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HALIFAX REGIONAL SCHOOL BOARD 
Grade Configuration Consultation Report 

 
 
PURPOSE: To provide additional information to the Governing Board in their 

consideration of Report 13-03-1398 – Grade Configuration Report. 
 
BACKGROUND: On March 27, 2013, Superintendent White brought Report 13-03-

1398 – Grade Configuration Report to the Governing Board.  During 
the debate, Board Members sought additional information from staff 
in their questions about educational opportunities and input from 
students, parents and teachers.  The Board’s decision was to table 
Report 13-03-1398.  School Administration Department staff 
collected input from three grade 6-9 schools (Brookside Junior High, 
Madeline Symonds Middle School & Ridgecliff Middle School) and 
one grade 9-12 school (Lockview High School) specifically about 
their school configurations.  This information was collected and 
organized in the Grade Configuration Consultation Summary which is 
appended to this report.  

 
Report 13-03-1398 Grade Configuration Report recognizes that the 
purpose of suggesting a change to a grade 9-12 configuration is in 
fact one that is based primarily on operational efficiencies.  The 
Halifax Regional School Board (HRSB) is facing declining 
enrollment, aging infrastructure and funding challenges.   

 
HRSB must maximize the use of schools and reduce excess capacity.  
The high schools are the largest of our buildings and have the most 
specialty spaces.  Therefore when enrollment allows for the 
consolidation of grade 9 students in the local high school, a transition 
plan should be developed with the idea of ensuring successful 
transition of grade 9 students to the high school. 
 
Reconfiguring schools is one of our strategies to be fiscally 
responsible with a declining student population.  With appropriate 
transition planning, community involvement and a continued focus on 
high quality instruction, this can be accomplished without a negative 
impact on student learning. 
 
This change in grade configuration will impact feeder systems and 
will eventually see the consolidation of schools within the family 
depending on the community’s unique factors of geography and 
enrollment.   
 
The HRSB successfully operates schools with a variety of grade 
configurations.  As research has indicated, grade configuration is not 
a determining factor in regards to students’ academic achievement.  
Rather, it is the quality of the teaching which makes the greatest 
difference to student achievement. 
 

  



CONTENT: School Administration Department staff collected information 
from several schools about grade level configurations.  A 
sample of students, parents and staff provided their input in 
several school communities.  Brookside Junior High, Madeline 
Symonds Middle School and Ridgecliff Middle School 
provided input about their grade 6-9 configuration; Lockview 
High School provided input on its grade 9-12 configuration.  
The information collected is organized by level with many 
quotations to allow the voices of those consulted to be heard 
throughout.   

In addition, given that appropriate transition planning has been 
established as a significant variable to support student success, 
more detailed information is provided to describe the transition 
process. 

Students, parents and staff at four HRSB schools have provided 
input on the grade configuration at their current schools.  They 
have noted both opportunities and challenges with grade 6’s in 
middle school and grade 9’s in high school.  Resoundingly 
though, they have emphasized the advantages of the proposed 
grade-level configurations.  

In Appendix 1 of HRSB Report 13-03-1398 – Grade 
Configuration Report, it is stated: 

The research is not conclusive regarding the 
effect of grade configuration on student success. 
The Halifax Regional School Board has 11 
different configurations that are working well. 
Regardless of the grade configuration, there is 
no substitute for effective leadership and 
teaching.  Transition planning is critical 
regardless of the age/grade of students. 

This perspective was evidenced in the comments received from 
participants.  They echoed the importance of a transition 
process anchored in social and emotional support for students.  

COST: N/A  
 
FUNDING: N/A 
 
TIMELINE: N/A 
 
APPENDICES: Appendix A: Grade Configuration Consultation Summary 

Appendix B: Sample of input from focus group participants 
 
 



RECOMMENDATIONS: That the board receive this report for information and consider it in 
their deliberations of Report 13-03-1398 – Grade Configuration 
Report. 

 
 
COMMUNICATIONS: N/A 
 
 
From: For further information please contact Judy White, Superintendent 

(jwhite@hrsb.ca or 464-2000, ext. 2312) or Elwin LeRoux, Senior 
Staff Advisor (eleroux@hrsb.ca, 464-2000, ext. 2312.) 

mailto:jwhite@hrsb.ca
mailto:eleroux@hrsb.ca


Appendix A   
Grade Configuration Consultation Summary 
 

1. Junior High Configuration 

There are three grade 6-9 schools in the Halifax Regional School Board - Brookside Junior High, 
Madeline Symonds Middle School and Ridgecliff Middle School.  A sample of students, parents 
and staff from those schools were included in a short study of their experiences and opinion 
about their current grade 6-9 configuration.  While most information was gathered from 
interviews and conversations, one school did use a student survey and administered it to all 
grade 6 students.   

A summary of input includes: 

1. The majority of responses from students, parents and staff was positive.  The majority of 
the comments focused on the social and emotional elements of student development.  
Overall, students shared that they thought that the quality of education was better in a 
middle school than it would have been if they had stayed at an elementary school.  
 

2. Student voices were strong in identifying such advantages as “greater access to 
computers”, “students and teachers being nice in general”, “being treated as being more 
mature”, “greater freedom” as well as liking the larger physical size of the school.  
 

3. In general, students report feeling supported and successful in a grade 6-9 
configuration. They experienced the same joys and fears going from grade 5 to grade 6 
as others did from grade 6 to 7 when they left elementary schools going to the big 
school. 
 

4. Overall, the results from the grade 6 students who were surveyed are very positive.   
a. Students reported being extremely excited to be a part of the middle school.  

The vast majority either “couldn’t wait” or were “quite keen” to get there. Only a 
quarter of students were only “somewhat excited” and no student at all was 
“not excited”.    

b. By far, most students reported being on the happy end of the spectrum when 
asked about being in middle school. No student chose either 5 or lower on a 
scale from 1-10 for how they felt about being in middle school.  Two-thirds of 



students reported preferring middle school, and one-third expressed no 
preference.  No student indicated they preferred elementary.   

c. There was a mixture of comments about the middle school experience.  By far, 
the most positive common observation was that there are many clubs and 
activities. Other positives included liking teachers, enjoying their classes, having 
two floors (separate 6s and 7s from 8s and 9s) and liking lockers.  On the 
negative side students commented on the cafeteria line being too long and in 
general the cafeteria being crowded.  One student mentioned that they thought 
the buses were crowded.  

d. In regards to feeling welcome, students greatly appreciated the school tour 
before the year started (although five students felt that the school tour could’ve 
been more expansive) as well as the availability of all the different sports teams.  
Interestingly, three students suggested having a welcome banner for the 6s at 
the beginning of the year.   

e. There were a huge variety of responses as to the advantages of middle school 
including: greater access to computers, students and teachers being nice in 
general, being the youngest again, greater freedom in general as well as just the 
larger physical size of the school. In that general vein of greater independence, 
many students indicated that they enjoyed having their own locker. Perhaps 
unsurprisingly, the biggest challenge reported by the students was being 
younger and smaller than everyone else.   

f. Finally, students also gave opinion on the quality of education.  They thought it 
was better in a middle school than it would have been if they had stayed at an 
elementary school.  Approximately two-thirds rated their education as being a 7 
or higher on a 10 point scale.  

 
5. Input from one SAC Chair identified a concern about maturity level of grade 6 students 

and their readiness to be in a social environment with older children.  While she 
complimented staff on their work to support all students especially in the transition 
process, she was concerned about the potential exposure of younger students to 
negative things especially during unstructured time. 
 

6. Parents who had children who had already gone through middle school shared that they 
were comfortable with grade 6 students in a grade 6-9 school.  Some parents who had 
expressed reservations before their children attended shared that they no longer had 
those same concerns at all or that they were relieved as the transition unfolded. 
 



7. Like their children, many parents expressed satisfaction with availability of lockers and a 
greater number of sports and extra-curricular activities.  Some of the challenges 
mentioned were the short lunch and early dismissal.  One parent did mention 
homework as a concern, but apart from that all opportunities to offer suggestions were 
greeted with comments stating that there was nothing to change at all. 

One school principal’s perspective provides insight to both challenges and opportunities.  “I 
have to say that when I got this job 3 years ago, I was very concerned about the fact that grade 
6 students were in a junior high with grade 9 students.  When school started in September, 
those concerns quickly disappeared!  I only saw grade 6 students being helped and supported by 
the other students. There have been times when we have to watch the interactions with some of 
the grade 6 students with the older ones, but having the classrooms on separate floors helps 
keep them separate for most of the day. All in all, I don’t see any issues or problems with this 
grade configuration!” 

Finally, input from one staff member represents many of the thoughts collected and is 
summarized in the statement “that the nervousness and fear related to being at a larger school 
with older students has more than been alleviated by the challenge and excitement of greater 
responsibility and opportunity.”  

 

2. High School Configuration 

There is one grade 9-12 school in the Halifax Regional School Board – Lockview High School. 
School Administration Department staff conducted focus groups at Lockview High School to 
collect information and opinions on the grade 9 to 12 configuration.  A session was held in the 
evening with members of the School Advisory Council and subsequently, six focus groups were 
conducted at the school.  Those consulted include parents, grade 9 students, grade 10 students, 
grade 11/12 students, teachers, guidance counselors and administrators.  Participants were 
selected by the school administration with the request to include individuals from diverse 
backgrounds including school programs, feeder schools, gender, etc. 

A summary of themes consistent through the focus groups is itemized below. 

1. Students and teachers repeated the advantage of having grade 9 students “in house” for 
course selection.  Examples were shared of teachers visiting classes to explain details of 
courses to help students when making selections.  Students underlined the value of 
talking with actual teachers who would be teaching future courses and the value this 



added in the process of course selection.  “For course selection, it’s incredible – we know 
them so well that we can make sure they are in the right place with the right resources.” 
 

2. Students and teachers recognized that transition from grade 9 curriculum (grade-level 
promotion) to grade 10 (credit promotion) represented a significant change.  Being able 
to transition to the high school in advance of the change to this course credit-based 
system was seen as positive.  As one student stated, “you get used to it [high school] in 
grade 9 and then get three years to do high school credits.” 
 

3. Students liked the feeling of being treated more maturely in a high school. 
 

4. Students liked the variety of extra-curricular opportunities. 
 

5. All emphasized the importance of transition support for students moving from one 
school to another.  Often it was stated that this is important regardless of the grade-
level configurations of the sending and receiving schools.  “…[grade 9] good transition 
year to high school.  It’s not as extreme as high school.  It’s going to be overwhelming in 
the first year no matter what, so it’s better to do in grade 9.” 
 

6. More people means more variety.  “Rumors you hear before you come here are really 
worse.  They [students] are just normal people here.  High school brings out who people 
really are.  There are lots more groups and activities to find where you fit.  In junior high, 
if you are a boy, you hang out with the boys in your class.  And if you are a girl, you hang 
out with the girls in your class.  In high school you can find more kids to fit in with.”  Later 
students echoed the same idea saying “there is a group and niche for everyone.  If you 
like trucks, there are a group of students who also like them.” 
 

7. One student shared that “grade 8 really boosted my confidence.  Made me feel I could 
do more.  Grade 8 is a good top grade in a school.”  Others felt that grade 9 students 
were too young to come to high school – they did not feel like they were welcomed by 
older students and felt intimidated to join clubs and make connections.  All emphasized 
the advice to incoming students to go into high school with confidence, to talk with 
people they meet and to be friendly.  “Don’t be afraid to try out!” 
 

8. Several students shared items that were particular to Lockview High School specifically 
and not related to the grade configuration.  These include the hallways are too crowded 
and a dissatisfaction when there is more than one class scheduled to the gym at the 
same time. 



9. Some students shared examples of older students picking on them and making them 
feel unwelcome. 
 

10. A few parents felt that grade 9s were too young for high school but also shared that all 
their children had made an easy adjustment.  Each parent spoke very positively about 
Lockview High; they felt the experience was more about the school than about the 
configuration.  Parents stated that each student is an individual and that some will do 
well in this configuration and others may not. They did not feel it was about the 
configuration as much and it was about the teaching staff and the school culture. 
 

11. One strong recommendation from parents related to the previous arrangement of 
treating the grade 9s as a separate school from the 10-12 grades.  They felt that having a 
different school calendar and schedule to be very confusing.  “It was hard to know who 
was supposed to be in school when.”  They much prefer the current arrangement in 
which all students follow the same school calendar and schedule.  In essence, there is no 
longer a school within the school and all students are treated as high school students.  

One student summed up quite succinctly the general theme of the information collected when 
he shared his perspective that, “the positive outweighs the negative in many ways because it 
prepares you.” 

 

3.  Transition Planning & Support 

Transition is best seen as a process, not an event. 
 
To be successful, transition should be aligned with a number of big-picture concepts, but 
tailored to specific students, communities and circumstances.  Among other things, it needs to 
involve an organized, well-articulated plan which builds on the excitement and opportunity, 
while at the same time responding to any concerns. 
 
Transition plans typically include a number of key areas: 

• Social and emotional support (before, during and after the change) 
• Academic (curriculum, programming options, assessment and evaluation practices) 
• Extra-curricular activities and new opportunities 
• Students with special needs (individualized transition plans) –Transition Planning for 

Students with Special Needs: The Early Years through to Adult Life (DoEECD, 2005) 



• Diversity (EAL, cultural variables) 
• Orientation (physical property of new building, layout and grounds) 
• Operational Issues (hours, routines, expectations, opportunities) 
• Family, community involvement 
• Introductions (students, staff, key support personnel) 

 
Key to success is actively involving students and parents in planning and activities.  Working 
with families to keep them engaged in their child’s education is important. 
 
As with any change management process, it is important to work with all those involved to 
identify both general and specific areas for focus in the transition process.  As an example, a 
significant common concern that has been brought forward through this consultation has been 
assuring social and emotional support for students.  It is very valuable to identify that as 
needing to be addressed intentionally and specifically.  In so doing, strategies can be developed 
to target and monitor this concern.  As an example, to address social and emotional integration 
of students with their older peers, a first step might be to establish a transition team.  Their 
approach might include some of the following: 

• Talk with younger students about their concerns and use available resources to build 
their knowledge, skills and abilities. 

• Talk with older students about their concerns and those of incoming younger students, 
and in the same way, build their knowledge, skills and abilities. 

• Provide meaningful interactions for students before they are together in one building.  
This could include skill-building activities, community-oriented activities and should be 
well-facilitated, engaging and fun! 

• A re-organization of current school to provide for an appropriate arrangement of spaces 
and facilities for new students. 

• A review of student leadership groups to deliberately include the participation of new 
students, giving them a voice in decision-making. 

• Careful and thoughtful consideration of student activities during the school year so to 
include and support all students.  Provide many activities so to engage students at 
different age levels. 

• Implement effective peer supports. 
• A strategy to monitor on an ongoing basis the social and emotional wellbeing of all, and 

in particular, new students to the school.  This could be done through a variety of means 
to collect students’ information and could include information from students, families 
and teachers.   

• Assign resources accordingly 



• The comprehensive guidance program would be an effective support to students, both 
in monitoring and developing social and emotional skills. 

• Engage new parents in the school.  Seek them out; draw them in. 

  



Appendix B   
 
 
Sample of input from focus group participants 
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