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School Grade Configuration 7 - 12  

Executive Summary of Some of the Related Research 

 
Introduction  

The purpose of this paper is to provide a brief executive summary, in some cases in 
point-form, of some of the literature and issues related to the school grade 7 – 12 
configuration.  

Near North District School Board (NNDSB) trustees have endorsed the movement of 
Grade 7 and 8 students to Secondary Schools.  This decision was based on enhanced 
programming opportunities for intermediate students in the areas of science, physical 
education, music, shops and other areas.   
  
Several NNDSB intermediate students have already successfully transitioned to a 
secondary school setting.  Three years ago, Chippewa Secondary School in North Bay 
became a 7-12 school and at the beginning of this school year, F. J. McElligott Secondary 
School welcomed its first grade 7 and 8 students.  
  
As part of this system-wide initiative, the Board passed a motion on September 25, 2012 
to move all grade 7 and 8 students from William Beatty School, Nobel School and 
McDougall School to Parry Sound High School effective September, 2013. 
  
Parents and community members will be kept informed as the Board works through the 
transition process. 
 
Background and Overview 

Peer reviewed empirical research specifically about the grade 7 – 12 school configuration 
is very limited. Most of the research is qualitative and contains anecdotal information 
that is based on experiences in American school districts. In addition, the American 
Middle School usually consists of grades 6 to 8 or 9 and high school grades 10 to 12. 
Since there is not an exact fit with the school and grade structures that exist in Ontario, 
one must use caution in interpreting and using the findings and results. 
 
A number of Ontario School Districts (AMDSB, (2009); OCDSB, (2010, 2011); OCCDSB, 
(2010); TDSB, (2010); UCDSB, 2010), to name a few, have reviewed and published 
reviews of the literature and /or conducted surveys related to the grade 7 to 12 
configuration. Ontario research related to the impact of such a configuration on student 
learning, school adjustment, and personal growth is lacking. This is definitely an area 
much in need of study and research. 
 
For the immediate purposes in the NNDSB, there appears to be no definitive answer to 
the general question ‘what is the best configuration?’ In other words, is housing grade 7 
to 12 students in the same building any better than using the existing JK to 8 and 9 to 12 
structure? Are there any documented benefits beyond the obvious benefit of more 
effectively using existing and/or surplus space? Each configuration has its own distinct 
advantages and disadvantages as noted in the research literature.  
 
In the view of Huss (2004), “despite the perpetuity of this debate, the overall literature 
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suggests that…grade level configuration alone appears to bear little consequence on 
student learning, school adjustment, and personal growth.”  
 
Reviews of research (Erling & Manning, 2006) suggest that variables such as teacher 
instructional practice, school leadership, family and peer support, facilities and 
resources, and community support are far more important factors that impact student 
learning than grade level configuration. 
 
In many of the published articles that were reviewed, it appears that the decision to alter 
grade configurations was often more related to a more expedient use of underused 
space in secondary schools than for philosophical or academic reasons. For instance, in 
Ontario, the number of under-capacity secondary schools as a result of the elimination 
of grade 13 and the overall decline in the school-age population has caused many school 
districts to consider housing grade 7 to 12 in one building, usually an under-capacity 
secondary school. This is a very logical use of surplus space and is cost efficient for the 
school district. By transitioning grade 7 and 8 students to a nearby secondary school 
building, much needed space is then freed up in the usually over-capacity elementary 
school that can be used for Full-day Kindergarten, Child Care, and Early Learning 
Programs.  
 
Some writers (Howley, 2002; Paglin & Fager, 1997; Reeves, 2005; Renchler, 2002) point 
out that rather than debate the configuration issue, school districts should be 
determining the desirability of alternative grade configurations according to other 
important factors. These factors include but are not limited to the following: geographic 
location, community values and preferences, financial resources, projected enrolments, 
space constraints, transportation costs, the number of school to school transitions, the 
size of the school, the need for conversion of facilities, neighbourhood diversity, and/or 
overall school goals.  
 
Schmitt (2004), states that “in their efforts to improve student achievement, 
policymakers would be better advised to concentrate on fully implementing programs 
and providing high quality professional development for teachers to improve student 
learning than to engage in abstract debates over other factors not supported by research. 
Grade configuration appears to be one of those factors currently being debated for 
which the research regarding student achievement is inconclusive. Improving student 
performance …can best be achieved when an entire school community focuses on 
common goals as part of a whole school reform initiative.”  
 
In summary, the existing literature contains many unanswered questions and vague or 
sometimes conflicting results are reported regarding the grade 7 - 12 school 
configuration. 
 
Questions to Expect About Reconfiguration of Schools 
 
Research (Anfara & Buehler (2005), Walker (2005) suggests that the following questions 
need to be addressed while discussing reconfiguration of schools in a district: 
 

• What is the purpose of creating 7 – 12 schools? 
• What are beliefs, values, and expectations of the 7 – 12 school and its program? 
• How will the culture of the 7 - 12 school be changed to accommodate the 

younger adolescents? 
• How can a logical instructional program be appropriately sequenced? 
• How would the instructional program meet the needs of every student? 
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• How has the staff been trained in order to best meet the needs of every student? 
• How will the staff in their professional growth meet the goals and beliefs of the 7 

-12 school? 
• Have all of the staff worked on this structure together and are in total support 

and agreement to commit to this program? 
• How will the program of the 7 – 12 school be assessed?  

• Will the grade configuration increase or decrease parental involvement? 

• How many students will be at each grade level, and what implications will this 
have for course offerings and instructional grouping? 

• How will the presence or absence of older students affect younger students? 

• What are the opportunities for interaction between age groups? 
• Is the design of the school building suited to this grade configuration? 
• What is the cost and length of student travel? 

 
Factors to Consider while Discussing Reconfiguration of Schools 
 
Erling, & Manning, (2006) outline the factors, beyond student achievement, that should 
be examined when determining what grade span configuration(s) might work best for a 
community and school district (Craig, 2006; Paglin & Fager, 1997): 
 

• Demographics/population of community (K-8 in smaller districts combines 
resources and saves costs; large districts may have more flexibility) 

• Preferred school size (fewer large schools, more small schools) 
• Site availability (separate locations, shared sites, adjacent locations; inventory of 

facilities; potential loss of local schools 
• Building design/ suitability/ capacity 
• Impact on transportation costs (cost and length) 
• Length of bus ride 
• Number of transitions 
• Parent involvement (community input into decision is critical re involvement 

affected by distance to school and the number of different schools their children 
attend) 

• Number of students at each grade level affects class groupings and course 
offerings 

• Opportunities for interaction between age groups (older students as role models, 
mentors) 

• Appropriateness of grouping certain grades/ages together 
• Influence of older students on younger students (positive and negative) 

 

 

General Findings of Research Related to the 7 - 12 Configuration 

The following is a list of some of the general findings based on a quick review of 
research reports that are cited in the Selected Reference List. One should bear in mind 
that most of these studies have limitations in terms of design and methodology. The 
transferability of conclusions to the Ontario context may also be in question. As well, 
many reports are merely reviews of the literature dealing primarily with American 
schools and/or surveys that have been conducted by school district staff. 
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Academic Considerations Related to the 7 - 12 Configuration 

• There is very little Ontario empirical research that examines academic 
achievement in the 7-12 configuration. 

• Research does indicate some loss of academic progress for middle schools (grade 
7-8 schools, US data) when separated from younger cohorts, but this research 
does not include broader grade configurations or models that include high-
school grades. (Paglin & Fager, 1997; Abella, 2005) 

• McKenzie, et al (2006) conclude that there is yet to be a consensus on which 
grade span configuration is most beneficial. “Since there is little empirical 
research supporting a certain grade range configuration, schools are left doing 
what they have always done or wishfully trying new configurations”. 

• Research indicates that the 7-12 configuration can have a significant effect on 
reducing drop-out rates, most significantly in males. (Alspaugh, J. W., 1999). 

• The 2008-2009 survey of Grade 9 and 10 students who attended a K-8 school 
versus students who attended a 7-12 school showed no significant differences in 
terms of academic achievement and perceptions of the school community. (Reid, 
2009) 

• The two Upper Canada School District schools that include a broader grade span 
both tend to perform above the Board and Provincial average for EQAO Math 
and Literacy Test assessments. 
 

Program Implications for Grade 7 – 12 Configuration 
 

• It is important to create a ‘one school community’ while respecting the needs of 
the two groups. 

• There is the possibility of more consistency in the 7 – 12 curriculum. 
• Access to a broader range of specialized programs, including technology, 

hospitality, music, and art. Upper Canada School District cautions that creating 
classrooms for 7 and 8 and giving them access to specialty programming must 
not be accomplished at the expense of the 9-12 students’ accessibility to specialty 
areas and availability of essential programming. 

• Reach-ahead and opportunities for enrichment for gifted/talented students with 
subject experts in high schools are possible. 

 
Social Implications for Grade 7 – 12 Configuration 
 

• Secondary students, rather than bullying younger students, have benefited from 
taking on mentorship roles, and increased opportunities to serve as tutors, 
coaches, etc. There are improved opportunities for earning meaningful 
Community Service hours supporting after-school programs. 

• There may be more opportunities for older students to be role models for 
younger students. 

• Evidence indicates that K-6 schools can benefit from an improved tone, where 
grade 6 students take on more of a leadership role, and are not intimidated by 
the blossoming adolescents in grade 7-8. (Halton DSB, 2008).  

• Staff who worked in the former Avon Maitland middle schools (Grade 7-8) and 
who now work in the 7-12 schools indicate that the behaviour of the Grade 7 and 
8 students has improved in the 7-12 setting. (Reid, 2009). 

• The Avon Maitland Stratford Northwestern PS/SS Principal has noted an 
improvement in the culture and climate of the school with the 7-12 configuration. 

• Anecdotal reports from Avon Maitland staff, students and parents in Goderich 
regarding the 7-12 configuration have been positive. (Reid, 2009.)  
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Prevalence of the Grade 7 -12 Configuration  
 
 

• The 7-12 configuration is by far the most common secondary school model used 
in the Eastern Ontario Catholic District School Board, the Ottawa-Carleton 
Catholic District School Board, and the Upper Canada District School Board. All 
three school districts have found it a very effective structure for programming 
and have not noted significant problems associated with the 7-12 social milieu. 
 

• Kawartha Pine Ridge District School Board has moved to a 7-12 configuration for 
many of its secondary schools. In their models, the schools run as “distinct 
schools within the same building”, sharing administration, resources and 
facilities, but existing as separate entities. 

 
• In the Halifax Regional School Board there are at least two high schools serving 

grades 7-12 
 

• The Ponoka School in Alberta is a grade 7-12 school. 
 
Protective Factors for Successful Implementation of the Grade 7 – 12 
Configuration 
 
Protective factors are identified by Tilleczek & Ferguson (2007) in Transitions and  
Pathways from Elementary to Secondary School: A Review of Selected Literature. Ontario 
Ministry of Education. 
 
Many Ontario School Districts have noted the importance of thoughtful and careful 
planning of: 
 

• Transitions for students 
• Student supports in place for academic and social needs 
• Timetables, bells, and scheduling 
• Supervision, different for 7 and 8 compared to 9-12 
• Transition plans/team building for staff – Secondary sharing with intermediate 

staff 
• Understanding the fears of the Secondary staff – they experience change as well 
• Merging the community 
• Merging of the School Councils, strategic plans 
• Traditions of feeder schools, of staff, School Councils, i.e. graduations, bursaries, 

closing ceremonies, trophies, etc 
 
 
Some Pros of the Grade 7 – 12 Configuration 
 
The majority of Upper Canada District School Board administrators reported that the 
transition and start-up for students under the 7 – 12 structure went smoothly in 2010. 
Collaboration by students and staff – including information technology, plant, human 
resources, and teaching staff – was a major factor in an excellent start-up. 
Majority of elementary principals believe that staff members have reacted positively to 
placing grades 7 and 8 students in a grade 7 -12 school. (Dawes, 2010) 
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Grades 7 and 8 students experience a setting where there is more being offered for them 
than just a regular classroom. They have greater opportunities for learning such as 
access to shop classes and larger gyms, better sports fields, larger computer labs, and 
bigger libraries. (Dawes, 2010) 
 
There may be fewer transitions to new school settings. Some research indicates that 
students can lose up to a year while adjusting and that fewer transitions could result in 
students not losing time due to the transition adjustment.  
 
Secondary staff members have greater opportunities to work with intermediate staff to 
ensure an easier transition for grade 8 students into high school. 
 
Wren’s (2003) study of 232 schools in Michigan revealed that the reduction of school-to-
school transitions is correlated with improvements in student achievement and that 
longer grade spans within schools is positively correlated with student achievement. 
The number of transitions was a significant predictor of student achievement. The study 
evaluated student performance on the state assessment administered in grades 4, 5, 7, 8 
and 11.  
 
The safety and security of grades 7 and 8 students can be assured by separate bell times, 
gym time and lunch hours, as well as assigned wings for grades 7 and 8 students. 
(Dawes, 2010). 
 
 
Some Cons of the Grade 7 – 12 Configuration 
 
There is some evidence in American studies that suggests if there must be a choice 
between a K-8 or 7-12 structure, that students seem to make more academic gains in the 
K-8 configuration. 
 
School programs often tend to revolve around the high school students' needs, not 
around those of the young adolescents. 
 
The needs of the young adolescent, aged 10-15, are quite different from older students 
and many secondary teachers may not have adequate training and experience in 
working with students at this age level. 
 
There may be fewer opportunities for more students to have leadership positions in 
extracurricular activities. 
 
Regarding the interaction of puberty and school context, Simmons & Blyth (1987) report 
that upon transition into middle school or junior high school, girls in early adolescence 
frequently suffered from a drop in self-esteem, extracurricular participation, and 
leadership behaviors, but not if they remained in an elementary school setting. The 
effects of this transition persisted throughout the school years. For boys transitioning 
into middle and high school, there were similar negative effects in extracurricular 
participation and grades, but not in self-esteem. The authors concluded that the 
relatively protected elementary school setting made the entry into adolescence less 
stressful for both boys and girls. In addition, students who had not experienced the 
stress of the earlier transition seemed to cope better with the transition into high school 
than did other students. 
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Some Conclusions from the Research 

Minimizing transitions ensures that students have more stability in their learning 
environment. This also encourages relationship-building and a sense of community in a 
school. Together, over time, these things can positively influence teaching and learning, 
leading to improved program quality, and most importantly improved student 
achievement. 
 
It appears that many Ontario school districts have determined that the best way to 
minimize transitions is to reduce the number of grade span configuration models.  In 
addition, both the JK-8 and 9-12 and the JK-6 and 7-12 school configurations are aligned 
with the existing divisional organization of the curriculum as provided by the Ontario 
Ministry of Education. 
 
It is important to have student, staff, parent, and community support for any 
realignment of school configurations within a school district. 
 
Many Ontario school districts are housing grade 7 to 12 students in one building, 
usually an under-capacity secondary school. Transitioning to a 7-12 school configuration  
is a very logical use of surplus space and is very cost efficient for the school district. 
 
By transitioning grade 7 and 8 students to a nearby secondary school building, much 
needed space can be freed up in an over-capacity elementary school that can be used for 
Full-day Kindergarten, Child Care, and Early Learning Programs.  
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