts as teaming, integrated curriculum, advisories,
common planning time, flexible scheduling, exploratory courses, and
honoring student voice were very difficult, requiring new knowledge, skills,
and behaviors. (p. 16)

Anfara and Buehler (2005) approach the issue of grade configuration from a different
perspective. They argue there are disadvantages to the K-8 model that many proponents of
K-8 schools are willing to overlook at this time of increased popularity in K-8 schools.
Anfara and Buehler list “potential drawbacks” of K-8 schools, referenced from the research
of Look (2001), that include: less funding for K-8 schools due to their classification as
elementary schools, and the potential withholding of assistant principal, resource officer, and
counselor allocations for K-8 schools that middle schools often receive (p. 57).

The Missing Link: Teachers’ Perceptions of Working Conditions and Related Topics

An area that has not been explored comprehensively in the comparison of K-8
schools to middle schools and their ability to best meet the needs of the students and teachers
in schools serving middle grades students is teachers’ perceptions of working conditions in
public K-8 and middle schools. A more complete analysis of K-8 schools versus middle
schools and their abilities to meet the needs of students and staff could be accomplished
through an analysis and cross-comparison of teachers’ perceptions of working conditions in
K-8 and middle schools. Herzberg (1966) identified working conditions as one of several
hygiene factors which affected worker dissatisfaction in his motivational-hygiene theory of
worker satisfaction and dissatisfaction. Past research on teacher working conditions has been
mostly limited to an analysis of teachers’ perceptions of working conditions under such

premises as teacher satisfaction, organizational health, organizational climate, and the

physical working conditions of schools. In the second half of this literature review, this
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researcher will begin with a brief discussion of Herzberg’s motivational-hygiene theory and
his recognition of working conditions as a hygiene factor which contributes to worker
dissatisfaction. Next, this researcher will provide a brief discussion of past literature on
teacher satisfaction and its application to this research project’s focus on teachers’
perceptions of working conditions in public K-8 and middle schools in North Carolina. A
discussion of research on two related topics, organizational climate and organizational health,
which have contributed to the evolution of the current accepted definition of teacher working
conditions, will follow. This literature review will conclude with a discussion of the
literature that has focused on the topic of teacher working conditions. The discussion of
research on teacher working conditions will begin with a synthesis of the literature that first
recognized the importance of teacher working conditions. To conclude this literature review,
the most recent literature as a result of Teacher Working Condition Survey (TWCS)
administrations in the state of North Carolina, other corresponding states, and large, urban
school districts will be discussed.

Herzberg’s Motivational-Hygiene Theory of Worker Satisfaction and Dissatisfaction

Working conditions were identified by Herzberg (1966) as one of several hygiene

factors affecting worker dissatisfaction in his motivational-hygiene theory of worker
satisfaction and dissatisfaction. Motivational-hygiene theory, according to Herzberg,
explained “the concept that man has two sets of needs: his need as an animal to avoid pain
and his need as a human to grow psychologically” (p. 91). Herzberg’s 1959 Motivation to
Work study included “two hundred engineers and accountants who represented a cross-
section of Pittsburgh industry” (p. 91). The purpose of the Motivation to Work study was to

gather data from workers “about events they had experienced at work which either had
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resulted in a marked improvement in their job satisfaction or had led to a marked reduction in
job satisfaction” (p. 91).

Multiple one-on-one interview sessions with study participants revealed two distinct
types of factors that influenced worker satisfaction and dissatisfaction. Herzberg (1966)
categorized these factors as “motivational,” often referred to as “satisfiers,” and “hygiene,”
often referred to as “dissatisfiers” (p. 92-95). Herzberg defined motivational factors or
“satisfiers” as the “strong determiners of job satisfaction,” which “are effective in motivating
the individual to superior performance and effort” (p. 92 & 94). Motivational factors
acknowledged by Herzberg over the course of The Motivation to Work study which should
lead to worker satisfaction were “achievement, recognition, work itself, responsibility, and
advancement” (p. 92).

Contrastingly, Herzberg (1966) defined hygiene factors or “dissatisfiers,” as factors
that “served only to bring about job dissatisfaction and were rarely involved in events that led
to positive job attitudes” (p. 92-93). Furthermore, hygiene factors “essentially describe the
environment and serve primarily to prevent job dissatisfaction, while having little effect on
positive job attitudes” (p. 94). Hygiene factors acknowledged by Herzberg throughout the
course of The Motivation to Work study which often led to worker dissatisfaction included
“company policy and administration, supervision, salary, interpersonal relations, and
working conditions” (p. 94).

Herzberg’s identification of working conditions as one of several factors potentially
affecting worker dissatisfaction, along with the presence of the accessible, secondary data set
from the 2006 NCTWCS, led this researcher to designate the hygiene factor, working

conditions, as the dependent variable for more extensive research in this study. Whereas
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Herzberg looked at both the motivational and hygiene factors affecting worker satisfaction
and dissatisfaction, this study focused on the hygiene factor, working conditions, for public
K-8 and middle school teachers’ responses to the 2006 NCTWCS.
Teacher Satisfaction

Teacher satisfaction, by far, has been the most popular researched topic in close
relation to a study of teachers’ perceptions of working conditions. Nias (1981) conducted
observations and interviews of 100 recent college graduates who were followed after
graduation into their first “two to nine years” of teaching in English primary schools to
gather data pertaining to the research question, “Why do teachers go on teaching?” (p. 235 &
237). Thirty men and sixty-nine women were included in the sample for this study. This
study focused on teacher satisfaction and dissatisfaction using Herzberg’s motivational-
hygiene theory of worker satisfaction as the conceptual framework for the study. Nias found
the “causes of satisfaction came mainly from the work itself (affective satisfaction; personal
competence; extension of skills) but so did many of the causes of dissatisfaction” (p. 235).
Causes of dissatisfaction for beginning primary teachers in their first couple of years
included “interpersonal relations, physical conditions, promotion prospects, ill-health, and
fatigue” (p. 235). The most notable cause of dissatisfaction mentioned from this study was
the “physical conditions” of the schools these beginning teachers were working within. Nias
explained, “job-dissatisfaction apparently derived mainly from the context in which the job
was done (i.e. policy and administration, supervision, interpersonal relations, working
conditions, salary)” (p. 236). Results from Nias’ study revealed, ““a fifth of the sample found
their physical surroundings uncomfortable, unaesthetic, cramped or inconvenient” and

labeled working conditions as “unsatisfactory” (p. 243).
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Despite the limited definition of physical and working conditions within Nias’ (1981)
study, the findings of this study are significant for future research because working
conditions is identified as a cause of dissatisfaction for beginning teachers in English primary
schools. Nias’ research on factors contributing to job dissatisfaction is quite applicable to
this research project focusing on teachers’ perceptions of working conditions as the factors
contributing to job dissatisfaction in Nias’ study are exactly what the NCTWCS is attempting
to measure. A second commonality in Nias’ study and this research project is the inclusion
of Herzberg’s Motivation-Hygiene Theory of Job Satisfaction. Finally, through close
analysis of Nias’ study one will begin to recognize the transformation of what is meant when
the term “teacher working conditions” is discussed as a source of dissatisfaction. The term
“teacher working conditions” has evolved from a concept referring solely to the “physical
conditions” teachers and students encounter within a school building to a much more
complex and overarching definition today. For example in the NCTWCS, physical
conditions are still recognized as an important aspect of teacher working conditions.
However, physical conditions are integrated within one of the five NCTWCS domains,
facilities and resources. Generalizability may be limited due to the location of the study.
Nevertheless, working conditions is identified as a potential cause of teacher dissatisfaction.

Another quantitative research study by Quaglia, Marion, and Mclntire (1990) studied
the relationship of teacher satisfaction to the independent variables: teachers’ perceptions of
school organization, teacher empowerment, work conditions, and community status. One
specific objective of this research study was to investigate the relationship between teacher
satisfaction and dissatisfaction to aspects of the work environment. The sample for this study

included 477 teachers from twenty Maine communities. Each sample participant completed
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the Community Attitude toward Education survey conducted by the Center for Research and
Evaluation within the College of Education at the University of Maine, and completed the
Teacher Opinion Inventory survey. One of the five major areas on which the survey was
designed to gather teacher opinion data was working conditions. Teachers answered
questions with answers arranged in a Likert-scale format with answer choices ranging from
“very satisfied to very dissatisfied” (p. 209). “Thirty-eight teachers identified themselves as
dissatisfied and 386 indicated that overall, they were satisfied” (p. 209).

Findings from the study by Quaglia et al. (1990) found “73% percent of the
dissatisfied teachers and 74.8% of the satisfied teachers were K-8 teachers (p. 209). The
working conditions aspect of the Teacher Opinion Inventory contained questions asking
teachers about faculty workload, instructional time, planning time, and salaries. Only the
question, “Is the number of instructional periods that you teach appropriate?,” provided a
significant difference between satisfied and dissatisfied teachers, with 89% satistied and only
63% dissatisfied reporting that they approved of the number of instructional periods (p. 211
& 213). Overall, however, “the satisfied teachers were generally more positive about their
working conditions than were dissatisfied teachers” (p. 214).

Again, the limited scope of the working conditions aspect of this particular survey
provides limited data on teachers’ perceptions of working conditions compared to where
current research on teacher working conditions has evolved. Furthermore, only one section
of this survey consisting of six questions focused on the importance of working conditions to
teacher satisfaction. Within these six questions, four focus on the use of teacher time and fail
to explore additional areas of teacher working conditions that are researched in more recent

studies. However, the primary focus of this survey on teachers’ perceptions of the use of
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time coincides with the 2006 NCTWCS’s incorporation of time as one of the five domains of
teacher working conditions to be researched and focused upon in its survey. The final
limitation of this study is its limited generalizability to populations outside the state of
Maine.

Shann (1998) completed a quantitative study on teacher satisfaction including 92
teachers from four urban middle schools in its sample. The purpose of this study was to gain
a better understanding of the “importance and satisfaction” teachers attributed to various
aspects of their jobs (p. 1). Shann justified the importance of this study by the acknowledged
correlation in previous research of teacher job satisfaction to teacher retention. Furthermore,
Shann acknowledged “getting and keeping good teachers is a difficult challenge for many
urban school systems” (p. 1). The relationship between teacher satisfaction and its effect on
teacher retention is pertinent to this research project because this study specifically focuses
on the middle school grade configuration when analyzing this relationship. Results of this
study found “teachers in higher achieving schools reported greater levels of satisfaction than
those in lower achieving schools” (p. 1). The indicated correlation between student academic
achievement and teacher satisfaction in this study leads this researcher to include overall
school academic achievement as a co-variate variable that needs to be controlled for when
examining teachers’ perceptions of working conditions in public K-8 and middle schools in
North Carolina.

Shann (1998) and her associates conducted a two-part assessment guided by two
specific research questions. The two questions asked of members of the representative
sample, which included 58 teachers out of the 200 teachers from these four urban schools

included,
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(a) How congruent are teachers’ perceptions of the importance of

various aspects of their jobs and their reported satisfaction with those

components? and (b) Do teachers in more, as compared with less,

effective schools differ in their ratings of importance and satisfaction

with various aspects of their job? (p. 3)
Data gathering instruments employed over the course of this three year study included
multiple interviews and surveys. Results from the study indicate that teachers found their
relationships with parents and students as most important to teacher satisfaction. As
indicated previously, “teachers in higher achieving schools reported greater levels of
satisfaction than those in lower achieving schools” (p. 1). Another important finding was
that “dissatisfaction with participation in decision-making ranked second from the bottom
and had the least variance” (p. 6). Teacher dissatisfaction with decision-making (often
referred to as empowerment) in the sample of urban schools in Shann’s study is noteworthy
because empowerment is one of the five domains of working conditions focused upon by the
2006 NCTWCS, which is used by this researcher as the survey instrument in this research
project. Whereas a substantial amount of data gathered in Shann’s study is inapplicable to
this research project, the data which focused on teacher dissatisfaction with decision-making
authority in these urban middle schools is an applicable finding for this research study.
Limited generalizabilty exists from Shann’s study because only four urban middle schools
are included in the study’s sample.

Ma and MacMillan (1999) completed a quantitative study in New Brunswick, Canada

which examined the influences of workplace conditions on teachers’ job satisfaction using a
sample of 2,202 elementary school teachers. Their study measured teacher satisfaction

through three main variables: “teacher competence, administration control, and

organizational culture” (p. 1). Their finding that “workplace conditions positively affected
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teacher satisfaction” is relevant to this research project. Another relevant finding from Ma
and MacMillan’s study for this research project is that “administration control was the most
important” factor affecting teacher satisfaction of the three dependent variables measured in
their study (p. 1). “Administration control” is referred to by the synonymous label,
leadership, in other studies focusing on teacher working conditions. Furthermore, leadership
is classified as one of the five domains of teacher working conditions in the 2006 NCTWCS.
A final significant finding from Ma and MacMillan’s study was the recognition of
“significant interactions between teacher background characteristics and workplace
conditions” (p. 1). The significance found between teacher background characteristics and
workplace conditions has led this researcher to control for teacher background characteristics
as co-variates by using an ANCOVA statistic when measuring the effects of grade
configuration on teachers’ perceptions of working conditions in public K-8 and middle
schools in North Carolina in this study.

There are several limitations found within Ma and MacMillan’s (1999) study of
teacher satisfaction and teachers’ perceptions of working conditions in New Brunswick.
First of all, New Brunswick is “largely a rural province” (p. 3). Hence, this factor limits
generalizability to schools in sub-urban and urban areas. Secondly, New Brunswick is a “bi-
lingual province” (p. 3). Hence, it would seem that the findings of this study might be best
applied to school districts with at least the presence of multiple languages. Finally, this study
was completed in New Brunswick, Canada, which limits the generalizability of its findings to

American public schools.
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Physical Working Conditions

A second body of research related to teacher working conditions limited its focus to
the physical aspects of teacher working conditions. Even though several research studies
were conducted in the name of working conditions, they in actuality only looked at the
physical attributes of the school buildings and classrooms (Buckley & Schneider, 2005;
Taylor & Bogotch, 1993).

Taylor and Bogotch (1993) completed a mixed-methods study in an urban school
district in the southern United States that examined physical working conditions. Taylor and
Bogotch focused on the facilities and resources that teachers encountered in their
examination of physical working conditions. The sample for this study included 1329
teachers from 15 secondary and 68 elementary schools from a high-poverty school district
consisting of “40,000 teachers, and 80,000 students in some 120 schools” (p. 1 & 5). There
was a 50% response rate to the administration of this survey. The survey completed by
respondents examined teachers’ perceptions of working conditions in the areas of “class size
and teaching load, timeliness of receiving textbooks, sufficiency of materials, condition of
equipment, and physical conditions of the school and classroom” (p. 6). Survey results
indicated teachers’ concerns with physical working conditions such as “textbook availability
and functional equipment” (p. 1).

The second component of the Taylor and Bogotch (1993) study consisted of
interviews with teacher leaders throughout the district. One theme that emerged from these
interviews was that “teacher leaders conceive of working conditions along two dimensions,
faculty/staff relationships and physical conditions” (p. 10). Taylor and Bogotch found that

teachers considered faculty/staff relationships as a more important aspect of teacher working
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conditions than the physical conditions of the schools in which they worked. Taylor and
Bogotch argued that faculty/staff relationships “is the aspect of working conditions not
considered in prior research” (p. 10). Taylor and Bogotch’s study of teacher working
conditions should be seen as a turning point for working conditions research. Taylor and
Bogotch contributed to the expanding realms of what is considered working conditions for
research purposes at the time of their study. Furthermore, Taylor and Bogotch speak strongly
in opposition to the lack of attention they felt is being paid to teacher working conditions at
the schools within their sample when they proclaim, “change advocates would