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PURPOSE AND DATA 
SOURCES FOR 
COMPARING GRADE 
CONFIGURATIONS

Urban Context Challenges

Urban districts face unique challenges like high mobility, poverty, and 

diversity impacting grade configurations.

Research Data Sources

Analysis uses longitudinal, quasi-longitudinal studies, district cohorts, 
and national datasets for student outcomes.

Focus on Transitions

Transitions to middle grades are critical points of vulnerability affecting 
student achievement and behavior.

Equity and Outcomes

Grade configurations influence equity by affecting underserved 

students’ academic and social experiences.



6–8 MIDDLE SCHOOL OUTCOMES 
AND TRANSITION EFFECTS

Academic Decline in Transition

Students often experience declines in academic achievement during the 6–8 
transition, especially in sixth and seventh grades.

Increased Behavioral Issues

Transition to larger, departmentalized middle schools correlates with increased 
absenteeism and behavioral referrals.

Structural Challenges

Middle school size and structure reduce adult-student relationships, increasing 
feelings of anonymity among students.

Higher Risk in Urban Areas

Urban middle schools face greater risks due to poverty-related challenges impacting 
student engagement and achievement.



6–12 SECONDARY SCHOOL MODELS: 
OPPORTUNITIES AND LIMITATIONS

Reduced Student Transitions

6–12 schools eliminate the middle-to-high school transition, reducing achievement 
declines linked with school changes.

Access to Advanced Resources

Middle-grade students gain earlier access to advanced coursework, labs, and career-
technical programs, enhancing engagement.

Adolescent Needs and Challenges

Urban 6–12 settings may expose younger students to older peers and high school 
discipline systems, creating challenges.

Conditional Effectiveness

6–12 schools work best with strong grade segmentation, middle-grade supports, and 
counseling, lacking universal benefits.



SUMMARY COMPARISON AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS FOR URBAN 
DISTRICTS

GRA DE 
CONF IG URATION

ACA DEMIC 
PERF ORMA NCE

TRANS ITION 
IMP ACT

EQUITY 
IMP LICATIONS

OVERA LL URBA N 
EFF ECTIVENES S

K–8
Higher reading and math 
outcomes in middle 
grades

Lowest; eliminates 
elementary-to-
middle transition

Strong benefits for 
high-poverty and 
special education 
students

Most consistently effective

6–8
Lower performance 
during transition years

Highest; 
concentrated early-
adolescent transition

Disproportionate 
negative impact on 
underserved students

Least effective

6–12
Mixed; dependent on 
implementation quality

Moderate; removes 
middle-to-high 
transition

Potential benefits with 
strong supports, but 
uneven evidence

Promising but unproven
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