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CHARACTERISTICS OF NEBRASKA MIDDLE SCHOOLS
Larry E. Bradley, Ed. D.
University of Nebraska, 1986

Advisor: Frederick C. Wendel

The middle school has evolved into the predominate form
of middle grade organization. Because of declining
enrollments in many of Nebraska's largest districts, the
middle school concept was studied and considered for
adoption as an alternative in middle grade education.
However, little was known about middle school education in
Nebraska.

Purpose

The purpose of this study was to define middle schools
by the characteristics in the curricular and instructional
plans and to assess to what degree Nebraska middle schools
were in agreement with these characteristics.

Research Design

The review of literature produced 37 characteristics
which in a series of steps were reduced to nine essential
instructional and curricular characteristics of middle
school education. A questionnaire was designed based on
these nine characteristics and administered to all 24
principals in Nebraska schools called middle schools. A 100
percent return was received. On-site visitations were
conducted in a representative group of schools to check on

the reliability of the data received in the questionnaire.
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Conclusions

From the study of the literature the instructional and
curricular practices can be reduced to nine essential
characteristics. Some of the conclusions that were drawn
from the review of the questions include (a) basic skill
instruction is strongly emphasized, (b) the majority of the
schools have a secondary oriented guidance program, (c) the
concept of exploration existed to varying degrees, (d) the
concept of individualization was addressed but narrowly
defined, (e) in-service education on middle school topics
was greatly needed, (f) interdisciplinary teaching teams
existed but effected only a minority of teachers and
students, and (g) the transition concept from elementary to
secondary schools had been seriously addressed.

Recommendations

Some of the recommendations include:

1. Guidelines need to be developed by the Nebraska
State Department of Education concerning exemplary practices
of middle schools.

2. In-service programs in Nebraska are needed on topics
of middle school characteristics.

3. Case studies on converting junior highs to middle

schools are needed.
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CHAPTER I
The Research Problem
Introduction

Because of declining enrollments in many of Nebraska's
largest districts during the early 1980s, the climate developed
for a revolution in middle grade education. Since 1950 middle
schools have emerged as viable institutions in American
education. Although the mission, §£andards, and reasons for
existence vary, the impact of the middle schools on middle grade
education in America has been considerable. Regardless of the
reasons for the rise of middle schools, little was known in 1986
about middle schools in Nebraska.

The first middle school was in Bay City, Michigan, in 1950
according to Gatewood and Dils (1975). In 1978 Brooks identified
4,060 middle schools in operation across the nation. This rapid
growth was termed by Soares and others (1973) as "one of the most
notable educational movements of the decade" (p. 381). In 1975
Gatewood and Dils stated this growth was '"the most remarkable
phenomena in the history of American education." Spiegel termed
middle schools "as a landmark development in American education"
(1977, p. 2).

There was an abundance of literature but little consensus
concerning the middle school movement in the United States. The
quotations which follow demonstrated the magnitude of differing
perceptions professionals had in describing a middle school.
"Humanizing education -—— that is what the middle school is all
"

about,” Overly and others declared in i97Z (p. 3). ¥I like to
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talk about the middle school as a school of change," Grooms wrote
(1967). Lounsbury and Vars perceived the movement as a "new
opportunity, a new rallying point, a fresh start" (1971, p. 158).
Others viewed middle schools as an attempt to correct what they
perceived as the failings of the junior high schools in America.
According to Brimm (1969) "the middle school movement was
basically a reactionary movement against existing structure" (p.
1). Hull (1965) termed the junior high “America’s greatest
educational blunder" (p. 213). The majority of the criticisms of
junior highs centered on the program, and not on the concept
behind the intended philosophy of junior high schools. Eichhorn
summarized (1980) many of the critics in stating that the junior
high school mimicked too closely the educational approach of the
high school. Moss in 1969 summarized middle school advocates'
criticisms of the junior high school. The following list
summarized that criticism.

Junior high schools never achieved their original purposes.

Junior high schools evolved in a "cheap imitation" of the

high school.

The ninth grade continued to emphasize college preparation

despite being housed in seventh and eighth grade.

Junior high schools tended to encourage racial segregation

by delaying the departure from neighborhood schools until

seventh grade. (pp. 18-19)

Regardless of the reasons, the middle school movement spread

across America and the literature abounded with philosophical
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schocl concept. Middle schools were seen by writers in the field
as being more than a substituﬁe name for junior high schools. A
contention in the literature was middle schools were
developmentally and rationally a valid approach to education at
the intermediate level. Writers advocated the middle school to
better meet the needs of early adolescence during the transition
from elementary to high school.

By 1986 middle schools had bee; in existence for a
sufficient time for consensus to develop in the literature about
their characteristics. Coincidentally, declining enrollment in
many of Nebraska's secondary school districts resulted in
inefficient building utilization and created renewed interest in
the middle school. In August of 1985 no separate list of middle
schools in Nebraska existed according to Nebraska State
Department officials (see Appendix A). The task was to identify
from the literature the consensus of ideal characteristics for
middle schools and to determine to what extent they existed in
Nebraska middle schools.

Statement of the Problem

The purpose of this study was to define middle schools by
the characteristics in the literature of middle school curricular
and instructional plans and to assess to what degree Nebraska
middle schools were in agreement with those characteristics.

Statement of the Objectives

1. To present from the literature desirable characteristics
of instructional and curricular plans for the middle school.

2. To determine current instructional practices in Nebraska
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