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iddle schools are critical to the future success
of our students yet they have been largely
ignored in the debate on education reform.

Research continues to show that academic
planning and counseling needs to start as early
as the 6th grade so students are prepared for
the rigorous curriculum of high school and the
future challenges of college and the workforce.
Yet more than half of our middle schools in Los
Angeles County are failing to meet national
education standards.

Lack of funding, overcrowded classrooms and a
shortage of credentialed teachers are severely
impacting our students’ performance, and the
situation is even more critical in low-income
schools with a majority of African American and
Latino students, who face inadequate and
unequal learning conditions and opportunities. 

We are facing a serious crisis in our middle
schools. Youth are expected to learn and 
succeed in nearly impossible environments
where 11-12 year-olds transition from a school
of 500 students with few classroom changes
and consistent teacher and staff relationships
to a school of over 2,000 students with multiple
classroom changes, and fewer caring adult
relationships. 

For our community to succeed, we need to 
be effectively preparing our middle school youth
with the academic foundation for college and
careers of the 21st century. United Way of
Greater Los Angeles is committed to leading
this effort as part of our ten-year action plan to
fight poverty and improve the quality of life for
all in Los Angeles County. 

As you read this report, I urge you to join us 
as we work with schools, educators, leaders
from the public, private and nonprofit sectors, 
parents, and youth to create and implement 
the solutions that will improve the middle 
school experience for all students in Los
Angeles County, and help them make successful
transitions to high school and beyond. 

Sincerely,

Elise Buik
President & CEO
United Way of Greater Los Angeles
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WHY MIDDLE
SCHOOL MATTERS

2

The conditions students
face and how they perform
in middle school play a 
vital role in whether or not
they will graduate from high
school prepared for college
and the 21st century 
workforce.

There are several key
factors in middle grades
that influence how well  
students will progress.

Adolescent Development
As we all know, puberty is a
very difficult time for kids 
and  can  result in greater
emotional reactivity to stress.1

Peers also become a primary
influence so it is critical that
young people have at least
one relationship with a caring
adult in their lives.

Access to 
Quality Teachers
Unlike elementary and high
school, middle school 
teachers are rarely requested
to undergo specific training 
to teach that age group.
About a quarter of middle
school teachers in the U.S.
are credentialed to teach in
middle school, while the
majority of the rest are 
credentialed for elementary
school.2

College Planning
The U.S. Department of
Education now recommends
that students begin planning
for college as early as 6th
grade. In a recent national
study by the college
entrance exam firm ACT,
only 60% of middle and 
high school students
described their curriculum 
as college preparatory; 
22% had yet to think about
education, training and work
post high school; and 30%
of students and their families
had not considered ways 
to pay for college.3

Academic Reform 
and Rigor
Students need to be 
prepared in middle school
for the increasing rigor
demanded by high school
as curriculum is aligned
with the needs of the 
21st century economy.
While some may argue 
that this increases failure
rates for middle school 
students, research has
shown that increased 
academic rigor, coupled
with quality student 
support, actually 
increases high school
completion and success.4

Education reform efforts over
recent years have focused
on early education and high
school, and have missed
out on the critical role of
middle school.  

The majority of kids drop out in 9th
and 10th grades, making middle
school a make or break moment in
their lives.



Gabriel Hernandez
14 year-old Boyle Heights resident on his transition
from elementary to middle school and beyond.

Transition to Middle School: 
“It was stressful. It’s hard to keep track of all the 
classes, especially when you go from one teacher to
four or five. I struggled.”

The Classes: 
“They put me on daily check. The teachers had to sign
off if I did my homework, brought in my supplies. It
was a hassle. But I think it was a good thing now.”

Being Safe: 
“The world opens up to you slowly. You start to learn
about why this bunch of guys hang around together,
why this guy is walking past me covered in blood.
You start learning about things. It’s something you
shouldn’t have to, but you do.”

Dropping Out: 
“My friends talk about dropping out. It’s getting too
hard, you know. You see other students do it, and it
sends you a message. If they’re dropping out, why
can’t I?”

Why He Won’t: 
“Mostly the influence here [InnerCity Struggle] and my 
family. No one in my family has ever gone to college
and I want to be the first one.” 

His Mother:
“My mother wants me to go to college. She always
tells me, ‘Get your grades up, you’re there to learn.’
She always checks my homework, meets with the
teachers. That helps me a lot now.”

The Future: 
“I want to go to college. To Berkeley. And do 
medicine.” 

No one in my family has ever gone to
college and I want to be the first one.”

3

InnerCity Struggle is a United Way
partner in East Los Angeles that
engages middle and high school 
students and their families in improving
the quality of their education.
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KEY FINDINGS

The likelihood of students moving on from middle to high school and graduating are appallingly low.
• For every 100 ninth grade students in 2002, 57 had graduated 4 years later, and only 12 enrolled in a California

public university. 

Over half of middle schools are failing federal education standards and the situation is much worse for
schools serving low-income African American and Latino populations.
• 70% of middle schools that serve high levels of low-income students are failing, compared to 44% of high schools 

and 32% of elementary schools.  

Students who fail even one middle school class are much more likely to drop out of high school.
• Less than 50% of students who failed at least one class in grades 6-8 graduated from high school within four years 

compared to over 66% of students who never failed a class.

Half of middle schools in Los Angeles County meet the state’s definition of an overcrowded school.
• The average sized middle school in Los Angeles County has 2,100 students compared to 500 students in elementary 

school – children are entering into classes that are double the size of what they are used to.
• Overcrowding is even more intense in LAUSD, where 75% of middle schools meet the state’s definition of an        

overcrowded school

About half of Los Angeles County 7th graders don’t feel safe in school.
• 48% of 7th grade students have been bullied at least once in the last year.  
• 6% of 7th graders have carried a gun – and 13% another weapon – onto school property at least once.

The support of a caring adult is critical to the success of middle school students, but very few have it.
• 71% of 7th graders do not have a high level of caring relationships with a teacher or other adults at school.
• 41% of 7th graders do not have a high level of caring relationships with adults in the community.

1
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IMPLICATIONS

Unless we prioritize middle school education to prepare all students for college and the 21st century
workforce, we will not have the necessary infrastructure for a thriving community and sustainable economy. 

When middle schools fail, students fail. The high failure rate of middle schools with a majority low-income
African American and Latino population also leads to a growing racial opportunity gap and often seals the 
students’ fate to low-wage jobs and a cycle of poverty. 

Without early intervention, struggling middle school students will continue to drop out, adding to the current
crisis. We need to drive the necessary supports and opportunities for the future success of our children. 

Overcrowded schools lead to unstable learning environments where students are more likely to receive a
low-quality education and fall through the cracks. 

Feeling unsafe in middle school perpetuates further violence and victimization as youth join gangs, bring
weapons onto school property or become the aggressors, preventing them from focusing on their own
personal growth and education. 

Without the steadying influence of an engaged adult – teacher, parent, clergy or youth leader – middle
school students who are already struggling with the challenges of puberty are much more likely to tune
out and drop out. 

t
t

t
t
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THE STATE OF MIDDLE
SCHOOL STUDENTS 



School Types and
Enrollment 
• The number of public
middle schools in Los
Angeles County has grown
steadily over the past
decade, from 233 in 1997
to 266 today.
• The average size of an
elementary school in Los
Angeles County is about
500 students, whereas the
average middle school has
2,100 students.

Income 
• Race and class converge in
middle schools: over 75% of
schools with a majority of
Latino, African American, and
American Indian students
have a majority of low-income
students compared to 9% of
schools with a majority of
White and Asian students.

• About two-thirds of middle
school students – and
about 80% in LAUSD – are
in the Free and Reduced
Price Meal Program for
low-income families.

Race/Ethnicity
• 73% of middle school 
students are from 
under-represented minority
groups (i.e., Latino, African
American or American 
Indian) compared to 67% 
in high schools. 
• Latinos make up about half
of the Los Angeles County
population, but almost two
out of three middle school
students are Latino. 

Language
• More than a quarter of
middle school students in
the county are classified 
as “English Learners” 
(compared to about a fifth 
of high school students).

SCOPE AND
DEMOGRAPHICS 

There are about 400,000 youth in grades 6, 7, and 8 (normally
ages 11-14) in public schools in Los Angeles County, 
representing a large, diverse group of young people who will
enter adulthood within the next four to seven years. These
students tend to be from minority groups under-represented
in higher education (i.e. Latino, African American or American
Indian), and many face challenges such as poverty and
learning English.

Majority of 
6th-8th Graders 
in Los Angeles
County are in Public
Middle Schools

72.6%

16.8%

10.6%

Source: California Department of Education, 2006-7

Private
Schools

Other 
Public Schools

Public
Middle   
Schools
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Conditions are bad for all students, no matter their
race or ethnicity, and on top of that, they are worse 
for African American and Latino students. Yet these
problems are readily identified and fixable.”
John Rogers and Jeannie Oakes, UCLA Department of Education.



While there is a general
lack of data on the social-
emotional adjustment of
young people, the California

Healthy Kids Survey 
does provide several 
indicators that are helpful 
in assessing how middle

grades students are doing
developmentally.5

Relationships with
Caring Adults 
• Less than 30% of 7th
graders report having a
high level of caring 
relationships with a teacher
or other adults at school,
and less than 20% have a
high level of opportunities

SOCIAL
DEVELOPMENT 

M iddle school is a time of heightened vulnerability for many
young people. The three years between sixth and eighth
grade are known for an increase in disciplinary problems,
motivational decline (lack of interest, increased alienation), 
and initiation in risky behavior, and these developmental
changes can directly affect how students perform 
academically.  
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for meaningful interactions
with teachers or other
adults in school.
• 41% of 7th graders said
they do not have a high
level of caring relationships
with adults in the community.
• According to the 2005
California Health Interview
Survey, over a quarter of
middle school-aged youth
feel that their parents know
little or nothing about their
free time, while 58% said
that an adult is always
around after school hours
and 28% said that an adult
is around most of the time
after school.

Detachment
• One in five students report
having skipped school or
classes a minimum of one to
two times. 
• About 30% of 7th graders
report feelings of depression
to an extent that such 
feelings interfere with their
engagement in activities.

Youth Violence
• Only about half of Los
Angeles County 7th graders
report feeling safe in school.
6% of 7th graders have 
carried a gun – and 13%
another weapon – onto
school property at least
once.
• About 9% of 7th graders
in Los Angeles County said
that they are involved with 
a gang. 

MIDDLE SCHOOL YOUTH
FACE SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT 
CHALLENGES

Do Not Have High Level of
Caring Relationships with
Teacher or Other Adult at
School

Have Signs of Depression

Been Bullied at Least Once
in Last Year

71%

29%

48%

Source: California Healthy Kids Survey, 2004-2006

0 20 40 60 80 100
PERCENT OF 7TH GRADERS

It was difficult. The classes
were bigger compared to 
the ones in elementary. 
Thirty to forty students 
compared with twenty 
in elementary.”
Ivan Hernandez, LAUSD student
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Per-Pupil Spending
• 100% of Los Angeles
County middle schools – and
98% of high schools – spend
less on each student than the
national average ($8,041).
This reflects California’s low

level of spending statewide
($6,765) in comparison to
the rest of the nation.

Overcrowding
• Half of the county’s 
middle and high schools

meet the state’s definition
of an overcrowded school.6

Overcrowding is even more
intense in LAUSD, where
75% of middle schools
meet the state’s definition
of an overcrowded school
(twice the proportion of
non-LAUSD middle
schools). 

Qualified Teachers
• Approximately one in 
four middle schools have
serious shortages of 
qualified teachers (at least
20% of teachers lack full
credentials).
• Schools that primarily
serve communities of color
are four times more likely 
to have serious shortages 
of qualified teachers than
schools with smaller 
percentages of under-
represented minority 
students.
• Just half of the instructors 
teaching the critical subject
of math at middle schools
hold preliminary or full 
teaching credentials in 
mathematics.  
• Disparities in access to
A-G college prep courses
are correlated with the
race/ethnic makeup of
schools: those with White
and Asian majorities are far
more likely to have A-G
classes in all subjects, and
A-G math classes taught by
fully qualified teachers.

SCHOOL
RESOURCES 

Throughout the county, middle school students experience
shortages of basic resources such as overcrowded facilities,
counselors with large student loads, shortages of fully
qualified teachers and lack of college preparatory
courses/teaching resources. The situation is even more
critical in racially disparate schools where students face
inadequate and unequal learning conditions and opportunities.
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ACCESS TO 
COLLEGE PREP COURSES
The A-G Curriculum is a sequence of courses required for admission to

the University of California or California State University systems. Most

A-G courses are taken in high school, however, some rigorous courses

taught at the middle school level may be A-G eligible, like Algebra 1.

History/Social Science Two years (one year of world 

history, one year of U.S. history or 

a half year of U.S. history and a 

half year of Civics)

English Four years

Math Three years required, four years 

recommended (Algebra, 

Geometry, Algebra II required)

Science Two years required, three years 

recommended (two of the courses 

must be Biology, Chemistry or 

Physics)

Foreign Language Two years (same language), three 

years recommended

Visual/Performing Arts One year

College Prep Elective One year

A

B

C

D

E

F

G

SHORTAGES OF QUALIFIED 
TEACHERS FOR MATH MORE 
SEVERE IN MIDDLE SCHOOLS
THAT PRIMARILY SERVE 
COMMUNITIES OF COLOR

67%

45%
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ACADEMIC
ACHIEVEMENT 

Program Improvement 
• In the current school
year, 70% of middle
schools that serve high
levels of low-income 
students are in Program

Improvement — over half
have been there for four 
or five years. 
• More than half of middle
schools have failed to meet
NCLB targets. At current

rates of progress, all county
middle schools will have
failed to meet targets by
2014. The situation is even
more dire in middle schools
that primarily serve
communities of color:
6% of schools with a
majority White and Asian
population are failing today
compared to 90% with a
majority African American
and Latino population.

Algebra
• A rigorous curriculum, 
such as taking Algebra in
8th grade, is critical to
improving educational
outcomes. On average,
slightly more than half of
8th graders are taking
Algebra. LAUSD middle
schools enroll a slightly
higher proportion of their
8th graders in Algebra
than other districts in 
the county.
• Contrary to other
findings, middle schools
with larger enrollments of
under-represented minority
students, both inside and
outside of LAUSD, have
larger percentages of 8th
graders taking Algebra.

Pathways to High School
Graduation and College
• The likelihood that 
students moving on from
middle to high school will
successfully graduate and
go to college is appallingly
low. For every 100 ninth
grade students in 2002, 57 
graduated four years later,

M iddle schools are under mounting pressure to increase
academic achievement and adequately prepare young people
for high school. Unfortunately, overall they are failing miserably
in Los Angeles County, as many are failing to meet target
performance measures under No Child Left Behind (NCLB).
Schools with significant populations of disadvantaged
students that do not make adequate progress in improving
academic outcomes for two consecutive years are known
as “Program Improvement” schools.

Source: California Department of Education, 2007-8
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Over 50% of our middle schools
are failing national education
standards, and they’ve been 
failing for years. 



23 had taken the necessary
A-G coursework, and only
12 enrolled in a California
public four-year university.
The rates of high school
graduation and college
enrollment are even lower
for students in LAUSD or
from under-represented
minority groups.
• A significant proportion
of students who do not
graduate college-ready are
close to achieving college
readiness. Recent detailed
analysis shows that from 20
LAUSD schools studied,
one-third of students were
found to be no more than
two courses away from the
A-G benchmarks in their
grades. Failing grades in
math and English in 9th
grade were the two major
barriers.8

JUST HALF OF 8TH
GRADERS IN LOS ANGELES
COUNTY TAKE ALGEBRA

L.A. County LAUSD

54% 56%

100

80

60

40

20

0
Source: California Department of Education
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For every 100 ninth
grade students, 
only 12 will actually
make it to California’s 
public universities
four years later.



INFLUENCE ON HIGH
SCHOOL GRADUATION
AND COLLEGE READINESS



In order to better 
understand how these 
various factors influence
whether middle school 
students are successful in
high school, we report here
on detailed new analysis 
of the middle school 
experiences of students in
Los Angeles Unified School
District (LAUSD) who were
expected to graduate from
high school in 2005.9

Graduation
• Just over half (51%) 
of the students in LAUSD
earned a high school 
diploma within four years.
This graduation rate is much
lower than the official figure
provided by the district to
the state, but confirms the
findings of other outside
researchers.10

Academic Performance 
• Failing even one middle
school course is a 
significant risk factor that
jeopardizes high school 
graduation and college 
readiness. More than 
two-thirds of the students
who never failed a class in
grades six to eight graduated
from high school within 
four years, compared with 
less than 50% of students
who failed at least one class. 
• Those who fail classes 
during all three middle

grades years are at 
greatest risk — only 18%
graduated from high
school. 

Language 
• A surprising finding is that
students who spoke English

at home and students who
spoke Spanish at home
both graduated at the same 
rate (50%), despite the fact
that students who speak
Spanish at home tend to
have lower academic 
outcomes in standardized
testing. English speakers
were, however, slightly more
likely to graduate college-
ready than Spanish speakers
(29% to 24%).11

NEW ANALYSIS ON
MIDDLE GRADES 

M iddle grades students in Los Angeles County face serious
challenges in being academically and socially prepared for
high school.

70%
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Source: Zarate et al. analysis of LAUSD data
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Of those students who started 9th
grade in 2002, just 28% graduated
from high school with the A-G
college eligibility requirements to
apply to a CSU or UC campus.



• Students who spoke a 
language other than English
or Spanish were much more
likely to graduate from high
school (67%) and complete
the A-G curriculum (52%).
These disparities are likely
explained by the fact that
students in the “Other” 
category are from Asian 
and other immigrant groups,
who tend to have better 
outcomes overall.12

Race/Ethnicity 
• Latinos and African
Americans (who together
make up about 80% of the
students in the study) are
much less likely than
Asians and Whites to be
successful in high school.

• Less than half of Latino
(49%) and African American
(46%) students graduated
from high school, compared
to 59% of Whites and 68%
of Asians. A-G completion
rates for Latinos and
African Americans were 
just under 25%, compared
to 43% of Whites and 
56% of Asians.

Income 
• 50% of students who
attended high-poverty 
middle schools completed
high school, compared to
56% of students who
attended other schools. A
quarter of students at high
poverty middle schools 
completed A-G, compared

to 34% of the students at
more economically diverse
schools. 

Gender
• While girls had a 58%
chance of graduating, just
45% of boys ended up 
graduating from high school.
This may reflect differences 
in the personal experiences 
of boys and girls in middle
grades. Boys were far 
more likely to fail middle
grades classes than girls:
58% of boys compared to
41% of girls failed at least
one class. Moreover, boys
failed nearly twice as many
middle grades classes as 
girls (2.9 to 1.5). 
• Boys and girls also 
complete the A-G course
requirements at very
different rates (34% for girls
compared to 22% for boys). 

School Transitions
• Over half (54%) of 
students who stayed at the
same middle school ended
up graduating from high 
school, while only 35% of
students who changed

16

Students at Middle
Schools That
Primarily Serve
Communities 
of Color Less Likely
to be Successful 
in High School

63%

42%

55%

32%

49%

23%

70%
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Source: Zarate et al. analysis of LAUSD data

Students who spoke English at
home and students who spoke
Spanish at home both graduated
at the same rate.

Middle Schools with 
50-89% African

American and Latino

Middle Schools with
90% or more African
American and Latino

Middle Schools with
less than 50% African
American and Latino

Graduated from
High School

Graduated 
College-Ready
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schools between 7th and 
8th grade went on to 
graduate.    
• Only 17% of students
who changed schools
between 7th and 8th grade
completed CSU/UC
eligibility, compared to 30%
of students who did not
change middle schools.   

Access to Qualified
Teachers
• When less than one-fifth
of teachers at a middle
school had a teaching 
credential, 27% of 
students graduated with 
A-G eligibility requirements.
This rose to 37% for 
students at schools where
more than one-fifth of 
teachers were credentialed.

63%

42%

55%

32%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

Source: Zarate et al. analysis of LAUSD data

Graduated from High School Graduated College Ready

Schools Without Severe
Teacher Shortages

Schools With Severe
Teacher Shortages*

MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENTS 
WITH MORE QUALIFIED TEACHERS
ARE MORE LIKELY TO SUCCEED IN
HIGH SCHOOL

My neighborhood middle school is 
underperforming. I’m terrified to send 
my kids there, but I don’t have the 
resources to send them to private school.
What other choices are there?”
LAUSD Parent

*Schools where more than one-fifth of teachers are not fully certified are
described as having severe teacher shortages.



18

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Reform must be based on the best
interests of students, families, and
communities. 

• The growth and vitality of local 
communities depends on strong 
and healthy school systems. 

• Schools, educators, students, 
parents, colleges and universities,
and local business leaders are all
accountable for education excellence
in equity, outcomes, and practice. 

• School reform depends on high 
standards, equal access, and 
integrating multiple educational 
pathways for youth to succeed.

• School districts need to align and
coordinate elementary, middle and
high school levels. 

• Decisions must be based on the
best available data and research.  

The following pages describe three key
recommendations for improving the
middle grade experience of students
in Los Angeles County.

C learly, we need to do more to prepare
middle grades students for a successful
transition to high school on a pathway
to college and the workforce. To do 
so, we need to agree on several core
principles and values:
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Prepare middle grades youth for college and the high-paying jobs
and careers of the 21st century by giving students the academic
foundation for future success

WHY?

HOW?

The demand for workers with postsecondary education in California is
projected to grow in the 21st century economy. College and career 
planning need to begin in the middle grades so that students are 
prepared for the rigorous curriculum of high school.

• Prepare students to complete the A-G college preparatory courses
required for California’s public universities. Educate parents on the
importance of A-G for their child’s future. 

• Set a school goal that at least 65% of 8th grade students are enrolled
in Algebra I.

• Schedule convenient times for parents and families to participate in
school meetings and opportunities that support their children’s 
academic preparation and educational success.

• Require superintendents and local school boards to fully align 
classroom curriculum so that students can successfully transfer from
elementary to middle and then to high school.13

WHERE IS IT WORKING?
In 2005, the Los Angeles Unified
School District adopted A-G as the
default curriculum for all high
school students, thanks to advocacy
efforts by a coalition of organizations,
parents, and students.14 This has set
the stage for promoting systemic
reform across K-12, including
investments in teacher development,
career technical programs, and an
increased commitment to partnering
with parents. In 2007, the Long
Beach Unified School District
(LBUSD) unanimously approved
policy recommendations from a

similar coalition to boost successful
completion of A-G courses by
aligning classes, counseling and
supports beginning in 6th grade.
LBUSD also signed the Long
Beach College Promise with
California State University Long
Beach and Long Beach City
College to align academic standards,
teaching methods and student
assessment to make higher
education and high-paying careers
attainable for every Long Beach
student, beginning with the incoming
6th grade class of fall 2008. 

“It’s a challenge to engage parents. Many parents have to work two jobs and
are very busy. We need to join forces in order to help the students excel 
academically. Because when you have parents that are involved in schools,
you get better results. Students achieve academically.” Arturo Ibarra, teacher
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Provide quality student support services and early academic 
interventions to bolster student preparation and performance 

WHY?

HOW?

Students who fail classes early in middle grades but receive help to get
back on track are much more likely to be successful in high school.
Students not adequately prepared in middle grades for core high school
subjects such as mathematics and English Language Arts in 9th grade
have difficulty catching up on college-readiness requirements.

• Evaluate and monitor the progress of students on an ongoing basis, 
particularly in critical subjects such as Algebra and English Language
Arts in the 6th to 8th grades.

• Make sure schools offer timely feedback and intervention strategies in
communication with students and their parents, to improve student 
performance.

• Improve student achievement and social development by providing 
high-quality before and after-school programs such as Saturday 
academies and Summer Bridge programs.

• Engage parents, community partners, and stakeholders to work with
individual schools and school districts to support student achievement
and school success. 

WHERE IS IT WORKING?
In 2007, Project GRAD Los
Angeles hosted a Middle School
Algebra and Robotics Summer
Institute to prepare more students
to take and succeed in Algebra. In
all, 165 students from four LAUSD
middle schools in the Northeast
San Fernando Valley, who were at
risk of not enrolling in Algebra, 
participated in the four-week
program. After the Summer

Institute, all 165 students were
placed into Algebra I classes with
the teachers who had taught them
during the summer. After the first
semester, over 99% of students
passed Algebra I, with over 56% 
of students earning A or B grades.
L.A. Mission College and California
State University, Northridge, were
partners in the project.

“Part of our role is to build school capacity to engage communities. You can
have a well intentioned principal who simply, time-wise and staff-wise, 
can’t afford to take on a new project even if they know the outcome would
be good.” Lester Garcia, Executive Director, Boyle Heights Learning Collaborative
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“We have an imperative to change our graduation results. We have an

imperative to be the district of choice for teachers and principals and parents.

We’re under a lot of pressure to find results that work and smaller sized 

classes have resulted in a boost to student achievement.” 

Monica Garcia, President of Los Angeles Board of Education 

Provide youth with small, personalized learning environments where
teaching and learning support student success 

WHY?

HOW?

Los Angeles County has some of the largest middle schools in the 
nation, with grade sizes at least seven times larger in middle school than
in elementary school. These large environments can be intimidating for 
both students and parents and can impede learning. 

• Teach youth in smaller learning groups where each student can feel
known and valued by staff and peers. 

• Recommend a ratio of 1 teacher for 25 middle grades students in core
courses, and 1 teacher for 20 students in intervention courses. 

• Support the practice of having teachers continue with the same 
students from one year to the next so they can develop ongoing 
positive, caring relationships to better support student success both
academically and socially. 

• Support Professional Learning Communities where teams of teachers
and staff collaborate in an intentional and consistent manner to support
student learning. The benefits include academic gains for students and
better informed and more committed teachers.15

WHERE IS IT WORKING?
Torch Middle School in the City of
Industry (Basset Unified School
District) was one of three schools
in the state to be designated a
2008 California “Schools to
Watch” Model Middle School. With
a student population that is 94%
Latino, 86% eligible for the free
and reduced meal program, 29%
classified as English learners and
25% who are homeless, Torch
exemplifies a high-performing
Professional Learning Community,
where teachers work in highly
effective teams, sharing common
planning time, working collaboratively
and productively, and applying

tools such as systematic data
analysis, reflection of practice, 
and feedback to improve student 
performance and instruction.  
Torch works in collaboration with
THINK Together, which provides
after-school academic support and
enrichment activities for Torch 
students, and the California League
of Middle Schools, which partners
with Torch to provide mentorship
opportunities for the Principals to
Watch Academy. Torch’s overall
Academic Performance Index (API)
score has risen 290 points in the
last eight years and is now at 735.
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Much of the content in this Summary Report came from work by an expert research team.  These work products are
available as separate chapters in the Full Report, which can be found online at www.unitedwayla.org:

• State of Middle and High School Education in Los Angeles County – Jeannie Oakes, John Rogers, and Siomara
Valladares (UCLA Institute for Democracy, Education and Access)

• The Role of Middle Schools in High School Graduation and College Enrollment - Maria Estela Zarate (University
of California-Irvine Department of Education)

• Challenges for Middle School Reform:  How to Foster Continuity, Connections, and Caring Peer Culture - Jaana
Juvonen (UCLA Department of Psychology)

• Middle School Influences on High School Graduation and College Readiness in Los Angeles Unified School
District – Maria Estela Zarate, Eric Ruzek (University of California-Irvine Department of Education) and David Silver
(UCLA Institute for Democracy, Education and Access)
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IS DOING TO IMPROVE THE QUALITY OF LIFE IN LOS ANGELES COUNTY

1. Reduce the number of homeless people.

2. Ensure children have access to health insurance.

3. Increase capacity of organizations 
to better integrate services for 
low-income children and families.

4. Increase the high school graduation rate.  

5. Help students successfully transition from 
middle to high school.

6. Promote parent, school and community 
partnerships that improve student performance.

7. Increase access to and successful
completion of college prep courses.

8. Link job training to jobs in stable industries
with career ladders.

9. Improve literacy and basic skills 
levels in current and future workforce.

10. Facilitate greater access to existing income
supports, financial literacy and asset-building
strategies.

NEW VISION: 
Improve the quality of life for all in
Greater Los Angeles by creating
pathways out of poverty for those
in need.

OUR VALUES:  
1) All people will have access to

the basic needs services they
need to succeed in school
and life.

2) All young people will have 
a quality education and 
graduate from high school
prepared for college and the
workforce.

3) All working adults will have
access to the employment 
and economic opportunities
they need to provide for 
their families’ future. 

OUR GOALS OVER THE NEXT 10 YEARS:

More information on United Way’s new action plan is available at www.unitedwayla.org
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This Summary Report and the Full Report are
available to download free of charge at:
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