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Up north, in the middle of the Pacific, middle years schooling is alive and well in Hawai‘i . However, early adolescents in America’s fiftieth state, like their peers Downunder, face great changes, great challenges and great opportunities.  

Hawai‘i has a well-deserved reputation as a “tropical paradise,” with the deep, blue Pacific surrounding sandy beaches and towering, jungle-clad mountains.  The state has about 1.2 million people on seven islands, with most on O‘ahu where the capital of Honolulu is located.  Hawai‘i’s multicultural population is comprised of 18-22% each of persons of Native Hawaiian, Japanese, Filipino and European/Caucasian ancestry, along with Chinese, Korean, Vietnamese, Samoan, Tongan, Marshallese, Micronesian, African American, Native American, Latin American and other Asian and Pacific Islander ethnic/racial groups. 

Data on Hawai‘i's early adolescents are both promising and worrisome.  Pateman, Saka and Lai (2000) found our teens to have lower levels of risk than mainland US peers regarding injuries, alcohol, tobacco and drug use, and sexual activity, but greater risk regarding suicide, feeling unsafe at school, marijuana use, engaging in sexual intercourse prior to age thirteen, failure to use condoms, feeling overweight and exercising insufficiently.  Education Week (2000) found Hawai‘i Department of Education (HIDOE; public schools) middle level schools to have problems with large class and school sizes, physical conflicts, gang activity, vandalism, classroom misbehavior and uneven parent involvement.

Given the problems faced by Hawai‘i's early adolescents, plus the added challenge of mastering standard English, it is not surprising that our middle grades students have not fared particularly well on standardized tests.  Education Week (2000) reported that fewer than 20% of HIDOE 8th graders achieved “proficient” scores on reading, writing, math and science on the 1996 and 1998 National Assessment of Educational Progress.  HIDOE (2001) data from the 1998 Stanford Achievement Test showed similar problems, with a majority of schools having greater numbers of 8th graders than the national target of 23% scoring “below average” in reading and math.  

Fortunately, Hawai‘i schools, both public and private, have been trying out middle level educational approaches (e.g., Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development [Carnegie], 1989, 1995; National Middle School Association [NMSA], 1982; 1995; Erb, 2001) since 1989, supported by staff development efforts of the Hawai‘i Association of Middle Schools (HAMS; 2003) and the HIDOE.  Since 1996, the University of Hawai‘i at Manoa (UHM) has offered a Middle Level Emphasis in its Master of Education Degree Program (MLMED; Deering, et al, 2003).  The MLMED, which I chair, has helped over 100 local middle level educators to become experts at working with early adolescents and improving schools, and many are now involved with HAMS (11 Board Members; 5 Presidents; 3 Educators of the Year), NMSA (20+ conference presenters) and HIDOE middle level education initiatives.  The most exciting development yet in the education of Hawai‘i's early adolescents is the adoption of the Middle Level Education Policy in 2001 by the Board of Education.  

Hawai‘i Department Of Education Middle Level Education Policy*

1. A rich and challenging standards-based curriculum which addresses the developmental needs of young adolescents.

2. Small communities of learners through interdisciplinary teaming of students and teachers.

3. A nurturing environment where each student has at least one adult on the school staff, who knows, cares about and supports the student's academic and personal development.

4. Varied instructional strategies and flexible use of instructional time.

5. Varied organizational arrangements to ensure success for all students.

6. Exploratory and co-curricular programs which meet the developmental needs of young adolescents.

7. Educators who are knowledgeable about and committed to young adolescents.

8. Families, communities and other stakeholders engaged in substantive partnership with the school in the education of young adolescents.

9. Programs which foster the development of physical and emotional health, character and positive social relationships.

* (BOE Policy #4502; Item numbers added)

How Are We Doing?

As for practicing what the Policy preaches, Hawai‘i's best middle level schools and classrooms are as good as any in the world, and our worst are as bad as any -- pretty much the same as with any educational issue.  

Central Middle School is one of Hawai‘i's best models of the power of middle level educational approaches.  Located in downtown Honolulu, the school could be classified as "high-need," as over 85% of its students are from low-income homes.  Central also has a growing immigrant population, with one-fifth of the students classified as limited in English proficiency.  Such challenges too often contribute to a school having severe discipline problems, low staff morale and too little learning.  Central suffered such problems a decade ago, however, those days are past.  

Three factors have contributed to a dramatic turnaround at Central.  First, Principal Penelope Tom has stayed with the school and guided it for seven years, unlike eleven predecessors in the preceding fifteen years (Policy-7: educators committed to young adolescents).  Second, seven teachers earned their masters degrees in the MLMED, graduating in 1998, a powerful jolt of new ideas and energy for the school (Policy-7).  Third, every stakeholder at Central has been working on implementing every component of the Policy for over ten years -- long before there was a Policy.

Central is now a delightful place to be, with friendly, well-behaved students, and orderly classrooms where active learning takes place.  Teams of teachers and students have their own areas of the campus where all are known and cared for (Policy-2,3).  Teacher teams meet regularly to monitor and support student progress, make school procedures simpler and more fool-proof (Policy-2), collaborate with families (Policy-8), and plan integrated curriculum that addresses the Hawai‘i Content and Performance Standards (Policy-1). Advisory classes link each student with a caring adult, while topics such as healthy decision-making, and character traits like honesty and perseverance are explored (Policy-3,9).  

The turnaround at Central is reflected in school data.  There are now low and steadily decreasing rates of student misconduct and suspensions.  Attendance is barely below the HIDOE's target of 95%.  Sixth graders' Stanford Achievement Test results from 1995 through 1998 show proportions of students with average or above-average scores in reading and math to be hovering around 60%, with eighth graders around 50%; figures for the seventh grade for 1998-99 are 63% and 70% (the only data available due to changed test procedures). While not stellar, these data are better than might be expected of such a high-need school and are a great improvement over prior years.  Nevertheless, Central must – and can be expected to – continue to improve until all students are scoring average or above on these and other measures of learning.

What Next?

Education for educators is a key to the Policy's implementation. Ongoing staff development regarding adolescents and developmentally appropriate practice is crucial for improving learning and school climate in effective middle level schools (Felner, et al, 1997; Jackson & Davis, 2000).  To this end, the efforts of HAMS and the MLMED have recently been supplemented by an HIDOE middle level in-service education task force.  In addition, pre-service middle level teacher education will be the focus of an upcoming task force involving the UHM Colleges of Education and Arts and Sciences, the HIDOE, educator unions and the Hawai‘i Teacher Standards Board [HTSB].  The task force will make recommendations to the HTSB regarding a more middle-level-specific teacher license, possibly K-8th grade, or 5th-8th grade, instead of the current K-6th generalist and 7-12th grade single-subject licenses.  The task force will also draft guidelines for UHM and other teacher education institutions regarding pre-service preparation programs, and finally, make recommendations to the HIDOE regarding school staffing and employee rights issues.

The final key to successfully implementing the Policy is accountability regarding both approaches and outcomes.  From now on, as middle level schools go through the accreditation process, they will need to provide evidence regarding their implementation of each of the Policy's nine items.  In addition, the usual kinds of outcome data will also need to be examined regarding student attendance, behavior and academic achievement, plus data on satisfaction of stakeholders -- students, teachers, staff, administrators, parents and community members. 

To conclude, we have a great challenge and a great opportunity in middle level education in Hawai‘i, much like our colleagues Downunder.  The challenge is to help every one of our early adolescents navigate the often stormy waters of this great life transition.  The opportunity is provided by the clear, research-based Hawai‘i Middle Level Education Policy.  We believe that the Policy will help us assure that every early adolescent in an HIDOE school will stay healthy, learn lots, and become a positive contributor to society.
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