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The proposed Rule Revisions for Educator Preparation and Accountability (REPA) are not without some merit.  From time to time, thoughtful revisions are necessary.  However, the idea of constructing a three level licensing system eliminating middle school endorsements or license raises one of significant concern on the part of middle level educators. Early adolescents are vulnerable and must be taught by highly qualified, skilled educators who understand and use specific instructional strategies which engage middle level students.  Teaching in the middle (ages 10-15) takes more than content knowledge.  If erring, middle schools must err on the side of elementary school, not high schools.  Throughout the years, middle schools have implemented many more strategies of the elementary schools because the data confirms they work.

Stability of our society is at risk.  For many students, schools provide the structure and safe environment not found in the home.   Schools are not small businesses.  “The confusion between inputs and outputs stems from one of the primary differences between business and the social sectors” (Collins. 2005).  The thought that our institutions need to be staffed by people who have not been taught appropriate and specific teaching methods nor have the ability to bring more than content knowledge to the early adolescents of Indiana is unreasonable.  Collins continues, “In business, money is both an input (a resource for achieving greatness) and an output (a measure of greatness).  In the social sectors, money is only an input, and not a measure of greatness.”  In the most recent issue of Middle Ground, a periodical of the National Middle School Association, a three year research project from John Hopkins University focused on the national drop out rate and the identification of middle school students who are likely to drop out. Middle school educators must recognize characteristics of middle level learners and the behaviors displayed throughout the adolescent years. Research continues to clarify the need to have educators well versed in characteristics and behavior of middle school students, while maintaining a strong background in curricular content.  These two important characteristics cannot be separated from one another, but are an emerging need to prepare outstanding and successful students.  As the discussion of appropriate licensure for middle level educators is considered, look at the research of the ACT and the longitudinal data provided in the 2008 Research Manual Making Readiness a Reality.  In the research entitled The Forgotten Middle, it states, “A new longitudinal study by ACT reveals that when students’ skills are improved during middle school, the results by the high school can be astounding.”  This rigorous preparation does not occur with just strong content knowledge.  It occurs with a highly qualified teacher who knows and understands the academic, social and emotional needs of the early adolescent.
Educators must have a repertoire of strategies to use with students.  One size does not fit all.  When Robert Marzano, Debra Pickering, and Jane Pollock concluded their meta analysis and research on effective classroom strategies, successful educators incorporated these strategies in the classroom. Every classroom teacher did not.  This does not portray a difference in licensure, but a difference in greatness.  Early adolescents are not mini high schoolers and cannot be treated as such.  Middle school students have unique characteristics requiring unique instructional strategies.  In the book Qualities of Effective Teachers, James Strong states, “A teacher’s repertoire of teaching strategies is an important element of over all effectiveness.” He continues, “The literature on instruction suggests that students whose teachers develop and regularly integrate inquiry-based, hands-on learning activities, critical thinking skills, and assessments into daily lessons consistently out-perform their peers.”  Without effective methods classes where strong, specific strategies are taught and practiced, content knowledge is not enough.  Teachers of middle level must want to teach these students.  Breaking Ranks in the Middle , a 2006 publication of ASCD, clearly articulates recommendations for teacher preparation proposing additional strategies for classroom instruction outside of mere content knowledge.   A great portion of a middle school teacher’s day is spent on the social and emotional aspect of education.                                                  
Within the current licensing system, secondary educators have been able to teach in the middle schools.  What will change is the ability of elementary trained educators with middle school endorsements to teach in the same positions.  It has always been the responsibility of the school administration to find the educator best suited to meet the needs of their student population.  This response is being severely limited. The best suited science teacher may be the one who chose an elementary background and specifically chose to have a concentration in science.  Multiple hours of science content were part of the preparation.  Under the new proposal, this person would have to take the Praxis II to show their level of knowledge.  Why?  If effective evaluation processes are taking place, poor teachers are coached or their contracts are not renewed.  
In Strong’s Qualities of Effective Teachers, he discusses the pedagogical skills vital for effectiveness.  “A teacher’s subject matter expertise supports student learning up to a point, but educational coursework appears to have a substantive value-added influence on student achievement.”   In conclusion, consider Michael Fullan’s opening sentence in Turnabout Leadership.  “The real reform action is societal.”  Change for the sake of change will not yield results.  Continual professional development, fidelity to initiatives, and educators who want to teach all children yield the results.  If we make certain all of this is being done, high academic achievement for all will be realized.

