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Abstract of Dissertation 

A Freshman Academy: A Story of Transition, Challenges, Community, and Success 

Although the transition from middle school to high school symbolizes the coming 

of age, it is a time in a young person’s life that can create feelings of isolation, 

disconnect, and an immeasurable sense of loneliness (DeJong & Locker, 2006).  The 

organizational structure found in most public high schools presents problems for many 

ninth graders as they transition to high school (DeJong & Locker, 2006).  Analysis of 

research identified effective strategies aimed at creating a plan of success for ninth 

graders, including small learning communities and the restructuring of traditional high 

schools (Cole, 2013; McMillan, 2012; Warden, 2011).  Therefore, this study sought to 

follow the path of implementation of a freshman academy, review the successes and 

challenges within the academy, and gather personnel and parental perceptions of the 

academy. 

This basic descriptive qualitative study examined steps taken to implement a 

freshman academy, explored the positive and negative effects of the implementation, and 

ascertained the perceptions of the stakeholders regarding their role in the academy, 

utilizing open-ended interview questions.  Analysis of the data outlined the path of 

implementation and revealed three emerging themes—community, relationships, and 

consistency—interwoven throughout the experiences of all stakeholders.  The final 

analysis revealed a small learning community providing the opportunity for students and 

staff to build trust among themselves and a network of relationships within the 

community.   



 
 

vii 

Table of Contents 

Dedication ...................................................................................................................... iv 

Acknowledgements ......................................................................................................... v 

Abstract of Dissertation .................................................................................................. vi 

List of Figures ................................................................................................................. x 

List of Tables ................................................................................................................. xi 

Chapter One: Introduction ............................................................................................... 1 

Statement of the Problem ............................................................................................. 2 

Purpose of the Study .................................................................................................... 4 

Statement of Potential Significance .............................................................................. 4 

Theoretical Framework ................................................................................................ 7 

Conceptual Framework .............................................................................................. 12 

Summary of the Methodology .................................................................................... 14 

Limitations ................................................................................................................ 14 

The Story Behind the Story of This Research Journey ................................................ 15 

Definition of Key Terms ............................................................................................ 20 

Summary ................................................................................................................... 22 

Chapter Two: Review of Literature ............................................................................... 24 

Identification of potential dropouts ............................................................................ 26 

Existing Forms of Intervention ................................................................................... 34 

Summary of the Literature ......................................................................................... 60 

Gaps in the Literature................................................................................................. 61 

Chapter Three: Methods ................................................................................................ 64 

Purpose of the Study .................................................................................................. 64 

Design of Study ......................................................................................................... 65 

Epistemology ............................................................................................................. 65 

Research Site ............................................................................................................. 66 

Participant Selection .................................................................................................. 67 



 
 

viii 

Method of Data Collection and Analysis .................................................................... 68 

Ethical Consideration ................................................................................................. 71 

Protection of Identify and Data .................................................................................. 71 

Researcher ................................................................................................................. 72 

Summary ................................................................................................................... 72 

Chapter Four: Results .................................................................................................... 74 

Overview of Methodology ......................................................................................... 74 

Participants in the Study ............................................................................................ 75 

Data Analysis Procedures .......................................................................................... 76 

Prior to the Academy ................................................................................................. 78 

Emergent Themes ...................................................................................................... 83 

Connections to Research Questions ............................................................................ 88 

Summary of Results ................................................................................................. 110 

Chapter Five: Conclusion ............................................................................................ 111 

Overview ................................................................................................................. 111 

Looking Back: The Journey of a Qualitative Study .................................................. 111 

Key Findings and Discussion ................................................................................... 112 

Theoretical Framework ............................................................................................ 123 

Limitations .............................................................................................................. 125 

Implications for Practice .......................................................................................... 125 

Recommendation for Future Studies ........................................................................ 127 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................... 128 

References ................................................................................................................... 131 

Appendices.................................................................................................................. 142 

Appendix A – Principal Introductory Letter ................................................................. 142 

Appendix B – Faculty Introduction Letter.................................................................... 143 

Appendix C – Principal Interview Protocol .................................................................. 144 

Appendix D – Interview Protocol - Staff...................................................................... 146 



 
 

ix 

Appendix E – Interview Protocol - Parents .................................................................. 148 

  

  



 
 

x 

List of Figures 

Figure 1. Flow of governance for the X Freshman Academy. ........................................ 93 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 
 

xi 

List of Tables 

Table 1. School Accreditation Ratings and Academic Growth by Subject Area .............. 79 

Table 2. School Enrollment ........................................................................................... 79 

Table 3. X Freshman Academy Profile........................................................................... 80 

Table 4. Implementation Platforms ................................................................................ 94 

Table 5. Changes to Implementation by Academic Year ............................................... 107 

 

 



 
 

1 

Chapter One: Introduction 

Introduction 

The Alliance for Excellent Education (2008) reported that only about one third of 

the students who enter ninth grade each year can expect to graduate 4 years later prepared 

for postsecondary education or the workforce.  Another third will graduate but will leave 

lacking the required academic rigor to be successful in college, career training, or entry-

level jobs.  The final third will drop out of school before graduation day.  In a society that 

relies on accountability and analysis of data to drive decisions to guide today’s 

educational system, the United States reflects alarming statistics of students’ leaving 

school prior to graduation (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2008).  States have reported 

the following recent high school dropout trends: District of Columbia (5.8%); Georgia 

(3.9%); New York (3.8%); North Carolina (3.1%); Texas (2.5%); Illinois (2.4%); Florida 

(2.1%); and Virginia (1.9%) (Stetser & Stillwell, 2014).  In 2014, the National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES) reported the percentage of high school dropouts among 

persons 16 through 24 years old as 6.6%.  Although dropping out represents a crisis point 

in the life of a teenager, the platform for this departure begins during the freshman year 

of high school for most teenagers (Neild, Stoner-Eby, & Furstenberg, 2008).  Neild et al. 

(2008) found that the high rates of course failure among urban freshmen are due to the 

lack of academic and social skills, as well as the organization, practices, and demands of 

many of the large high schools they attend. 

Research has revealed many factors that increase the academic disengagement of 

students, including inability to accept the rigor of high school courses (Adams, 2007); 

lack of academic preparation to meet high school demands (Anderson, 2003); high rates 
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of truancy among ninth-grade students (Cole, 2013; Jerald, 2006); and overwhelming, 

apprehensive feelings associated with a desire to belong (Kerr, 2002).  As each area 

contributes collectively to the failure of ninth-grade students, no identified plan or 

program has been found to reverse the outcome.  It is, therefore, incumbent upon school 

and district leaders to integrate comprehensive reform utilizing the latest research and 

best practices in the field of school transformation.  This study sought to investigate how 

a need for reform was determined in a specific school, to examine the steps to 

transformation, and to understand the various stakeholders’ roles throughout the 

transformation process.    

Statement of the Problem 

Although the transition from middle school to high school symbolizes the coming 

of age, it is a time in a young person’s life that can create feelings of isolation, 

disconnect, and an immeasurable sense of loneliness (DeJong & Locker, 2006).  The 

transition into high school has both psychological and sociological components that 

include being socialized into a new school culture with different expectations, stress 

factors, and support systems.  The way students cope with the transitional change from 

middle school to high school creates a lasting implication on their academic 

achievements and social adjustments in school.  As students struggle to fit in socially, 

insufficient academic preparation in core subjects enhances the anxiety associated with 

transitioning into high school (DeJong & Locker, 2006).  DeJong and Locker asserted 

that ninth-grade students have a very difficult time adjusting to the academic and social 

demands of a large high school and therefore experience higher rates of academic failure, 

disciplinary problems, and feelings of not belonging. 
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Even though ninth graders face many challenges as they transition to high school, 

most contemporary high schools have not been structured to meet the needs of 

adolescents or to assist ninth graders in the transition to a new school environment 

(National Association of Secondary School Principals [NASSP], 2004).  The 

organizational structure found in most public high schools presents problems for many 

ninth graders as they make the transition to high school (DeJong & Locker, 2006).  

Research in the 2000s found that the impersonal nature of most high schools left students 

apathetic, isolated, and alienated from the learning process, while the curriculum left 

them searching for meaning and relative connections to real-world experiences (DeJong 

& Locker, 2006; NASSP, 2004). 

Analysis of research data provided evidence of serious academic problems for 

ninth graders immediately upon entering high school, resulting in declining grades, 

widespread course failures, and low promotion rates (DeJong & Locker, 2006; Frost, 

2003).  Further research suggested that ninth graders experiencing academic difficulty 

during the first year of high school are more likely to drop out of school (Christle, 

Joliette, & Nelson, 2007; Warden, 2011).  Final analysis of research identified effective 

strategies aimed at creating a plan of success for ninth graders, including small learning 

communities and restructuring of traditional high schools (Cole, 2013; McMillan, 2012; 

Warden, 2011).  No evidence suggested that the ninth-grade problem was specific to any 

ethnicity, socioeconomic group, gender, or setting; the ninth-grade problem appeared to 

be broad based, not unique to any demographic or geographic area.  Therefore, this study 

sought to follow the implementation path of a freshman academy, review the successes 
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and challenges within the academy, and gather personnel and parental perceptions of the 

academy. 

Purpose of the Study 

The primary purpose of this qualitative study was to examine how school leaders 

within a school district implemented a freshman academy.  The intent of this study 

addressed the primary purpose by answering the following research questions:   

1. What was the journey of the school leaders in establishing a freshman 

academy? 

2. What was successful and what was challenging in implementing the freshman 

academy? 

3. What are stakeholders’ perceptions of their roles in this learning environment? 

Statement of Potential Significance 

Across the nation, the emphasis on measurable student success has placed 

educational leaders in the position of needing to examine their practices and to determine 

policy and procedures based upon data and best practices (Tucci, 2009).  The practical 

significance of this study lies in its goal of assisting in understanding the design and 

dynamics of a small learning community in the form of a freshman academy and in 

examining the strategies utilized to operate such a learning environment to reduce 

dropout rates while increasing student achievement and graduation rates. 

The findings from this research study provide insight for school administrators in 

developing programs and strategies guided by research about successful efforts to 

restructure schools to address student achievement, specifically among ninth-grade 

students.  This study provides insight for local, state, and national policymakers as they 
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make decisions that impact student achievement; it also supports funding for research-

based reform, demonstrating practical evidence of effectiveness and durability to be 

adapted to a variety of school districts.  As many states have begun to increase district 

accountability, such as the Commonwealth of Virginia, with the inclusion of the 

graduation rate to the school’s accreditation rating or the various reform models related to 

President Obama’s Race to the Top Initiative, this study allows lawmakers to review 

current research that supports policies requiring federal funding for restructuring reforms.  

Several national implications for policy include reviews or reauthorization of the 

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA), the Elementary and 

Secondary Act (ESEA), and the appropriation process, whereby not only would funding 

be allocated to struggling schools for which previous funding had been denied, but also a 

pool of funding would be created to support and maintain the continued success of 

schools over time (Tucci, 2009).  As the ESEA was renamed Every Student Succeeds Act 

(ESSA) and signed into law in 2015, timing was critical to ensure that federal, state, and 

local policy focused on the lowest performing schools, especially on those high schools 

that graduated less than 67% of the students (Cardichon & Lovell, 2015).  For high 

schools that do not graduate at least one third of their students, ESSA ensures a reform 

plan consisting of the following goals: provide a personalized learning environment; 

strengthen rigorous, engaging, and relevant academic learning opportunities; improve 

school climate; build adult capacity; implement an early-warning intervention system; 

strengthen transitions between middle school, high school, and college; and provide 

dropout-recovery opportunities (Cardichon & Lovell, 2015). 
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Likewise, the implementation of reform to support graduation rates became an 

economic development issue with regard to producing citizens that contribute to building 

the economic status of the community rather than providing an additional strain to the 

economic development of the country (Sum, Khatiwada, McLaughlin, & Palma, 2009).  

Research conducted by the Center for Labor Market Studies (2009) showed that 

Americans without a high school diploma have considerably lower earning power and job 

opportunities in today’s workforce.  Over a working lifetime, high school dropouts were 

estimated to earn $400,000 less than those graduating from high school.  For example, a 

person with no high school diploma earned $11,031 per year; one with a diploma earned 

$23,059; a bachelor’s degree holder earned $50,863; and an advanced degree holder 

earned $76,091 (Center for Labor Market Studies, 2009).  Therefore, persons obtaining a 

diploma or higher became more fiscally fit citizens, able to live beyond the poverty 

levels.   

An example of such reform measures addressing the ESSA requirements and 

preparing students for postsecondary life is The George Washington University Freshman 

Transition Initiative.  Dedmond and Kestler asked the following question: “So what does 

it take to help students find intrinsic motivation—the will and skills to cultivate positive 

attitudes toward learning that create hope and plans for their future?”  (Dedmond & 

Kestler, 2010, p. 30).  The response blended the concepts of freshman transition—

identity awareness, envisioning a productive future, and the ways in which career choices 

affect personal lifestyles—with service learning to connect relevant learning 

opportunities beyond the traditional classroom (Dedmond & Kestler, 2010).  This 

example demonstrates how educational planning must extend beyond the normal limits to 
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improve student academic achievement along with aiding students to establish goals to 

become productive citizens in this global society.   

The conclusions and recommendations from this study add to the current body of 

research supporting educational reform in the areas of ninth-grade student achievement, 

high school dropout rates, and high school graduation rates.  

Theoretical Framework 

“An organization…is an assembly of people working together to achieve common 

objectives through a division of labor” (“Organization theory,” n.d.); thus, an 

organization is a means to utilize the collective strengths of individuals to reach a 

common goal, rather than persons’ working individually.  Many researchers over the 

years have worked to explain the dynamics of organizations, such as decision-making, 

distribution of power, resolution of conflict, and promotion or resistance of 

organizational change (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2006).  Of the various organization theories 

studied in this realm, the open-systems theory has emerged as perhaps the most widely 

known (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2006).  Researchers of organization theory propound a 

blending of various theories; therefore, to understand the blend, it is essential to view the 

evolution of modern organization theory.    

Modern organization theory originated from concepts developed during the 

beginning of the Industrial Revolution in the late 1800s and early 1900s.  Several 

individuals contributed to the founding of the modern organization theory.  Max Weber 

(as cited in Hatch & Cunliffe, 2006) based his model bureaucracy on legal and absolute 

authority, logic, and order.  In Weber’s idealized organizational structure, responsibilities 

for workers were clearly defined and behavior was tightly controlled by rules, policies, 
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and procedures (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2006).  To implement bureaucracy, organizations 

added accountability, responsibility, and consistency to encourage efficiency, but they 

left out addressing human needs (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2006).  Another important 

contributor, Henri Fayol, identified strategic planning, staff recruitment, employee 

motivation, and employee guidance as important management functions to create a 

nurturing and successful organization (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2006).  

In the 1930s, researchers adopted a less mechanical view of organizations and 

paid more attention to human influence.  Results of the studies demonstrated that innate 

forces of human behavior had a greater influence on organizations than did mechanistic 

incentive systems.  In addition, more attention was placed on individual and group 

interactions and social relationships in the workplace (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2006).  The 

integration of Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs into organization theory 

most noticeably observed the importance of social relationships.  Maslow’s theories 

introduced two important implications into organization theory.  The first was that people 

have different needs and therefore need to be motivated by different incentives to achieve 

organizational objectives.  The second of Maslow’s theories held that people’s needs 

change over time; as current needs are met, others arise (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2006).      

Douglas McGregor offered his renowned Theory X and Theory Y to explain the 

difference between the contrasting theories of the 1900s.  Theory X encompassed the old 

view of workers, which held that employees preferred to be directed and cherished 

financial security above all.  Theory Y held that humans learned to accept and seek 

responsibility, possessed a high degree of imaginative and problem-solving ability, and 

were capable of effective self-direction; the organization facilitated the workers’ 
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achieving self-actualization (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2006).  In the 1960s emerged the open-

systems view of organizations touting the belief that all organizations were unique and 

should be structured to accommodate unique problems and opportunities (Hatch & 

Cunliffe, 2006).  The open-systems theory also assumed that all large organizations 

consisted of multiple subsystems that work interchangeably to support each other.   

Thus, similar to the blended workings of the open-systems theory, this study 

blended three theories to provide the lens through which to observe the small learning 

community setting: organization or systems theory, social capital theory, and Maslow’s 

hierarchy of needs.  First, organization theory or systems theory was used to review the 

whole while examining the interrelationships among the parts that operate the whole.  

Second, social capital theory linked building a network of trust.  Third, Maslow’s 

hierarchy of needs addressed the essential needs of stakeholders.   

A system has been defined as a group of interacting units or elements with a 

common purpose (Heil, 2016).  Armel (1997) suggested viewing organizations from a 

systems point of view, which meant organizations intentionally planned arrangements of 

interrelated parts, fostered complex connections within the organization, and opened 

themselves to influence from the outside world.  Pioneering researchers Daniel Katz and 

Robert Kahn (1978) viewed organizations as open social systems with specialized and 

interdependent subsystems and processes such as communication, feedback, and 

management.  Along with subsystems’ working together to create the internal 

environment, Senge (2006) recognized that people were agents, individuals able to act 

upon the structures and systems of which they were a part.  Thus, Senge defined a 

learning organization as an  
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organization where people continually expand their capacity to create the results 

they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, 

where collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning 

to see the whole together. (Senge, 2006, p. 3)   

 

Senge described the interaction of five disciplines that distinguished learning 

organizations as innovative compared to organizations that are more traditional.  He 

defined a discipline as a series of principles and practices studied, mastered, and 

integrated into individual lives.  Each of the five disciplines—personal mastery, mental 

models, building shared vision, team learning, and system thinking—functions 

independently, yet they work intrinsically as an ensemble to create a learning 

environment (Senge, 2006).  The five disciplines are approached at one of three levels: 

practices—what you do; principles—guiding ideas and insights; and essences—obtaining 

mastery in the discipline (Senge, 2006).   

First, personal mastery encourages people to develop their individual capacity to 

surpass proficiency while setting the foundation for others to develop themselves by 

establishing goals.  The learning environment creates a setting that encourages and 

supports professional development for all stakeholders.  Senge (2006) asserted that true 

organizational learning occurs when people begin to take responsibility for their own 

learning and development.   

Second, mental models encourage reflection and inquiry that provide a rich 

educational conversation derived from situations and stories deeply ingrained within a 

person.  Mental models affect and shape people’s thoughts and actions based on personal 

beliefs and assumptions.  Third, building shared vision allows the team to inspire the 

organization to develop common goals that maintain motivation.  In the learning 
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environment, building a shared vision requires the administrator to work with all 

stakeholders to collectively establish a culture that supports continuous change.  

Fourth, team learning allows individuals to bring about their personal mastery and 

shared vision to work together to reach the desired results.  Teams learn that when the 

administrator involves stakeholders in the decision-making process and empowers them 

to act on their ideas to implement the mission and vision of the school, there is greater 

acceptance and zeal to reach the established goals (Senge, 2006).  Last, system thinking 

brings all other disciplines together in such a manner that the respective disciplines can 

optimally operate only in conjunction with the others (Senge, 2006).   

Establishing a learning environment that links social times to improvement in 

student achievement is theoretically grounded in social capital theory.  Coleman (1998) 

first introduced social capital as an influential factor for student achievement, suggesting 

that social capital facilitates a bridge between the student and his or her family, 

community, and school.  Peña Garcia (2014) defined social capital as the institution, 

norms, values, and beliefs that govern interactions among people and facilitate economic 

and social development.  Interactions enable people to build communities, to commit 

themselves to each other, and to knit the social fabric (Smith, 2000-2009).  Therefore, 

social capital builds the relationships of all stakeholders to bring about a sense of 

community while building shared beliefs.  These values and norms predispose and 

facilitate the maintenance of organizations, which in turn support larger socioeconomic 

benefits. 

Finally, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs focuses on individuals’ having needs met 

before obtaining motivation to fulfill responsibilities.  The essential needs are biological 
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and physical needs—focused on air, food, and shelter; safety needs—focused on 

protection elements and security; love and belongingness needs—focused on friendship, 

relationships, and intimacy; esteem needs—focused on achievement, self-respect, and 

respect from others; and self-actualization—focused on personal growth (McLeod, 2014).  

Organization theory, social capital theory, and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs 

provide a foundational understanding of how small learning communities operate, 

socialize, and maintain existence.  

Conceptual Framework 

The use of small learning communities is a means of developing and strategically 

reforming instructional environments to enhance the learning environments of students.  

Supovitz and Christman (2005) examined through their research the effectiveness of 

small learning communities in improving teaching and learning.  The research also 

emphasized how sustainable reform requires change that supports and provides training 

for all stakeholders while directing their focus toward effective learning principles and 

practices that are unique to small environments (Supovitz & Christman, 2005).  Small 

environments make it possible for teachers to become familiar with students to recognize 

their strengths and weaknesses (Steinberg & Allen, 2002).  Small environments also 

allow teachers to focus on student work over time and collaborate to develop 

instructional strategies to help students engage with rigorous work (Steinberg & Allen, 

2002).  The small environment is not the only part of the reform strategy, but the platform 

to building a culture of learning that supports high levels of achievement by all students 

(Steinberg & Allen, 2002).   
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Innovative thinking shifted over time.  First, schools planned to accommodate 

multiple delivery systems to embrace ongoing change (DeJong & Locker, 2006).  

Second, to enhance academic achievement and social interaction, schools created small 

environments in large schools, which allowed for flexibility in developing the 

groundwork for continued reform efforts (DeJong & Locker, 2006).  Therefore, to 

address the means to academically improve student achievement, there was a need for 

educational restructuring, best understood as reform.  This type of reform was substantial 

and entailed more than a change of operation; it involved a change in theory, support, and 

resources.  Ultimately, to successfully implement this type of educational reform and 

generate substantial results, definitive commitments to the learning process needed to be 

maintained through communities of learners. 

Reform models have been adopted mainly for two reasons: to bridge the transition 

from middle to high school and to prevent dropout (Freeman & Simonsen, 2015).  

Evidence of an effective transition program included schools’ promoting student success, 

creating an environment in which students develop a sense of belonging, employing 

highly effective and caring teachers for the academy, and encouraging parental 

involvement (Freeman & Simonsen, 2015).  The reform model for the focus of this study 

is the ninth-grade academy.  Legters, Parise, and Rappaport defined a ninth-grade 

academy as “a self-contained, small learning community in which a group of 

administrators and teachers work exclusively with ninth graders to create a personalized 

school within a school that is responsive to their academic and social needs” (Legters et 

al., 2013, p. 2).  The self-contained structure can be in a separate wing in a building or in 

a separate building.  The principal goal of this small learning community is for students 
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to adjust, cope, and learn.  Furthermore, if students are among peers who are going 

through the same difficulties as they are, they will help each other (Jackson & 

Schulenber, 2013). 

Summary of the Methodology 

The intent of this basic descriptive qualitative study was to determine how an 

environment works rather than to understand a problem.  This study used a qualitative 

approach to explore a school that housed only freshmen in one building operating as a 

freshman academy.  Gathering the research was accomplished through individual 

interviews with school personnel.   

Individual interviews were used to gather data from the faculty, staff, 

administrators, and parents.  Faculty/Staff members included a school counselor, a social 

worker, teachers, the testing coordinator, and academic administrators.  The interviews 

provided the participants a voice in presenting their respective roles and responsibilities 

as they related to the organization and operation of the freshman academy.  The 

interviews consisted of semistructured questions, and the sessions were audio recorded 

for accuracy.  The recorded sessions were transcribed and coded for emerging themes. 

Limitations 

Limitations to this study include a limited sample of schools available to provide 

sufficient information for school districts to utilize as a framework for developing similar 

schools to support their needs.  In most instances, there was only one ninth-grade school 

within a district, not a full implementation across the district at each high school.  

Another limitation to this study was the location of those schools that fully operated 

independently of the home schools, supporting only ninth-grade students.  There were 
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few school districts that could provide a separate facility for schools to operate a 

freshman academy; therefore, a limitation was the number of sites available to study.  It 

was essential to examine characteristics in which the programs were strategically 

developed and implemented based upon the needs of the students along with 

experiencing sustainable success.  Therefore, a final limitation was the availability of 

personnel for interviewing throughout the entire process of implementation from the 

beginning to present day. 

The Story Behind the Story of This Research Journey 

When I became a new assistant principal, I found the challenge and new direction 

in my career extremely exciting.  My first assignment was to gather data to generate a 

new school profile.  As I gathered and interpreted various forms of school data, I could 

not help but start to see some very alarming trends.  I found the highest number of 

disciplinary infractions and absences within the ninth-grade class.  The ninth-grade class 

also had the highest failure rate per academic course, thus generating the highest retention 

rate per grade level.  The ninth-grade class averaged 400 students with about 150 students 

retained yearly.  As a new administrator viewing education through a beginner’s lens, I 

was perplexed.  In everything I reviewed, the ninth-grade class appeared to be the most 

challenged.  This phenomenon brought about a sense of unrest for me, as the 

administrator for this class.  I deliberated often about how I could make a difference and 

garner assistance to aid students in breaking this pattern.  Thus, the story began: my 

personal and professional quest to seek viable solutions to address the challenges of the 

ninth-grade students.   
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The school under study was an urban comprehensive high school with a student 

population of 1100.  The student population consisted of 98% African American students, 

89% of low socioeconomic status, 37% designated as students with disabilities, and a 

58% graduation rate.  Analysis of these data revealed significant trends warranting 

attention by the administrative team and district personnel.   

Several trends of interest emerging from this research included a low overall 

attendance rate, averaging 78%; a high rate of out-of-school suspensions, averaging 80% 

of the overall discipline incidences; a high rate of expulsions, 20 students per year; a low 

graduation rate, averaging 58%; and a high level of ninth-grade retention, averaging 30% 

or higher each year.  Further analysis of the trends determined that the freshman class 

surpassed grade-level averages each school year for the highest number of disciplinary 

infractions, which resulted in the highest number of out-of-school suspensions, the 

highest D/F rates at each grading period, the highest level of absences throughout the 

school year, and the highest retention rate.  The questions then became: Why are the 

ninth graders failing and how can the problem be resolved?  The first step was to 

categorize the overall data to detail specific trends based upon the situations and 

circumstances affecting the ninth-grade students. 

As I focused on the individual ninth-grade students, I observed practical situations 

that paralleled characteristics identifying the reasons that students are not successful in 

the ninth grade.  The most significant trends observed related to attendance (Hertzog & 

Morgan, 2004), academic progress (Fulton, 2007), and social influences (Falls, 2008).  

Several key factors were identified while addressing one student’s attendance during the 

truancy intervention process.  The student was absent 3 of 5 days because she had no 
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means to secure daycare for her newborn child while she attended school.  Therefore, she 

remained at home to care for the infant.  A second student was truant because of his age.  

Typically, the average age of ninth graders is 14; yet, there were many who were first-

time ninth graders at 15 or 16 years of age.  As these older students interacted with the 

entire student body, they may have realized they did not want to interact with the younger 

students.  Subsequently, they incurred a significant number of absences.  Similarly, 

Hertzog and Morgan (2004) reported in their study that ninth graders had the lowest 

attendance rates and the highest failure rates of any grade level.  They too observed that 

nearly 14% of the ninth graders were overaged, with many of them entering the ninth 

grade for the first time at the age of 16.5 (Hertzog & Morgan, 2004). 

Ultimately, many of these students had multiple disciplinary infractions that 

resulted from walking out of the ninth-grade classes, trying to demonstrate their maturity 

by using profane language toward staff or by fighting.  Many students saw no benefit in 

attending school; nor did they feel the urgency to obtain a high school diploma.  As 

students observed family members supporting themselves without the use of a diploma, 

obtaining a diploma was neither a priority nor a goal to secure a job or career.  All of 

these factors specifically affected the attendance of the ninth-grade students (Hertzog & 

Morgan, 2004). 

Another trend that contributed to the failure rate was the lack of academic 

readiness to succeed in high school courses (Fulton, 2007).  Students were not required to 

pass the state eighth-grade assessments for promotion to the ninth grade.  Thus, many 

students entering the ninth grade did not meet the minimum standards from the eighth-

grade year, nor did they have the academic foundation to meet proficiency levels in the 
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ninth-grade year.  Review of the eighth-grade reading data revealed that many students 

came to the ninth grade reading below grade level and were subsequently unsuccessful on 

the ninth-grade state assessment.  Likewise, review of students’ individual education 

plans (IEPs), as students with disabilities, and comparison of classroom grades to 

individual performance on assessments indicated that many students were not given 

adequate or appropriate accommodations to support their academic progress.  On the 

middle school level, many students were prepared for the alternative state assessments to 

assist with reaching school accreditation, but academic placements were adjusted as they 

moved to high school.  Students were then moved into least restrictive environments that 

did not provide needed supports to help them transition into this new setting or assist 

them in adapting to the required academic rigor expected.  Consequently, many students 

were enrolled in courses in which they were academically lost, and, due to 

embarrassment and the lack of self-confidence, they were too intimidated to seek 

assistance.   

Ultimately, students did not or could not concentrate on academics when they 

were in school.  To them, school was a haven from the neighborhood; it provided two 

meals plus a warm secure environment for at least 7 hours a day.  One student arrived as 

early as 6:30 a.m. and remained until the final activity bus departed at 6:30 p.m.  Another 

young man on the same schedule always remained after hours to assist staff members.  

He visited my office to inquire about my day and assist with small tasks, but he always 

concluded with, “Do you have any snacks?”  Through conversation, he expressed his 

feelings about how his home life was too crowded with little children and multiple adults 

in and out of the home; therefore, school represented his quiet time and personal space. 
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Another student I encountered through the disciplinary process was physically 

and mentally managing more than expected for an average teenage student.  He 

consistently slept in class and was extremely defiant toward staff.  Conversation revealed 

that he worked evenings and nights to pay all the household expenses.  He arrived home 

in time to care for younger siblings to maintain the family unit, while his mother 

struggled with a drug addiction.  Although he appeared to be a student unconcerned about 

his education, he was an average student multitasking with adult issues.  When reflecting 

on these and other students, I concluded that school had become more than an academic 

environment; it was an extension of those missing components from home.  Students 

lacked self-confidence and confidence in how others perceived them.  The ninth-grade 

students faced many social challenges before they attempted to focus on academics; this 

situation became a major issue that contributed to the reasons for the ninth graders’ 

failure. 

The introduction of many interventions was the resolution, such as an eighth-

grade tour/presentation of the school during the spring semester, a one-day information 

session for students and parents before the start of the school year, and the incorporation 

of a district-implemented freshman seminar class that utilized a commercial curriculum.  

The tour and the one-day session allowed students from the feeder middle schools to 

participate in a large assembly, where various groups such as the cheerleaders, band and 

choir members, student government leaders, coaches, teachers, and counselors introduced 

their areas and explained how participation and involvement in their groups enhanced 

students’ high school tenure.  The rising ninth graders toured the school building and 

participated in a culminating event such as a cookout, pep rally, or a sporting event.  The 
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seminar course provided resources to students in building skills for reading.  Researchers 

have demonstrated that although these types of activities assist in acclimating students to 

the new environment, they do not address the root concerns of attendance, discipline, and 

academic readiness (Clark, 2007; Humphrey & Ainscow, 2006; Wang, 2006). 

Other forms of intervention included housing the communities in school (CIS) 

program.  CIS worked to bridge community and school resources to aid students and 

parents.  These programs included day treatment, in-home counseling services for the 

entire family, access to a juvenile justice officer, mental health service, and other social 

service resources.  All the interventions and programs were beneficial and supported the 

needs of the students, but they operated in isolation and achieved only marginal success 

with the ninth-grade students.  

The trends generated discussion between school administrators and district 

leaders, which focused on drafting school improvement plans to support the academic 

and social needs of ninth-grade students.  The trend observed in the school under study is 

an example of a growing trend viewed across the United States (Adams, 2007; Alliance 

for Excellent Education, 2008; Cardichon & Lovell, 2015).  The quest became how to 

acknowledge the issues and bring resolution to the problems. 

This research documents and tells the story of the genesis of a ninth-grade 

academy.  It is a story of transition, challenges, community, and success. 

Definition of Key Terms 

The following definitions provide clarification of the terms used in this study: 

Dropout rate.  Estimates of the percentage of both private and public high school 

students who leave high school between the beginning of one school year and the 
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beginning of the next without earning a high school diploma or its equivalent (e.g., 

General Educational Development [GED] certificate).  It can be used to track annual 

changes in the experiences of students in the U.S. school system (Laird, Kienzi, DeBell, 

& Chapman, 2007). 

Schools-within-a-school.  An innovation designed to change dropout rates, 

students’ morale, and students’ achievement.  In addition, the schools-within-a-school 

model offers students a program with goals and motivational reinforcements and shows 

students the relationship between academics and career exploration that prepares them for 

entry-level jobs or for college (Cramer, 2006). 

Small learning community (SLC).  A separate and defined individualized 

learning unit that may be in a separate building or within a larger school setting.  Students 

and teachers are usually placed in teams and frequently share a common area of the 

school for classes (Cotton, 2001). 

Freshman academy.  A smaller learning community, housed within or 

contiguous to the larger high school consisting of only ninth graders for the purpose of 

supporting student transition into high school and enhancing student achievement.  

Students spend at least a portion of their day with a team of teachers (Cotton, 2001). 

Reorganization.  The redefinition of the roles of faculty and administrators; the 

size, purpose, and functions of the school; and the measures of performance used to 

produce the organization structure (Clark & Kohn, 2002). 

Reform.  The movement to change the school to reach and engage all students 

with the goal of improving student achievement (NAASP, 2004). 

Freshman.  A student in the first year of high school (“Freshman,” n.d.). 
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Professional learning community (PLC).  An ongoing process in which 

educators work collaboratively in recurring cycles of collective inquiry and action 

research to achieve better results for the students they serve.  Professional learning 

communities operate under the assumption that they are key to improving learning for 

students through job-embedded learning for educators (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 

2010). 

Stakeholder.  Typically, in education, anyone who is invested in the welfare and 

success of a school and its students, including but not limited to administrators, teachers, 

staff members, and parents.  The idea of a stakeholder intersects with many school-

reform concepts and strategies that generally seek to expand the number of people 

involved in making important decisions related to a school’s organization, operation, and 

academics (“Stakeholder,” n.d.). 

Summary 

This chapter introduces the need for investigation into small learning communities 

and how this type of environment fosters student achievement.  This dissertation is 

organized into five chapters, a bibliography, and appendices in the following manner:   

• Chapter Two presents a review of the literature related to high school reform 

with a focus on small learning communities, specifically a ninth-grade 

academy. 

• Chapter Three explains the research design and methodology used in the 

study. 

• Chapter Four provides analysis of the data and discussion of the findings. 

• Chapter Five presents conclusions and recommendations for future study.   
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• The reference section and appendices complete the document. 
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Chapter Two: Review of Literature 

Introduction 

The transition from middle school to high school has had an adverse effect with 

regard to students’ retention in the ninth grade and students’ completion of high school 

(Black, 2004).  Ninth-grade students have struggled to navigate through large, 

impersonal, and competitive environments, which have altered the comfort level 

formulated in the middle school setting (Clark, 2007).  Most students make the transition 

smoothly, but others get lost in a maze of corridors, fast-paced schedules, and rigorous 

course requirements (Mizelle, 2005).  The National Association of Secondary School 

Principals commissioned a study in 1985 to review how ninth-grade students fared over 

the course of 20 years.  The results of the report indicated that the instruction was teacher 

centered: teachers’ lecturing and students’ taking notes to complete assignments.  

Tracking of students was based on ability, and a 40- to 50-minute class period provided 

the instructional unit.  Only limited services provided guidance or assistance for students 

to adjust academically or socially to the new environment; therefore, many students lost 

the desire to complete an education or became disinterested in school (Alspaugh, 1998; 

Black, 2004). 

The ninth grade is a pivotal year during which some students struggle with the 

new level of independence, additional academic demands, and impersonal and 

competitive environments.  This pivotal year creates a holding tank, otherwise known as 

the ninth-grade bulge, where approximately 25% of students that fail the ninth grade are 

held for another year (Black, 2004).  Over the past 30 years, the national average for 

ninth-grade nonpromotion tripled from approximately 4% to 13%.  This trend initiated 
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the ninth-grade bulge and created a reduction in the tenth-grade year, known as the tenth-

grade dip (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2008; Cardichon & Lovell, 2015; Cook, 

Fowler, & Harris, 2008).  Subsequently, this pattern created major problems further in the 

students’ lives.  The Alliance for Excellent Education reported in 2008 that only a third of 

students entering the ninth grade graduated in 4 years with the knowledge and skills 

needed for a postsecondary education or the workforce.  A third of the students received a 

diploma but did not gain the knowledge and skills to be successful in postsecondary or 

employment worlds.  Finally, a third of the students dropped out before their designated 

exit date and thus did not gain the necessary skills to allow them to compete on a global 

level.  In conclusion, Cardichon and Lovell suggested to school districts the development 

of comprehensive reform plans to assist schools in reducing dropout rates. 

Morgan and Hertzog (2001) found that high school dropout rates were 

significantly lower in schools with transition programs that included rigorous academic 

curricula, safe and disciplined learning environments, committed faculty and staff 

members, and frequent dissemination of orientation information to parents and the 

community.  Research uncovered multiple factors associated with dropping out of school, 

implying that dropping out was a long-term process of disengagement beginning as early 

as elementary school (Black, 2004; Frickey, 2003).  Factors related to an individual’s 

experiences in school often were identified soon after a child began school (Black, 2004; 

Frickey, 2003).  The factors included low grades, absenteeism, disciplinary problems, 

grade-level retention, and multiple changes in schools (Amos, 2008, Black, 2004; 

Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Balfanz, 2009; Roderick, Kelley-Kemple, Johnson, & Beechum, 

2014). 
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To address the varied factors related to dropping out, many schools and school 

divisions have implemented an array of activities ranging from small-scale 

supplementary services to comprehensive school reorganizations.  First, this review 

examined elements that identified the characteristics of potential dropouts as well as 

evidence to explain why students drop out.  Second, this review examined various 

strategies schools and districts have implemented to address student learning.  Many of 

these strategies provided a means for administrators, school, and district-level personnel 

to redesign and reorganize the learning environment to improve student learning.  

Therefore, this review analyzed literature that identified the reasons that students drop 

out, reform measures schools utilized to address dropout issues, and gaps in the literature 

indicating a need for further investigation of the dropout crisis. 

Identification of potential dropouts 

Research identified the transition period, the time when a student moves from 

middle school to high school, as the area in which to monitor and to develop plans for 

intervention (Asko & Galassi, 2004; Clark, 2007).  This positive and structured transition 

period was deemed the time to determine whether the students were likely to complete 

high school or drop out (Asko & Galassi, 2004; Clark, 2007).  Asko and Galassi asked 

several open-ended questions of middle and high school counselors while teachers, 

parents, and students completed surveys in a mixed-methods study to provide their 

opinion about the transition of students into the sixth and ninth grades.  The high school 

questionnaires revealed concerns with regard to three independent variables: academics, 

the procedural aspect of high school, and social implications.  The sample of participants 

included 320 ninth-grade students, 61 parents, and 17 teachers in a high-performing 



 
 

27 

school district.  A cross-sectional design utilized a pre and posttransition questionnaire 

distributed to all groups inquiring about the positive aspects of the transition, the 

difficulties of the transition, the students’ adjustment to the new school, and the pre and 

posttransition evaluations.  

The research of Asko and Galassi (2004) was instrumental in understanding the 

expectations and anxiety issues of the individuals involved in the process.  Analysis of 

the parents’ results revealed several suggested interventions.  The suggestions included 

presentation of study skills and time management curricula prior to and following the 

transition, open discussion of academic expectations with students and parents, vertical 

teaming between the middle school and high school teachers, and direct contact and 

communication between parents and teachers to assist students with homework and 

meeting the rigorous academic requirements of the new school.  The major limitation 

expressed was the use of a retrospective, cross-sectional design (Asko & Galassi, 2004).  

The participants’ pretransition recollections could have been influenced either by their 

posttransition experiences or by their forgetting the experiences, as they were surveyed 2 

months after entry.  Asko and Galassi suggested the use of a longitudinal design for all 

future research.  Their research presented perceptions of personnel involved throughout 

the transition process and supported previous research identifying key areas affecting 

student success in high school.  The researchers sampled a high-performing academic 

area for which the value of education was top priority; therefore, the perceptions may be 

skewed and questionable with regard to the study’s usability in other environments.  This 

use of a academically high-performing school district became a limitation in that 

academics during the transition became a greater concern compared to social and 
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procedural concerns.  Asko and Galassi suggested proactive interventions suitable for 

creating a positive culture, which was necessary for teachers, administration, parents, and 

students to work collaboratively.  Allowing for administrators, teachers, parents, and 

students to team together reduced factors that affected students’ academic success, thus, 

reducing the potential for students’ dropping out of school.  The next step was to identify 

attributes of students with the potential to drop out and to determine how to address those 

characteristics.   

Two main purposes of a study conducted by Crain-McDorough (2003) were to 

evaluate the characteristics of various dropout types and to examine the school 

characteristics responsible for mediating the high likelihood of dropping out.  The study 

was conducted during the 2000-2001 school year, when Louisiana Public Schools 

enrolled 741,553 students.  Crain-McDorough initially identified general characteristics 

of student dropouts for the entire State of Louisiana.  A student considered to be a 

potential dropout possessed at least two of the following risk factors: (a) low academic 

achievement, (b) being 2 or more years older than peers, (c) qualifying for free or 

reduced-price lunch, (d) displaying behavior problems, (e) high levels of out-of-school 

suspensions, and (f) a high number of absences (Crain-McDorough, 2003).  Crain-

McDorough created groups of students using the risk factors to specifically identify four 

types of dropouts.  The first and largest group of dropouts represented the “quiet dropout” 

(p. 105); these students had repeated grade failures and low achievement rates.  The 

second group of dropouts represented the “low achieving pushout” (p. 107); these 

students had low academic achievement rates, chronic grade failure, and behavior 

problems.  The third and smallest group of dropouts represented the “high achieving 
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pushout” (p.106); these students frequently displayed behavior problems such as 

motivation, family, and substance abuse issues, yet they possessed adequate and even 

average academic potential.  The fourth group of dropouts represented the “in-school 

dropout” (p. 124); these students still attended school but dropped out of the learning 

process due to their low academic potential.  These four types of dropouts relate to the 

first purpose of the study, to evaluate the characteristics of various dropout types.  The 

study’s next purpose was to identify prevention effectiveness based upon the needs of the 

schools (Crain-McDorough, 2003). 

Crain-McDorough (2003) created four categories to identify the needs of the 

schools in Louisiana with regard to school dropouts.  The four categories included the 

following types of schools: (a) schools with consistently high dropouts, (b) schools with 

consistently low dropouts, (c) schools more effective in preventing students from 

dropping out, and (d) schools less effective in preventing students from dropping out.  

Evaluation of these schools involved the use of several factors including average class 

size, average teacher test scores, percentage of teachers with certifications beyond 5 years 

of experience, attendance rates, out-of-school suspensions, and state-level academic 

performance scores.  Of these factors, the ones that differentiated schools most often 

were attendance and student achievement.  Therefore, review of the differences between 

effective preventive programs revealed that student attendance and student achievement 

were the major risk factors that separated effective schools from less effective schools 

(Crain-McDorough, 2003). 

The major policy implication extracted from the study provided criteria to identify 

potential dropouts using multiple variables and established the need to address all 
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variables to ensure the effectiveness of a preventive plan (Crain-McDorough, 2003).  

This preventive plan utilized a curriculum that addressed academics, career, and personal 

components.  The academic component accommodated different ability levels and 

learning styles, thereby changing the organization of schools and management of 

classrooms.  The career component provided all students with the education and/or skills 

needed to be successful after high school.  The personal component assisted students in 

coping with the stresses in their daily lives and fostered motivation to stay in school 

(Crain-McDorough, 2003).  The limitations of this study included the use of high schools 

only, the selected years of data collected, and the reduction of students in the ninth grade 

due to the retention of students because of high-stakes testing.  This study contributed to 

expanding the area of dropout research by confirming the existence of different types of 

dropouts and exploring the school-level factors that mediated the probability of dropping 

out.  The next study closely examined one of the identified factors for dropouts: 

academics. 

Another common characteristic in the dropout identification pool was the 

disengagement of students from the learning process.  Fulton (2007) interviewed 10 

academically disengaged students who graduated from an alternative school within a 

traditional high school setting.  Fulton found that teacher characteristics, subject areas, 

and class size were major factors affecting disengagement.  In addition, several social 

issues affected student disengagement, including low self-concept, stressful home 

relationships, and disruptive friendships.  Therefore, the factors that kept students on task 

were smaller class sizes, positive relationships with teachers, a structured day, and 

individualized instruction (Fulton, 2007).   
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To further support the concept of disengagement, Frickey (2003) developed a 

scale to measure students’ levels of engagement or disengagement by soliciting student 

feedback.  Use of this scale quickly identified students at risk of dropping out based upon 

their level of engagement.  Frickey determined that early identification of students as 

potential dropouts allowed school systems to provide additional support to the students to 

empower them to achieve success in high school.   

As did Frickey (2003), Vickers (2007) developed a predictive model for 

identifying male students as potential high school dropouts and developed strategies and 

intervention measures to reduce the number of male dropouts.  Vickers studied a school 

district with a large dropout rate to create a model using quantitative statistical analysis of 

seven variables to identify potential male dropouts.  A sample of 288 students was 

randomly selected from students enrolled in Grades 9 and 10 at the beginning of the 

2000-2001 school year.  The use of multiple logistic regression analysis determined the 

relationships among the seven predictors: ethnicity, retentions, grade point average 

(GPA), attendance, suspensions (ISS and OSS), socioeconomic status, and high school 

dropout rate.  The study used a practical school setting because the school personnel 

could identify their potential male dropouts at the building level.  Because this study 

targeted a particular school, a specific limitation of this study was the inability to be 

generalized to other school districts (Vickers, 2007).  The final predictive model was 

successful in identifying 86.6% of the male students who persisted in school and 85.8% 

of the male students who dropped out.  The most predictive variables were years retained, 

grade point average, and socioeconomic status (Vickers, 2007).   
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The second goal of Vickers’s (2007) study focused on the development of school-

based strategies to reduce the number of potential male high school dropouts.  The first 

strategy was to develop a mentoring program designed for freshmen to build supportive 

relationships with assigned mentors.  Freshman students found support from 

upperclassmen mentors who provided them information on time management, study 

skills, and basic concepts for being a successful student.  The second strategy was to 

develop alternative education settings.  These settings allowed educators to pay special 

attention to the students’ individual social needs as well as the academic requirements for 

a high school diploma.  When establishing these settings, it was recommended that 

schools concentrate on developing options for students such as small learning 

communities, through which teachers provide more individualized instruction with 

curriculum that correlates the classroom learning experience with real-life experiences.  

The third strategy was to get the family involved in the student’s academic career.  

Schools developed strategies to promote parental involvement in the academic experience 

and to communicate more effectively with parents to emphasize their role in working 

with their child to ensure a successful and positive experience in high school; the student-

parent relationship includes the necessary emphasis on attending class, completing 

assignments, and developing graduation goals.  The fourth strategy focused on providing 

professional development for teachers.  School divisions implemented policies to build 

capacity in teachers by expanding teaching methods to accommodate a range of learning 

styles, exploring integration of technological resources, and differentiating instruction to 

meet the individual needs of students.  In summary, these suggestions represented a few 
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of many recommended strategies for a school division to help reduce the likelihood of a 

male student’s becoming a high school dropout (Vickers, 2007).   

There were several limiting factors associated with Vickers’s (2007) study.  First, 

the results obtained from the study may or may not be applicable to other school settings.  

The data were drawn from one school within the district and used to address the needs 

specific to that school.  Some schools within the district may or may not have had 

dropout prevention programs.  Second, the results utilized seven factors to identify 

potential dropouts among males; however, there were additional factors known to 

identify dropouts, and the strongest predictors may not have been selected.  Finally, the 

study did not address those students who may have dropped out before the ninth grade or 

during the tenth-grade year or beyond. 

Recommendations for future research included statistical analyses of multiple risk 

factors for dropping out, replication of this study in other school districts with similar 

demographics, examination of the effects of school size on high school dropout rates, and 

examination of the effects of high-stakes assessments on dropout rates.  The most 

significant points of information gained from the study were the recommendations of 

strategies that schools and divisions could use to implement successful intervention 

programs (Vickers, 2007). 

Crain-McDorough (2003), Frickey (2003), Asko and Galassi (2004), Fulton 

(2007), and Vickers (2007) identified potential dropouts as students who were disengaged 

with the rigorous academic demands; had difficult relationships with peers, family, or 

school personnel; and were culturally shocked due to changing environments.  A 

common recommendation among the researchers suggested that identified potential 
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dropouts might benefit from either a smaller class size or an alternative setting designed 

to focus on individualized instruction supportive of students in improving their academic 

successes.  These studies and recommendations supported further investigation of smaller 

learning environments.  

Existing Forms of Intervention 

Small learning communities: Freshman academy.  According to Oxley (2001), 

the concept of a freshman academy is relatively simple.  The academy operates as an 

autonomous program under the leadership of the central office or the host school’s 

principal (Oxley, 2001).  The academy develops its own culture, program, and school 

space, or a common place from the host school.  To develop relationships, academy 

faculty specifically group students to take core subject classes together with the same 

group of teachers (Oxley, 2005).  The academy emerged over 10 years as an effort to 

balance small school goals with big school traditions and efficiencies (DeJong & Locker, 

2006).  Small learning communities are easier to implement reforms that are more 

expansive and may just become the most common structural pattern for American high 

school reform. 

The first series of researchers presented in this section compared small learning 

communities and traditional high school settings (Conrad, 2007; Hendrix, 2007; 

Langseth, 2006; Peasant, 2006).  The latter series of researchers presented in this section 

reviewed the initial implementation of small learning communities in the form of ninth-

grade academies (Adcock, 2009; Kmiec, 2007; Miller, 2008).   

In a study comparing small learning communities to traditional high schools, 

Hendrix (2007) determined the effects of a freshman academy utilizing grade point 
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averages, Algebra I Gateway scores, all credits earned, core credits earned, attendance 

rates, promotion rates, and discipline of ninth-grade students attending the freshman 

academy compared to those students in a traditional ninth-grade class.  This quantitative 

causal-comparative research study was designed to determine probable cause and effect 

for two schools, the freshman academy at Sevier County High School, the treated school, 

and the traditional ninth-grade class at DeKalb County High School, the control school.  

The population for the study included all first-time freshmen enrolled by August 1, 2005 

for the 2005-2006 school year for both schools.  The freshman academy at Sevier County 

High School, located in East Tennessee, had 413 students; DeKalb County High School, 

located in Middle Tennessee, had 208 students in the freshman class (Hendrix, 2007). 

There were significant differences between the freshman academy at Sevier 

County High School and the DeKalb County High School freshman class with regard to 

academic results and discipline reports.  The students in the freshman academy at Sevier 

County High School academically outperformed the DeKalb County High School 

freshmen as measured by the Algebra I Gateway assessment.  In addition, students in the 

freshman academy at Sevier County High School had fewer discipline issues as measured 

by discipline referrals.  There was, however, no significant difference found in the 

number of high school credits earned or the promotion rate. 

Hendrix (2007) recommended that school systems across the State of Tennessee 

implement a system-wide freshman academy, provide extensive professional 

development for teachers and administrators to implement the plan, provide summer 

programs for at-risk students prior to entering the academy to become acquainted with 
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the building, and develop remediation programs to provide academic support throughout 

the entire school year. 

The limitation of this study was the use of two schools, one in Middle Tennessee 

and the other in East Tennessee (Hendrix, 2007).  The demographics were similar, yet 

there were specific variables within each school that positively and negatively affected 

the outcome.  Other factors that possibly influenced the outcomes were the varied 

instructional styles of the teachers, the level of qualification of the teachers, and the 

exclusion of self-contained exceptional education classes in the study.  Finally, 

extraneous variables, including grade inflation and teacher subjectivity, influenced 

student grade point averages; the location of one of the two test schools was in the 

researcher’s school district; and the number of minority students in the study was small 

(Hendrix, 2007). 

This study was an asset to the body of research on freshman academies.  The 

benefits included the use of archival data, which do not lend to manipulation, and 

decreased extraneous variables; the use of schools that were well established, having 

been in existence more than 2-3 years; and the establishment of a template on which to 

model similar studies with schools with demographics different from those studied in 

Tennessee (Hendrix, 2007).  The recommendations proved to present the greatest benefit.  

One recommendation suggested the use of a longitudinal study to determine the sustained 

benefits of a freshman academy and the effects of the academy on student promotion 

rates, discipline referrals, attendance, and graduation rates (Hendrix, 2007).  Another 

recommendation suggested conducting comparative studies that targeted environments, 

school size, ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic levels of ninth-grade students (Hendrix, 
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2007).  The next study involved an increased number of schools in the comparison 

between small learning communities and traditional schools. 

Langseth (2006) compared high schools with a separate freshman house program 

to high schools with a traditional structure for Grades 9-12.  The two types of evaluated 

schools used the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) tests and conducted 

a comparison of all students in the schools among the varying subpopulation groups.  

This quantitative study utilized a causal comparative design involving descriptive 

statistics.  During the 2004-2005 school year, 19 schools with a separate ninth-grade 

program and 35 schools with a traditional structure for Grades 9-12 were the focus of this 

study.  The students participating in the freshman houses benefited to a greater degree 

than those in traditional schools as evidenced by scores on the TAKS tests.  Likewise, the 

Hispanic group and the low socioeconomic group benefited greatly from the relationship 

between teachers and students and how this relationship created a positive learning 

experience.  Langseth highly recommended implementation of freshman houses.  Future 

research recommendations included evaluating the structural components of a successful 

freshman house, the programmatic focus that was essential to the success of a freshman 

house, and extension of the current study to include a comparison between campus size 

and community types, urban or rural settings.  It was suggested that school administrators 

utilize this study as a roadmap in designing and implementing a freshman house to 

increase ninth-grade student academic performance (Langseth, 2006). 

Similarly, Conrad (2007) examined the effectiveness of a small transitional 

learning community for ninth-grade students, located in a separate building, and 

compared their academic achievement, retention, and discipline data to students in a 
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regular 9-12 high school setting.  This quasi-longitudinal study examined both within- 

and across-cohort interactions and relationships to identify the elements impacted by the 

size and composition of a given educational setting for ninth graders.  Conrad researched 

three factors: (a) any academic achievement difference between the self-contained ninth-

grade classes versus the traditional ninth-grade setting in a 9-12 school, (b) any retention 

rate difference between the two schools, (c) and any discipline referral differences.  Ninth 

graders housed in the inclusive setting achieved significantly higher grade point averages 

compared to the students housed in the traditional high school setting.  An analysis of 

similar statistical results focused on retention rates and academic achievement as 

measured by the Delaware Student Testing Program (DSTP).  One variable, discipline, 

was the only variable not reflecting a statistically significant difference.  The interaction 

of individual students with the influence of the school environment was an important 

focal issue for all stakeholders involved.  The independent variable in this study was the 

educational setting, specifically the changed setting for the ninth-grade students in Cape 

Henlopen School District—from a traditional high school setting to a self-contained 

ninth-grade campus concept.  The dependent variables were discipline rates, academic 

achievement rates, and retention rates for ninth graders.   

The subjects in the two settings consisted of ninth graders (N = 246) from the 

2006 school year (Cohort 2006), who were in a traditional high school setting, and ninth 

graders (N = 216) from the 2007 school year (Cohort 2007), who were housed in another 

location (Conrad, 2007).  The study was an ex-post-facto design using data previously 

collected and archived in both state and local district databases.  The data between 

Cohorts 2006 and 2007 were significantly different, with Cohort 2007’s mean GPA 
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exceeding that of Cohort 2006.  Analysis of the retention rates reflected an increased 

percentage of students retained in Cohort 2006 over that of Cohort 2007.  There were 

fewer discipline referrals from Cohort 2007 than from Cohort 2006.  The primary 

limitation to this study was the credibility of the state assessment, which was not linked 

to school or student success at this grade level.  Another limiting factor was the use of 

students within the same building only.  Finally, Conrad made the following 

recommendations for future research: Utilize districts from across the country to enhance 

the generalizability of the findings for the self-contained schools, increase qualitative 

aspects of the separate ninth-grade experience for all stakeholders to enhance the richness 

of the data, and provide a broader application of the findings of the study.  Conrad’s 

research was an example of how the setting, specifically a self-contained setting, 

enhanced academic success, retention, and discipline for at-risk students. 

Concluding the first series of studies, Peasant (2006) found a significant 

difference in the academic achievement of students who attended ninth-grade schools 

over those students who attended a traditional high school.  The goal of the study was to 

compare the academy schools to the traditional schools using standardized testing results 

from Algebra I and Biology I.  Limitations of the study included the inability to relate 

this study to schools with low enrollment of ninth graders.  School enrollments with 

fewer than 1,000 students total limited the opportunity to create specific ninth-grade 

classes.  This quantitative study compared statistical findings from ninth-grade academies 

to traditional high schools.  One set of participants consisted of first-time ninth-grade 

students enrolled in a traditional high school containing Grades 9-12.  The second set of 

participants consisted of first-time freshman students enrolled in a ninth-grade academy.  
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All participants were enrolled in Biology I and/or Algebra I and took an end-of-course 

subject test as a mandatory requirement.  The selection process for the student 

participants in the traditional school was random.  Each type of school setting, traditional 

and academy, contained three schools within a set.  The traditional high schools had an 

enrollment of 1000 or more students with at least 350 students enrolled in the ninth grade.  

The ninth-grade academies each had at least 350 students enrolled.  A random selection 

from the test data for each school provided a total of 100 students, 50 for each subject 

area, Algebra I and Biology.  The data presented a statistically significant difference 

between the ninth-grade academies and the traditional high schools.  The students in 

ninth-grade academies scored higher than those students in the traditional high schools on 

both tests.   

Peasant (2006) concluded that the ninth-grade academy concept was very 

effective in comparison to the traditional high school concept.  The results of this study 

showed significantly higher test results for the ninth-grade schools in the academy.  The 

study supported the need for school leaders to redesign schools as academies to increase 

academic achievement for students during the critical transitional year and to provide a 

means to separate students from the peer pressure of older students in a traditional high 

school.  Recommendations for future research included the comparison of another form 

of small learning community, a school-within-a-school concept; repetition of the study 

with the inclusion of additional factors such as discipline and attendance; repetition of the 

study over 2 years to include student progress following the first year; and repetition of 

the study over several states to compare regional utilization of the academies.   
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The researchers in the next series of reviews examined ninth-grade academies 

during the implementation phase.  Kmiec (2007) focused on the application of the stage-

environment fit theory to a Florida school district’s attempt at implementing freshman 

academies in schools within a district.  The study addressed the following six guiding 

research questions:  

1.   Does the stage-environment fit theory offer insight into the problems and 

solutions surrounding the transition from middle school to high school? 

2.   What is the nature of the freshman academy? 

3.   To what extent does the organization of the freshman academy help foster a 

developmentally appropriate learning environment? 

4.   What transition elements do freshman academies implement; how do the 

perceptions of administrators and teachers influence the implementation of the 

freshman academy? 

5.   How do students perceive their freshman academy experience? 

6.   To what extent has the district effectively implemented small learning 

communities at the high school level? (Kmiec, 2007)  

Qualitative research methods evaluated three large high schools in one Florida 

school district with freshman academies.  A combination of interviews, focus groups, 

observations, and examination of artifacts acquired a detailed picture of each freshman 

academy.  Kmiec’s (2007) study focused on understanding how freshman academies 

might help students transition into high school.  Thus, the schools selected had to meet 

specific qualifications.  The three schools used in the study had mandatory active 

freshman academies, operated for at least 2 consecutive years, were instituted under the 



 
 

42 

same grant, served a diverse student population of students, and had personnel willing to 

participate.  The principal, the site-based small learning community coordinator, the 

freshman lead teacher, and the district-level director conducted the interviews.  

Interviews included a group of academy teachers and ninth-grade students at each school; 

a total of 67 participated in the interviews.  Recordings of several ninth-grade 

observations and district-level small learning community meetings, archival data, mission 

statements, curriculum, professional development information, and team schedules were 

other forms of data collected for this study (Kmiec, 2007). 

Kmiec (2007) concluded that freshman academies consisted of various 

developmentally appropriate initiatives intended to personalize the learning environment.  

Such initiatives must be fully implemented for students to truly benefit.  All three schools 

in the study had partially implemented freshman academies that might not have met all 

the developmental needs of the freshman student body (Kmiec, 2007).  Therefore, Kmiec 

concluded that although the small learning community created a developmentally 

appropriate learning environment for the reform efforts, the reform efforts might be 

beneficial only when they were completely and effectively implemented.  

Recommendations for further investigations included researching (a) the effects of grants 

funding on school-reform strategies; (b) how legislation and school district decisions 

influenced school-reform efforts; (c) the commitment and support levels of district-level 

administration, faculty, staff, students, parents, and community members; (d) the effects 

of the freshman transition course and the long-term effects on teaching and learning; (e) 

the effects of teachers and their implementation of developmentally appropriate teaching 

strategies; (f) the effects of implementing school reform, not just structural reform; and 
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(g) how academies correlated with student achievement.  Limitations of this study 

included the lack of grants available to all schools and the inability to determine whether 

full implementation of the program occurred (Kmiec, 2007).   

Kmiec (2007) identified key characteristics and essential components of a 

freshman academy and demonstrated how the academy operated to be effective.  One 

drawback addressed in further investigation was the inability to link student achievement 

to the effectiveness of the academy.  This component would be a key factor in observing 

the long-term benefits of a freshman program.  Finally, the research from this study 

supported the necessity for total implementation to fully observe the effects of the 

program.  The next study sought to determine whether a district’s academy operated 

under Cotton’s (2001) five elements of a small learning community. 

Miller (2008) examined an urban school district’s academy in a midsize mid-

Atlantic city to determine if the academy operated as a small learning community and if 

the school district supported the school as a smaller learning community.  Miller’s case 

study examined the academy to determine if it operated as a true small learning 

community as defined by the existence of Cotton’s (2001) five elements of a small 

learning community (personalization, identity, instructional focus, autonomy, and 

accountability).  Through observations, interviews, focus groups, and document reviews, 

Miller sought evidence of the five elements using two research questions: (a) In what 

ways does an academy function as a smaller learning community? and (b) How do 

policies of the school and the school district affect or support the functioning of the 

academy? (Miller, 2008, p. 20).  Miller concluded that Academy T did not exhibit all five 

components of small learning communities.  Personalization, identity, and instructional 



 
 

44 

focus were quite prevalent themes found throughout the academy; however, autonomy 

and accountability were almost nonexistent.   

Miller (2008) determined, due to evidence of only three of the five elements, that 

Academy T was not a true smaller learning community as defined by Cotton (2001) and 

therefore operated more like a gifted and talented program within a school.  Although 

Miller’s research did not classify Academy T as a small learning community according to 

Cotton’s standards, it presented a platform for the creation of a successful program that 

drew various characteristics from a small learning community.  Miller concluded that 

schools operate effectively while building upon the strength of personalized instruction, 

developing a self-assured environment to build student academic assurance, and creating 

a culture of learning.  Miller concluded that the use of smaller learning communities as a 

method of high school reform needed to be thoroughly studied, carefully planned, 

explained, and promoted to the stakeholders.  His conclusions and recommendations for 

future research support reform measures designed to thoroughly research and implement 

an environment that addresses the needs of all students.   

Finally, Adcock (2009) compared the implementation and development of a 

freshman academy/ninth-grade initiative in a rural parish and a suburban parish in North 

Louisiana.  He examined the different strategies used by each school as it developed and 

implemented a freshman academy.  Adcock examined the different approaches taken by 

the rural school and the suburban school to implement a freshman academy and 

examined the effects of each academy on student dropout rates, attendance, test scores, 

tenth-grade promotion rates, core subject failure, ninth-grade dropout rates, suspensions, 

and expulsions.  Adcock addressed 11 questions in this mixed research design that 
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included obtaining standardized test results in English/language arts and mathematics and 

reviewing data, including promotion rates, attendance rates, number of course failures, 

dropout rates, number of suspensions and expulsions, and perceptions of the students’ 

experience in the academy.  There were 323 freshmen in the rural school and 676 

freshmen in the suburban school.  Student records provided quantitative data whereas 

student interviews provided qualitative data regarding the students’ perspectives of their 

experiences.  The research revealed that 86% of the rural school students interviewed and 

97% of the suburban school students interviewed were satisfied.  Both schools developed 

and implemented a program that positively affected student achievement and success 

while decreasing the dropout rate (Adcock, 2009).  Limitations to this study included use 

of two schools within the same region and examination of both schools during the pilot 

year of implementation.  A recommendation for future research included extending the 

study to follow the students through their senior year, 2010-2011.  Additional research to 

study the rural, suburban, and urban communities to determine which strategies and 

approaches were best for each type of school setting was recommended (Adcock, 2009).  

This study added to the literature regarding favorable effects of a freshmen academy on 

both rural and suburban schools using variables such as academics, promotion rates, 

attendance rates, dropouts, and student satisfaction.   

Langseth (2006), Peasant (2006), Conrad (2007), and Hendrix (2007) presented 

evidence to support full implementation of small learning communities in the form of 

ninth-grade academies versus traditional high school settings.  The variables examined 

included student achievement, discipline, and attendance; all studies found statistically 

significant differences between ninth-grade academies and traditional high school 
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settings, suggesting that ninth-grade academies were an effective means to address the 

dropout crisis.  Likewise, the studies of Kmiec (2007), Miller (2008), and Adcock (2009) 

added to the body of research indicating that a rigorous set of academic standards, a 

positive relationship between student and teacher, and a climate conducive to high 

academic standards motivate and boost student success.  This research of ninth-grade 

academies supported the use of a specific model and demonstrated how the 

implementation of this model reduced many of the factors identified as potential reasons 

for student dropout. 

Small learning communities: School-within-a-school model.  In school 

districts’ efforts to address student achievement, discipline, attendance rates, and the 

development of a culture of learning, the utilization of the small learning community 

model proved effective (Supovitz & Christman, 2005).  Raywid defined school-within-a-

school or academy as follows: “a separate and autonomous entity, planning its own 

program, has its own staff and students, and receives its own budget” (Raywid, 1995, p. 

17).  This model provides the means for schools and districts to develop and implement 

reform and restructure within individual schools (Oxley, 2005).  The design of the 

school-within-a-school structural model focuses on the improvement of students’ 

academic achievement by emulating the success of smaller schools (Oxley, 2005; 

Supovitz & Christman, 2005).  Supovitz and Christman conducted a study of the 

implementation of the school-within-a-school model in schools within two different 

cities, Cincinnati and Philadelphia.  The goal was to implement district-wide reform that 

enhanced student learning.  The Cincinnati school district developed teacher teams 

through which the teachers designed the curriculum, established a culture to build 



 
 

47 

relationships between teachers and students, and provided opportunities for teachers to 

manage the annual budgets.  The Philadelphia school district’s central administration 

established the framework within which schools operated.  Both districts achieved 

success in student performance.  Supovitz and Christman concluded that communities 

that engaged in structured, sustained, and supported instructional processes were most 

successful in meeting the instructional needs of the students.     

Frost (2003) defined the smaller learning communities initiatives as the school’s 

ability to create smaller learning environments that nurtured and academically focused 

student learning.  To reach students who were failing academically, some large schools 

reformed, restructured, or redesigned themselves into smaller learning communities.  In a 

communally organized school, teachers worked collaboratively, often in teams formed 

across subjects.  Instead of being governed by top-down directives, teachers provided 

more input into decisions affecting their work (Lee & Smith, 1994).  The smaller schools 

personalized and contextualized students’ and teachers’ educational experiences and 

facilitated the implementation of other effective tools for success (Dufour & Eaker, 1998; 

Frost, 2003; McIntosh & White, 2006). 

Benishek (2000) investigated four questions: (a) Did the school-within-a-school 

(SWIS) program improve students’ test scores? (b) Did the SWIS program improve 

attendance? (c) Did the SWIS program improve the morale of students? and (d) Did the 

SWIS program improve teacher morale and encourage teachers to be innovative and buy 

into the program? (p. 18).  Benishek’s case study research design incorporated 

quantitative and qualitative methods of gathering data.  The quantitative portion of the 

study used a z test to compare proficiency test scores between two cohorts of freshmen 
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during the school years 1995-1996 and 1996-1997, as well as attendance and discipline 

referrals.  The second portion of the study was qualitative; surveys and descriptive 

summaries assessed student and teacher morale (Benishek, 2000).  There were 

improvements in the language arts assessment due to full alignment of the curriculum 

with the assessment by the teachers.  The results in math, science, and history created 

questions because exceptional education students and English as a second language 

(ESL) students participated in the assessment.  Generally, these two subgroups were low 

scoring, and factoring them in with all other scores did not provide the validity needed to 

conclude that SWIS was totally effective academically.  Therefore, the overall data did 

not demonstrate that test scores improved with the inception of the SWIS program.  

Additional qualitative results, however, suggested that attendance improved within both 

cohorts.  These gains resulted from the increased parental communication and the 

implementation of innovative learning strategies for students (Benishek, 2000).  The 

surveys indicated an increase in student morale whereby the students felt safe and built a 

relationship with staff members that created a family bond.  Additionally, the teachers 

responded with positive comments supporting the SWIS, indicating that it reinforced 

accountability, communication with colleagues, and relationship building among staff 

members, the students, and staff (Benishek, 2000).   

Benishek (2000) concluded that the SWIS program was an effective model for 

improving morale.  Factors limiting this study included varying demographics between 

schools; survey questions that were too general (open-ended questions would have been 

more appropriate); insufficient study length (2 years was not long enough to qualify as 

reliable data for a longitudinal study); and the study’s use of one site to examine the 
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school-within-a-school program.  Recommendations for future research included 

maintaining the study at South Division High School but providing more consistencies in 

the design of the study and investigating the effects of SWIS programs on students’ 

emotional intelligence and self-esteem, as well as differences between genders and 

among ethnic groups (Benishek, 2000).  This study was not effective in its results, but it 

was beneficial in research design and knowledge of what to look for in a school-within-a-

school model.  The study revealed the many components of the program and exemplified 

how administrators could revamp and redevelop existing programs to generate reform 

(Benishek, 2000).  The next study, as did Benishek’s, compared academic results within 

one school but among several subgroups. 

Turnbo (2007) sought to answer three questions about the relationship between 

small learning communities (SLC) and student achievement in reading and math with 

regard to (a) ethnic subpopulations, (b) economically disadvantaged and special 

education subpopulations, and (c) attendance and dropout rates at Robert E. Lee High 

School ninth-grade academy in North East Independent School District (NEISD).  The 

population for this study, for the purposes of both school and student performance 

analysis, included only ninth-grade students at Lee High School in NEISD for school 

years 2002-2003 through 2005-2006 (Turnbo, 2007).  Data for this study were collected 

from the Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS).  Based on the data from this 

study, implementations of SLCs produced increased student performance rates in all 

subpopulations, especially for the economically disadvantaged and special education 

students.  Based on the findings of this study, there was no significant relationship 

between the attendance rates and the dropout rates for students in SLCs at Lee High 
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School during the four-year period 2002-2003 to 2005-2006.  Limitations of Turnbo’s 

study included the sole use of Robert E. Lee High School and Lee’s archived data of four 

academic years.  These factors allow for generalization only to Robert E. Lee High 

School.  Turnbo’s recommendations for further research topics included qualitative study 

of SLCs and their relationship to student performance; the impact of SLCs on student 

performance for African American, Hispanic, and White subpopulations in math; and the 

impact of SLCs on school climate, culture, and environmental circumstances in relation 

to student performance.  Final recommendations included a longitudinal study of 

achievement between students in SLCs and traditional programs and a qualitative and 

quantitative study to determine the influence levels of implementation of the five SLC 

domains on student performance.  Turnbo examined the response of various subgroups to 

the SLC implementation, whereas Falls’s (2008) research addressed the individual 

students’ needs. 

Falls (2008) investigated how a small learning community worked to improve 

student engagement by targeting students’ sense of belonging.  Falls conducted an 

investigation using the following questions as a guide: 

1. What was the impact of creating a sense of belonging for a group of 

disengaged students on students’ grades, attendance, and behavior?   

2. How did participation in the collaboration and intervention approach of 

connecting a sense of belonging and student engagement affect the attitudes 

and behaviors of adult participants?   

3. How did small learning community autonomy impact the design and 

implementation of the intervention approach?  



 
 

51 

A mixed-method approach was used to examine the SLC in United Academy, with 

particular emphasis upon students with low engagement.  The participants consisted of 15 

students and 8 teachers who completed surveys.  United Academy was one of 11 

different SLCs in a large urban school district that met year round and served 4,778 

students.  United Academy housed 250 students in Grades 10-12.  After students and 

teachers completed the survey, qualitative data collection occurred, which included 

documentation using a journal based on the attendance records for student observations 

and meetings, document review, and an interview with the principal.  Falls concluded that 

students’ confidence increased as they perceived a more caring approach from the 

teachers.  Additional findings from the data included the strong yearning of teachers to 

participate in and utilize a common planning time for collegial collaboration, to 

communicate and structure instructional strategies, and to develop strategies to shape 

successful student–teacher relationships.  Autonomy, another key theme extracted from 

the data, was an influential factor needed to support the SLC, specifically in curriculum, 

budgeting, staffing, complete governance, and scheduling (Falls, 2008).  

Falls’s (2008) recommendations for future research included a longer study, an 

analysis of different SLC interventions addressing belonging, a study of SLCs working to 

strengthen the culture of the school, and the study of multiple SLCs with varying degrees 

of autonomy.  Falls solidified the research about students’ desiring to reach out and 

belong and ways in which the established culture creates an inviting learning 

environment. 

The establishment of the environment, whether school-within-a-school or an 

actual separate facility, was not the only factor that contributed to the academic success 
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of students.  The development of relationships was the underlying factor found in the 

research of Benishek (2000), Turnbo (2007), and Falls (2008).  The creation of small 

learning communities proved successful when implementing key principles.  Those 

principles included fostering communication and collaboration among teachers, 

providing professional development support for teachers to develop best practices in 

aligning curriculum, establishing positive learning climates, and enhancing ethnic 

diversification (Dufour & Eaker, 1998; Roberts & Pruitt, 2003). 

Reorganization of schools.  A final approach to addressing the dropout rate of 

schools included a school-wide or district-wide effort focusing on school reform and 

restructuring.  This approach was designed to move beyond quick fixes that provided a 

short-term solution for deep-rooted problems.  Various models provided the platform for 

substantial educational reforms (Clark & Hunley, 2007; Gibson, 2006; Heck & Malone, 

2006; Legters et al., 2013; NASSP, 2004). 

Creative scheduling was a key restructuring component that likewise supported 

small learning communities if a separate facility was unavailable (Clark & Hunley, 

2007).  Clark and Hunley evaluated an adjusted schedule that separated the freshmen 

from the general population of students for at least half of the day.  The freshmen had 

limited interaction with other grades and stayed primarily among themselves for most of 

the day.  Adjustments to the schedule provided the opportunity to shorten the 

instructional time to 42 minutes in the core academic areas and to meet daily to give 

students a more intense and focused curriculum.  The remainder of the student body 

continued with a four-by-four block schedule and exchanged classes at intervals different 

from those of the freshmen.  This approach allowed more time to provide sociological 
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support to freshmen and provided intense core academic support to the freshman class 

(Clark & Hunley, 2007). 

Heck and Mahoe (2006) developed a series of multitiered models focusing on 

how categories of social difference affect students’ academic orientation, social 

integration, transition, and progress toward graduation.  The longitudinal study addressed 

two important phases during students’ high school years: their transition from middle to 

high school and their later progress toward graduation.  The study addressed two research 

questions: 

1. How did intersections between social divisions and academic–social 

integration within schools contribute to students’ likelihood to persist? 

2. How did school relationships affect the likelihood of students remaining in 

school? (Heck & Mahoe, 2006)   

The results implied that the efforts to increase persistence rates for high school students 

must attack different individual and structural–institutional fronts simultaneously.  

Examples of the individual issues were family poverty, early educational experiences, 

school transition, course-taking patterns, and career and postsecondary aspirations.  

Examples of the structural–institutional issues were school structural design, curricular 

and instructional processes, attendance, and safety (Heck & Mahoe, 2006) 

Recommendations for future research suggested finding a means to monitor 

students’ mobility and school transitions through a statewide database and reviewing 

nationally a process to understand how schools can increase their effectiveness in 

educating students of diverse social categories (Heck & Mahoe, 2006).  Heck and Mahoe 

addressed restructuring of schools to meet those social issues that affected the likelihood 
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of students’ not graduating.  Heck and Mahoe highlighted both the social and operational 

restructuring of schools; however, the National Association of Secondary School 

Principals (NASSP) through Breaking Ranks II addressed only the operational 

restructuring of schools. 

Breaking Ranks II called for sweeping changes in the American high school 

(NASSP, 2004).  Noting that the traditional mode of operating a school was no longer 

effective, the report asserted that it needed to be replaced with innovative engaging 

means of instructing (NASSP, 2004).  The NASSP published Breaking Ranks II, which 

represented the template upon which to improve the nation’s high schools.  The report 

outlined 7 cornerstone strategies and 31 recommendations for school leaders ready to 

take on the challenge of reforming their high schools (NASSP, 2004).  The core 

recommendations were divided into three major groups: collaborative leadership and 

professional learning communities; personalization and the social environment; and 

curriculum, instruction, and assessment (NASSP, 2004). 

The seven cornerstone strategies provided possible “entry points” from which to 

pursue fundamental changes (NASSP, 2004).  If implemented effectively, the seven 

cornerstone strategies formed the foundation for improving student performance in the 

school.  The seven cornerstone strategies were as follows: 

1. Establish the essential learning a student is required to master to graduate, and 

adjust the curriculum and teaching strategies to realize that goal. 

2. Increase the quantity and improve the quality of interactions between students, 

teachers, and other school personnel by reducing the number of students for 

which any adult or group of adults is responsible. 

3. Implement a comprehensive advisory program that ensures that each student 

has frequent and meaningful opportunities to plan and assess his or her 

academic and social progress with a faculty member. 

4. Ensure that teachers use a variety of instructional strategies and assessments 

to accommodate individual learning styles. 



 
 

55 

5. Implement schedules flexible enough to accommodate teaching strategies 

consistent with the ways students learn more effectively and allow for 

effective teacher teaming and lesson planning. 

6. Institute structural leadership changes that allow for meaningful involvement 

in decision making by students, teachers, family members, and the community 

that support effective communication with these groups. 

7. Align the school-wide comprehensive, ongoing professional development 

program and the individual Personal Learning Plans of staff members with the 

content knowledge and instructional strategies required to prepare students for 

graduation. (NASSP, 2004, pp. 17-18) 
 

These seven strategies provided a method for school leaders to redesign the school-

operating plan to establish a solid foundation for schools and provide strategies that target 

an increase in student performance.  Another such example of complete transformation 

was described in Gibson’s (2006) research.  

Gibson’s (2006) research goals were to identify common and unique elements in 

the implementation of transition programs within four urban high schools in Virginia, to 

examine the planning components that supported the initial design and implementation of 

transition programs in the high schools, and to analyze factors that either inhibited or 

facilitated sustainability of transition programs in the four high schools.  The 

development of a freshman transition program within the district was implemented to 

increase student achievement and overall graduation rates.  Participants in Gibson’s study 

consisted of 75 teachers from each of the following subject areas: English, mathematics, 

science, social studies, special education, and physical education.  Additional participants 

included two program coordinators and a member of the ninth-grade transition program 

from the respective schools (Gibson, 2006). 

There were five research questions addressed in Gibson’s (2006) study that 

focused on the implementation of transition programs within urban high schools.  They 

included (a) How did each of the four selected high schools plan the components that 
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support the initial designs of its ninth-grade transition program? (b) What elements make 

up the designs of the four selected ninth-grade transition programs? (c) What factors 

inhibited the planning, implementation, and sustainability of transition programs in the 

four ninth-grade transition programs? (d) What factors facilitated the planning, 

implementation, and sustainability of ninth-grade transition programs in the four selected 

high schools? and (e) What criteria do each of the four selected high schools use to 

determine the success of its transition program? (Gibson, 2006, p. 7) 

In answering the first research question, regarding planning and implementation, 

the survey data revealed that 77% of respondents agreed that teachers had a voice in 

planning and implementing the transition programs, 54% agreed that the programs had 

effective dropout prevention measures, 47% agreed that their ninth graders showed 

improvement as a result of parental involvement, 26% agreed that pre-high school 

activities addressed students’ social and academic needs, and 52% agreed that students 

benefited from a ninth-grade transition program.  Vertical teaming/planning was not 

evident in any school; professional development opportunities were accessible through 

collegial exchange of best practices.  The data from observations and interviews revealed 

that only two of the four schools definitively reported that ninth graders benefited from 

participating in a ninth-grade transition program (Gibson, 2006).   

In answering the second research question, on program design, the survey data 

revealed that 91% of respondents indicated that monitoring student progress was 

consistent through the use of data, 85% indicated that ninth graders needing additional 

academic support were offered study skills and remediation opportunities, 92% agreed 

that students experiencing academic difficulties received necessary support, and 71% 
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agreed that failing students could catch up and meet promotion requirements (Gibson, 

2006).  Through interviews and observations, participants shared that positive 

relationships among teachers and students evolved because of ninth-grade transition 

programs, and all four schools indicated that positive relationships among staff and 

students were important to their respective programs’ designs.  Although all four schools 

used data to monitor student progress, the approaches and strategies of implementation 

varied (Gibson, 2006).  Examples of the variations included the institution of new 

grading practices, increased opportunities for parental involvement, and implementation 

of several transition courses for freshmen and for academic interventions (Gibson, 2006).     

In response to the third research question, regarding inhibiting factors, 22% of the 

survey participants agreed that ability grouping was not an inhibiting factor, 39% agreed 

that funding was adequate, 64% indicated that special funding allotted for the programs 

was accessible, 47% indicated that class size was reasonable with respect to the subject 

area and students, and 22% agreed that the teachers assigned to their ninth-grade 

transition programs were the most experienced.  Themes from the interviews and 

observations highlighted the use of novice teachers, excessive teacher turnover, excessive 

teacher absences, increased student disciplinary issues, and the increased level of staff 

frustration due to the lack of communication and administrative support (Gibson, 2006).   

With regard to the fourth question, about facilitating factors, the survey revealed 

that 74% of the respondents believed all students can achieve at high levels, 68% 

indicated that the staff at the schools supported the ninth-grade transition programs, and 

47% agreed that class size was reasonable with respect to subject area and the needs of 

the students.  A strong philosophy of believing that students can learn, positive 
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relationships among teachers, faculty support, and the need for professional development 

were elements identified by most of the schools as leading to their programs’ 

development and sustainability.  Other schools reported that funding for additional 

programs, a school counselor, and yearly activities contributed to their program 

effectiveness (Gibson, 2006). 

In response to the fifth question, regarding the criteria for determining success or 

failure of the program, 70% of the survey respondents indicated that parent involvement 

resulted in student improvement, 61% indicated that all stakeholders worked together to 

bridge communication gaps, 49% indicated that projects and fieldtrips enhanced students’ 

ninth-grade experience, 56% indicated that the ninth-grade transition program resulted in 

improved promotion rates, and 25% agreed that double doses of academic courses 

resulted in improved student achievement (Gibson, 2006).  All of the schools used 

different variables to determine program success.  Several of these variables were 

attendance and discipline records, student involvement in extracurricular activities, 

student–teacher relationships, and improved teacher–teacher relationships (Gibson, 

2006). 

Limitations of this study prohibited the research from being widely generalizable 

to other school settings because the schools within the study varied in their corrective 

course actions.  The findings, however, provided other school leaders with suggested 

strategies to implement for schools with similar demographics (Gibson, 2006). 

Recommended future research included focusing previous research on structural 

elements such as block scheduling, dropout prevention, parental involvement, pre-high 

school activities, common planning time for teachers, and identification of instructional 
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strategies that enhance learning and student engagement (Gibson, 2006).  Additionally, 

because administrative support is essential to any program’s success, another 

recommendation suggested conducting a study on how administrators effect school 

change.  Gibson’s research supported the need for administrators to strategically plan 

programs utilizing data and distributive leadership skills to implement and sustain an 

effective program to address the concerns of specific schools (Gibson, 2006).  As did 

Gibson’s research, the final study reviewed the district-wide implementation of a ninth-

grade academy and the journey of the leaders during development. 

Legters et al. (2013) implemented a ninth-grade academy across a large school 

district in Florida.  The research team initially conducted interviews with district leaders 

and principals involved in the district-level planning and launching of the ninth-grade 

academy initiative.  Then, the research team examined the degree of implementation of 

the ninth-grade academies in 18 Broward County high schools in Florida.  During the site 

visits, the researchers observed operations within the schools and interviewed more than 

200 participants: principals, ninth-grade academy administrators, counselors, teachers, 

and staff members.  The team used data to assess the extent of implementation of the core 

ninth-grade academy components in each school, to examine how implementation varied 

across schools, to review the sustainability of the implementation over time, and to 

evaluate factors that supported or inhibited implementation.  The team created a rubric 

for the four components schools were expected to utilize during implementation: (a) to 

dedicate a school administrator or administrative leadership team to the academy, (b) to 

dedicate a specific location for the academy to operate, (c) to secure a facility dedicated 

specifically to the ninth grade, and (d) to develop interdisciplinary teams of ninth-grade 
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teachers (Legters et al., 2013).  Legters et al. determined that schools could focus on the 

four components to varying degrees.  Sustainability became the major concern and was 

threatened when administrators deviated from the initial implementation.  Only three 

schools remained resilient to the implementation and found success with students.   

The team of researchers encountered several challenges or limitations during the 

study.  First, several years had passed since the initial implementation of the academies; 

because several personnel no longer worked at the site, present-day persons had to recall 

past events.  Second, the challenge of creating common planning times for staff existed 

due to the different bell schedules for each school.  Review of the data introduced several 

important findings for this study.  The results revealed evidence of extensive training 

conducted with the administrative teams but not with staff of the academy; determined 

that other issues forced schools to abandon the academy plan, such as meeting state and 

federal accreditations; and determined the placement of limited focus on specifics of the 

interdisciplinary teams such as curriculum, instruction, and student support (Legters et 

al., 2013).  

The purpose of the entire project was to inform and deepen the national 

conversation about how to support students’ needs as they transition to high school.  The 

descriptions and analysis provided insight regarding what it takes to implement a ninth-

grade academy and provided a firmer base of knowledge to guide future policy and 

practice (Legters et al., 2013). 

Summary of the Literature 

Increased student dropout rates and decreased student graduation rates have been 

deeply rooted problems with no simple solutions (Legters et al., 2013).  Analysis of the 
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research revealed a common focus on the academic preparation, support, and social 

influences on a student’s life between Grades 8 and 10 (Asko & Galassi, 2004; Clark, 

2007; Frickey, 2003).  Several noted reasons that students dropped out of school included 

low academic achievement due to disengagement, lack of supportive relationships, and 

cultural shock resulting from environment changes from one mode of operation to 

another (Asko & Galassi, 2004; Crain-McDorough, 2003; Fulton, 2007; Vickers, 2007).  

More recent research conducted by Legters et al. (2013) and Chapman, Laird, Ifill, and 

KewalRamani (2011) not only analyzed perceptions but also began to identify specific 

plans targeted toward the causal factors, such as academic curriculum alignment, 

differentiated instructional strategies, interest and engagement in learning, and social 

issues—parental involvement, employment, and peer pressure.  Following the 

identification of variables that determined the likelihood of a student’s graduating or 

dropping out, the literature focused on specific measures of reform to address these 

variables.  The focus targeted various implementations of small learning communities, as 

well as the utilization of best practice strategies that pinpointed instructional focus and 

enhanced student engagement.   

Gaps in the Literature 

The literature review explored many different venues to comprehensively identify 

reasons for student dropout along with multiple methods for proactive prevention of 

student dropout.  The many gaps existing within the literature provided a foundation for 

this study.  The gaps are presented through the lens of the conceptual and theoretical 

frameworks.  Through the lens of small learning communities, the conceptual framework, 

the current literature suggested that future research was necessary (a) to design schools 
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that isolate ninth-grade students (DeJong & Locker, 2006); (b) to review the long-term 

impact on student achievement; and (c) to compare the school settings within various 

community types (Hendrix, 2007).  Many gaps also existed with regard to the lens of 

organization theory, social capital theory, and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, the 

theoretical framework.  First, the current literature suggested future research was 

necessary (a) to evaluate the operational components, such as scheduling (NASSP, 2004); 

(b) to explore the development of programmatic activities, such as dropout prevention, 

social issues, and instructional engagement (Fulton, 2007; Vickers, 2007); (c) to evaluate 

the various levels of support—from the national legislative bodies to the district-level 

administration; and (d) to review the role of the administration during school change 

(Supovitz & Christman, 2005).  Next, the current literature suggested reorganization of 

schools, incorporating an adjustment within the culture of the school of embracing 

relationship building among the stakeholders to support a positive climate in which 

students feel self-assured (Falls, 2008).  Finally, the current literature suggested a 

continuous restructuring of schools to address social issues of low self-esteem and 

relationships, which contribute to the disengagement of students (Frickey, 2003).  As a 

result, researchers concluded that SLCs were effective means of reform to address ninth-

grade student academic outcomes; however, limited research existed about the 

establishment and maintenance of the infrastructure of the ninth-grade academy and how 

its stakeholders affected its general operation.  This study sought to provide research 

from which educational leaders might draw to make informed decisions regarding 

systemic high school reform, particularly for ninth-grade students.  Following the 

literature review in Chapter Two, Chapter Three presents a description of the study’s 
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methodology.  Chapter Four presents discussion of the findings, and Chapter Five offers 

the study’s conclusions and recommendations for further research. 
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Chapter Three: Methods 

Purpose of the Study 

This study explored a freshman academy and investigated the steps taken by the 

administrator to initiate the establishment of the academy.  In addition, the study 

examined the organization of the freshman academy and ways to maintain the academy 

to improve the general operation and instruction of the school.  To gain a comprehensive 

viewpoint of the academy, the study examined the various stakeholders’ understandings 

of their respective roles within this setting.  Establishing the goal of this organization 

with regard to instructional improvement for students was critical to addressing ninth-

grade student performance, as well as creating a foundation for school leaders, as it 

pertained to organizational reform, to address their schools’ specific needs. 

The research design for this study captured the necessary components to build and 

develop the freshman academy.  Two areas were explored: (a) how the school was 

maintained as an educational setting and (b) how stakeholders understood their roles as 

members of this type of educational setting.  The stakeholders identified for this study 

included the principal, assistant principal, teachers, staff, and parents.  Therefore, the 

researcher sought to ascertain the rationale for the organization of this setting and to 

determine how it effectively served its target audience, ninth-grade students.  The study 

was guided by the following research questions:   

1. What was the journey of the school leaders in establishing a freshman 

academy? 

2. What was successful and what was challenging in implementing the freshman 

academy? 
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3. What were stakeholders’ perceptions of their roles in this learning 

environment? 

Design of Study 

“Qualitative research is based on the belief that knowledge is constructed by 

people in an ongoing fashion as they engage in and make meaning of an activity, 

experience, or phenomenon” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016 p. 23).  This research was a basic 

descriptive qualitative study that involved research questions and procedures, data 

collection from the participants’ setting, data analysis building from general themes, and 

interpretations of the meaning of the data (Creswell, 2007).  This study was best 

characterized using social constructivism as the worldview.  Social constructivism has 

been defined as a worldview where “individuals seek understanding of the world in 

which they live and work” (Creswell, 2009, p. 8).  Thus, my interests targeted how 

persons interpreted their experiences, how they constructed their worlds, and what 

meaning they attributed to their experiences.  This qualitative study allowed me to visit a 

site operating as a freshman academy to gather data via semistructured questioning 

during an interview of academy personnel, to analyze the interview transcripts to identify 

emerging themes, and to interpret the results of the study to gain an understanding of the 

participants’ thinking about the freshman academy.   

Epistemology 

Creswell (2007) identified epistemology as a philosophical assumption wherein 

the researcher desires loose proximity to the subject being studied over a considerable 

length of time in efforts to develop a more detailed comprehension of established 

knowledge.  Qualitative researchers typically devote extensive amounts of time to 
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studying their subjects to learn firsthand what the participants know about the topic.  

Thus, I met with the participants at the site in a familiar and comfortable environment to 

gain as much information as possible regarding the setting and their roles.  This study 

utilized a constructivist lens through which to focus on understanding the meaning of the 

environment and how the stakeholders interact within the environment and to focus on 

understanding the inner workings within the environment.  I sought to understand the 

world in which the stakeholders dwell.  Because the instructional leaders, principal, 

teachers, staff, and parents develop their own interpretations from previous educational 

experiences, this inquiry sought to garner new knowledge based upon how stakeholders 

utilize that previous knowledge to effectively organize, maintain, and lead a freshman 

academy.  I interacted with study participants in their natural settings to gain this new 

knowledge. 

Research Site 

Several characteristic points assisted in the selection of the research site.  First, 

the school was a small learning community, an academy, which operated in a separate 

building and location from the senior high school.  Second, the site had been a freshman 

academy for more than 2 or 3 years.  Further, the site funding did not include small 

learning community grant funds or other targeted funds specific to the academy.  The 

selected site is represented in this document as X Freshman Grade Academy. 

The X Freshman Grade Academy was located in the central region of a rural 

Virginia community.  The academy housed 585 ninth-grade students with the 

administrative staff consisting of one principal, one assistant principal, and a dean of 

students.  For the 2015- 2016 school year, the school was fully accredited by the 
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Commonwealth of Virginia’s standards, reaching or exceeding the minimal rate of 70% 

proficiency in English, math, social studies, and science, and reaching an 85% minimal 

rate for the graduation and completion index.  The courses at this school aligned with 

those of the senior high school and contained a full academic and athletic extracurricular 

program.   

Participant Selection 

Selection of the participants was a major component in driving the focus of data 

collection.  The choice of sampling for most qualitative research has been criterion-

purposeful sampling through which the researcher sought to learn as much as possible 

through discovery, understanding, and insight (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Palinkas et al., 

2015).  Purposeful sampling has been a widely used technique for the identification of 

individuals that are especially knowledgeable about or experienced with a phenomenon 

(Palinkas et al., 2015).  Criterion-purposeful sampling identifies and selects individuals 

meeting a predetermined criterion (Palinkas et al., 2015).  For this study, the building 

principal served as the major instructional leader and facilitator in creating a plan and 

program of operation within the school to address areas for improvement; therefore, he 

was the participant who could give specific details regarding the rationale of the 

development, implementation, and maintenance of this educational setting.  A second 

group of individuals worked directly in various capacities within the daily environment.  

They included participants who could give perspective to their roles within this setting. 

These participants served as assistant principal, teachers, guidance and/or career 

counselors, testing coordinators, a school social worker, a school psychologist, former 
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administrators, and central office personnel.  The final group of individuals, the parents, 

interacted with the school staff and students, thereby providing another level of support.  

The research occurred between December 2016 and January 2017 at which time 

all stakeholders were interviewed at the school site.  For this study, 24 interview sessions 

occurred with current and former school administrators, staff, and parents, until a point of 

saturation.  Saturation happened when duplicate responses occurred and no new insights 

emerged (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).   

Method of Data Collection and Analysis 

Researchers have contended that data analysis and data collection happen 

simultaneously (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014).  This 

process allows for the possibility of collecting new data to fill in gaps or identify new 

emerging themes.  Yin (2003) identified six sources of evidence collection: document 

analysis, archival records, interviews, direct observation, participant observation, and 

physical artifacts.  For this qualitative study, I utilized interviews as the sole source of 

data collection. 

Interviews.  The process of interviewing was necessary when I was unable to 

observe behavior, feelings, or how people interpreted the world around them (Merriam & 

Tisdale, 2016).  Interviews were important to gather data about past events that could not 

be replicated.  An effective interview requires that the interviewer ask relative questions 

and record responses accurately.  Kvale and Brinkman (2009) suggested that the common 

way of recording interviews has been with the use of an audio recorder, thereby freeing 

the interviewer to concentrate on the topic and the dynamics of the interview.  Use of this 

practice ensured that everything said was preserved for analysis. 
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I used a semistructured format to conduct the interviews using a digital audio 

recorder.  All research participants were allotted a one-hour interview session; however, 

the actual interviewing time was approximately 30-45 minutes per participant.  I arranged 

an additional session when I required additional information or clarification.  These 

sessions included the building principal, administrators, teachers, support staff, and 

parents.  A list of questions guided the interview session, which allowed for flexibility to 

adjust questions based upon the emerging worldview of the respondent (Merriam & 

Tisdale, 2016).  The interview protocol for the administrator followed the research 

questions: (a) What was the journey of the school leaders in establishing a freshman 

academy? and (b) What were the successes and challenges in implementing the freshman 

academy? (See Appendix C).  Likewise, the interview protocol for use with the teachers, 

support staff, and parents followed the research question: What are the stakeholders’ 

perceptions of their roles in this learning environment? (See Appendices D and E) 

Data analysis.  Upon the collection of data, analysis began.  Data analysis was 

the process of making meaning of the data as related to the research question (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016).  Analysis began with the transcription of the interview sessions into 

legible text.  Codes were labels that were attached to segments of data that related to the 

research questions or specific themes (Miles et al., 2014).  Coding, also understood as 

analysis, included the process through which data chunks were split into common groups 

or reoccurring patterns until they developed into analytic meanings to answer research 

questions and hypotheses and/or to develop theory (Miles et al., 2014).  

Saldaña (2016) divided coding into two major stages, first cycle and second cycle.  

The first cycle methods are codes initially assigned to the data chunks.  There are three 



 
 

70 

elemental methods that serve as foundation approaches to coding: (a) descriptive coding, 

(b) in vivo coding, and (c) process coding.  In vivo coding uses the participant’s own 

words or short phrases in the data record for codes (Miles et al., 2014; Saldaña, 2016).  

This study utilized in vivo coding for the first cycle coding.  These codes were placed in 

quotation marks to differentiate them from researcher-generated codes.  A second list of 

codes, deductive coding, was generated before the fieldwork.  The researcher utilized this 

list of codes derived from the theoretical framework with a closer examination 

postinterview (Miles et al., 2014; Saldaña, 2016).  Thus, the first cycle summarizes 

segments of data. 

The second cycle, or the pattern coding, grouped the summaries from the first 

cycle into a smaller number of categories, themes, or constructs (Miles et al., 2014; 

Saldaña, 2016).  Pattern codes consisted of four summarizers: (a) categories or themes, 

(b) causes/explanations, (c) relationships among people, (d) and theoretical constructs 

(Miles et al., 2014; Saldaña, 2016).  The arrangement of the pattern codes allowed me to 

view connections and emerging themes while preparing an analytic memo. This memo 

documented the entire process from data collection through final reporting, thereby 

providing insight to my thoughts, reviewing research questions, and bringing the entire 

process full circle around the theoretical frameworks.   

Validity and reliability.  The concerns of validity and reliability focused on 

paying careful attention to the study’s conceptualization and the way in which the 

collection, analysis, and presentation of data occurred (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  I 

ensured qualitative validity by employing specific procedures to check for accuracy of 

the findings (Creswell, 2009).  Several procedures incorporated in this study included 
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member check/respondent validation, adequate engagement in data collection, and peer 

review/examination (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  The first strategy was member check or 

respondent validation.  I shared the interpretations and findings with those persons 

interviewed to check credibility.  The second strategy was adequate engagement in data 

collection.  I continued to conduct interviews until the data became saturated or when 

responses were consistently repetitive.  The third strategy was peer review or 

examination.  I engaged colleagues in discussion regarding tentative interpretations of the 

emerging themes in the data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Implementing these strategies 

within the design of the study provided opportunity for others in similar settings to apply 

the same tactics in replicating the study.  

Ethical Consideration 

This study provides a possible platform for school administrators to begin 

restructuring their schools to address specific school reform.  This research does not 

provide an exact plan or template for school reform that will match any and every school.  

All persons interviewed signed a consent form and were given the opportunity to decline 

participation following the reading of the questions.  Exact names were not used to 

prevent linking of statements to persons.  Interviewing participants individually allowed 

persons to be candid and free to share perceptions. 

Protection of Identify and Data 

To protect the research site and participants, all stakeholders granted permission 

for participation in the study, including the designated district officials who signed a 

memorandum of understanding (MOU) indicating permission to conduct research at the 

school.  Additionally, all participants signed consent forms explaining each person’s 
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rights and responsibilities.  I collected all data and stored the data on a drive to be 

maintained for 3 years in a secure area available only to me. 

Researcher 

I have more than 17 years of experience as a teacher and administrator in various 

academic settings, including urban, suburban, and rural environments.  My experience 

through the various educational settings proved invaluable in viewing and understanding 

the world of education as a classroom teacher, assistant principal, and principal.  My 

passion for this subject has grown tremendously over the years due to increased 

interactions among students, parents, staff, and other administrators.  I developed and 

implemented a small learning community in the form of a school-within-a-school in an 

urban setting, which operated for 2 years.  The knowledge gained from this experience 

allowed me to broaden my view and analyze effective programming at the school level.  

In addition, this research provided a wider lens with which to view and understand the 

totality of settings and programs with a more intense focus.  The use of peer reviews, 

adequate engagement in data collection, and respondent validation removed any specific 

personal bias and maintained the credibility of the data collection from the research 

subjects. 

Summary 

Chapter Three explains the process and procedures of a basic descriptive 

qualitative study, which was the basis for this study.  It also describes the criteria utilized 

for site selection and the methods of gathering and analyzing qualitative data for this 

research.  In addition, it explores the possibility of risks and benefits to participants and 
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highlights all ethical concerns.  This study utilized the steps and procedures detailed in 

this chapter to investigate the implementation of a freshman academy. 
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Chapter Four: Results 

Overview of Methodology 

“Qualitative research is based on the belief that knowledge is constructed by 

people in an ongoing fashion as they engage in and make meaning of an activity, 

experience, or phenomenon” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016 p. 23).  For this basic descriptive 

qualitative study, former and current stakeholders—principals, teachers, staff, and 

parents—shared their experiences from the onset of implementation through present-day 

operation of the academy.  Interviews continued until no new information transpired and 

response duplication occurred.  To promote data accuracy, the interviewees reviewed the 

transcripts to ensure accuracy, and the researcher discussed tentative interpretations of the 

data with peers.  Utilization of the participants’ own words and the pattern coding using 

the theoretical framework assisted in generating the analytical memos needed to organize 

and prepare for this chapter.  

Chapter Four provides information regarding the participants selected, a review of 

the data analysis procedures, information about the school prior to implementation, 

emergent themes, and a review of data in relation to the guiding research questions.  

Responses to semistructured questions provided the data to answer the following research 

questions: 

1.  What was the journey of the school leaders in establishing a freshman 

academy? 

2. What was successful and what was challenging in implementing the freshman 

academy? 

3. What are stakeholders’ perceptions of their roles in this learning environment? 



 
 

75 

Participants in the Study 

Selection of the participants played a major role in the data collection.  The choice 

of sampling for this study, as is the case for most qualitative research, was criterion-

purposeful sampling: identifying and selecting individuals meeting a predetermined 

criterion (Palinkas et al., 2015).  The first group consisted of administrators who were 

instrumental in the implementation and supervision of the academy.  The current building 

principal served X High School for 35 years as a teacher, department chair, science 

specialist, assistant principal, and current principal of both X High School and X 

Freshman Academy.  One of the current assistant principals served X High School and X 

Freshman Academy for 20 years—9 as a teacher and 11 as an assistant principal.  Other 

administrators served varied numbers of years in X High School as teachers and current 

assistant principals.  The academy maintained one assistant principal as the supervising 

administrator; other assistant principals interviewed included former academy assistant 

principals and the master schedule administrator, responsible for scheduling students and 

maintaining teacher teams for the academy.  The second group of individuals worked 

daily within the environment in various capacities, including counselors, deans, 

instructional assistants, librarians, security personnel, and teachers.  The teaching staff 

represented the math, science, social studies, military, and exceptional education 

departments.  The sample of staff interviewed included a variety of individuals who 

brought their specific experiences and perspectives to the data.  Teachers and staff with 

certification specific to ninth-grade courses were guaranteed positions in the academy.  

The years of service for personnel ranged from 2 to 23 years, with staff hired after 

implementation averaging 2 to 3 years of experience.  The final group of individuals, 
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parents, interacted with school staff and students and likewise provided another level of 

support for the academy.  This group included parents of current students, a parent who 

was also a staff member, and several parents of older children who had attended the 

academy. 

The location for the interviews was a school-based conference room.  All 

persons—administrators, teachers, staff, and parents—volunteered their time to 

participate in a one-on-one interview, resulting in 24 persons’ being interviewed: 1 

principal, 16 teachers/staff, and 7 parents.  Participants answered semistructured 

questions in December 2016 during a 40-50 minute interview session.  Member checking 

or follow-up questions concluded in January 2017. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

Conducting interviews at the school site with the administrative team, staff, and 

parents initiated the data analysis process.  Semistructured interview questions, grouped 

by the theoretical framework of organization, social theory, and Maslow’s hierarchy of 

needs, provided a guide for the inquiry, which occurred in December 2016.  The team of 

administrators directly involved with the initial implementation arranged the location for 

the interviews and provided information to staff and parents regarding the research study.  

The researcher conducted and audio recorded interviews in a private conference room to 

provide the opportunity for honest and thorough responses to all interview questions.  

Following each day of interviews, the researcher prepared transcripts of each interview 

and shared the transcript and notes with the participant to be reviewed for accuracy of 

content and interpretations.  The transcripts were prepared and reviewed by participants 

while the information remained pertinent.  Following the member check, several 
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participants added additional statements, which further supported the data but did not 

generate new information.  Session notes included follow-up questions, which clarified or 

provided insight into the interviewees’ responses and codes that developed during the 

session.  Interviews continued until duplication of responses occurred and no new 

information was gained from the participants’ responses.  This process provided the first 

means to check trustworthiness of the data. 

The first cycle coding included in vivo coding, using words or short phrases from 

the actual language of the data record.  This form of coding provided a means to capture 

what was significant to the participant through the lens of the participant, not the 

researcher.  The data from the first cycle helped to create a working outline by 

sequencing the statements to match the research questions.  The initial outline categories 

included four areas: (a) the school prior to implementation, (b) implementation of the 

change, (c) results of the change, and (d) staff involvement. 

The second cycle coding, or pattern coding, grouped the summaries from the first 

cycle into smaller segments of categories, themes, or constructs (Miles et al., 2014; 

Saldaña, 2016).  Pattern codes consisted of four summarizers: (a) categories or themes, 

(b) causes/explanations, (c) relationships among people, (d) and theoretical constructs 

(Miles et al., 2014; Saldaña, 2016).  The transcripts were coded and recoded using the 

theoretical constructs—organization theory, social capital theory, and Maslow’s 

hierarchy of needs—and the research questions.  I reviewed the segments to generate 

patterns identifying common themes.  Analytic memos organized the groupings by 

patterns, which led to interpretations and emerging themes.  The repetition of codes 

within the data became the emerging themes.  Member checking was the second method 
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of checking the data for accuracy of content and interpretation.  The final means of 

validating the data occurred as the researcher engaged in discussion with four colleagues 

regarding tentative interpretations of the emerging themes.  The colleagues reviewed the 

analytic memos that included the initial outline and shared their interpretations of the 

emerging themes with the researcher.  The analytic memos, along with notes from the 

member check and the collegial discussion, guided the preparation for reporting the 

results.  The following section highlights the results according to emerging themes and 

responses to the research questions. 

Prior to the Academy 

The school was a Grades 9-12 comprehensive high school in a small Virginia 

community.  The community members grew up together and started families within the 

community to create generations of families attending the schools.  In addition, many 

persons outside the community, seeking this type of close-knit environment in which to 

raise their children, moved into the area.  Many of the staff were graduates, who loved 

the school, thereby maintaining longevity in their teaching assignments.  As a result, the 

school setting mirrored the local community setting.   

The comprehensive high school consistently experienced academic success and 

full accreditation as measured by the state’s accreditation standards (See Table 1).   
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Table 1. School Accreditation Ratings and Academic Growth by Subject Area 
 

Academic year Accreditation English  Math  History         Science      GCI 

2015-2016     FA     87    81     79   87       95 

2014-2015     FA     88    81     84   89       94 

2013-2014     FA     88    73     83   86       96 

2012- 2013     FA     89    73     84   87       95 

2011-2012     FA     94    72     82   94       94 

2010-2011     FA     93    86     80   93       92 

2009-2010     FA     92    89     94   94       n/a 

2008-2009     FA     94    85     95   93       n/a 

Note FA = Fully accredited; GCI = Graduation completion index; 2009-2010 = first year of 

academy. 

 
 

Although the school proved to be academically successful with full accreditation, other 

areas required attention.  First, the student population exceeded the building capacity of 

2000 (See Table 2).   

 

Table 2. School Enrollment 

    Grade level     

Academic year    9  10  11  12  Total 

2015-2016  594  584  542  573  2293 

2014-2015  614  552  554  562  2282 

2013-2014  585  587  564  578  2314 

2012-2013  614  593  578  537  2322 

2011-2012  624  624  540  586  2374 

2010-2011  574  587  560  570  2329 

2009-2010  612  570  560  569  2311 

2008-2009  603  569  537  535  2454 
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Second, through team discussions and consistent review of data, the team observed 

decreases in academic success and an increase in disruptive behaviors among ninth-grade 

students.  The ninth-grade retention rate averaged 40% along with a yearly increase of 

disruptive and immature behaviors (See Table 3).   

 

Table 3. X Freshman Academy Profile 
 

  Freshman Retention    School       Instructional 

Academic year enrollment rate      OSS  Climate  type        format 

Prior to     635    254      30  overcrowded, Traditional      even/odd 
implementation      (40%)   chaotic      (9-12)  block 
(before 2009) 
 
 
Implementation 
year (2009)    612    116        20  calm/              Academy        Teaming; 

                       (19%)            relaxed    (ninth grade only)   even/odd 
block 

          w/enrichment; 
         common  

          planning 

 

Note: OSS = Out-of-school suspension. 

 
 

An administrator remembered the following: 

If we go back in time, we had a ninth-grade campus years ago before we had this 

one.  In 1998, we had a ninth-grade campus over at what is now called River 

Career.  That was due to renovating this building.  We did not have enough room 

in the building while we renovated.  That was about 3 years.  Once the renovation 

was complete, we brought everybody back.  Then our numbers started to grow.  

When I first came to this school, it was 1350; it went up to 2400 to 2500.  That 

was when we experienced overcrowding.  We had multiple discipline issues; you 

couldn’t walk through the halls.  The halls were larger after renovations, but it 

was tight.  There were up to 14 trailers. (Bill, personal communication, December 

6, 2016) 

 

Other issues also existed, including ninth graders’ searching for their own identity 

and their place within the building.  Another administrator observed the following before 

the conversion: 
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It’s much easier to get lost as a ninth grader in the number of things if you were 

not a squeaky wheel or the top dog.  If you were not in the top percentage or the 

bottom percentage, then you were just shuffling along, which was dangerous for 

that age.  Eighth- and ninth-grade age range have [sic] so much developmentally 

going on and they flew through the radar.  It felt like we knew there was a 

problem, but we did not have our finger on it until it was too late, bleak at best.  I 

think we try hard; we are always trying for the social needs, but the numbers 

really dilute the social.  Even though we had the social responsibility still, 

meeting those needs was that much difficult.  Paying attention to the kid who 

wants to fade in the background or that kid who keeps getting in trouble because 

he has many things going on, knowing about those things was harder with the big 

numbers in the big school.  We can’t be everywhere at once. (Stephanie, personal 

communication, December 6, 2016) 

 

As previously noted, the school was crowded and tensions grew, particularly with the 

freshman-year students.  A teacher remembered those years as difficult but found growth 

with the implementation of the freshman academy: 

I see positive and negative points from the high school prior to the academy and 

after.  Positive, there was no overcrowding.  When we were at the main campus, it 

was over 2000 kids and it was like sardines in a can.  Teachers were also running 

over each other.  No one [teachers] had their own room for planning; this was not 

good.  But at the same time, I think the kids merged enough for the ninth graders 

to observe the older kids’ behaviors and started behaving as some of them.  At the 

same time, there were some negative influences, some of the more impressionable 

ninth graders had the negative influences from there.  So, I don’t know what way 

was better or worse, but this way seems to be working better so far. (Blair, 

personal communication, December 7, 2016) 

 

Low academic performance and increased disciplinary infractions, along with the 

inability of the ninth graders to adjust to the pace of high school, presented a challenge to 

the leadership team.  The data were clear, and the team agreed that additional resources 

and supports would support the ninth-grade students.  These key factors highlighted the 

existence of problems; however, the means to address the problems became insignificant 

without first addressing the overcrowding  
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Simultaneously, information from the census records trended a decrease in the 

closest middle school’s enrollment with the opening of a new middle school in the area.  

The principal stated the following: 

We lobbied to the county we needed to expand.  In the meantime, the census 

numbers of students at the middle school, X Middle School was [sic] decreasing.  

There were two feeder schools and they just opened a third.  So, it was perfect 

timing to collapse X Middle School because the other two had room.  Each of 

those schools were [sic] running about 70% capacity and X Middle School was 

about 60%.  So, they just split X Middle School and sent the students to the other 

feeder middle schools. (Mary, personal communication, December 6, 2016) 

 

With the high school’s request for additional space and the low enrollment of the middle 

school, the district elected to collapse the middle school and reopen the school as an 

annex to the high school in the form of a freshman academy.  Eighth graders from the 

closed middle school along with the other feeder middle schools constituted the first class 

of X Freshman Academy.  The decision to annex the middle school resolved the most 

immediate concern, overcrowding.  The resolution to the second concern, addressing the 

needs of the ninth graders in high school, came with the establishment of the X Freshman 

Academy.   

The decision to annex the middle school was met with opposition from the 

community and the middle school staff.  An administrator remembered the following 

about that opposition: 

It had been a middle school for a long time.  It was in its own self, a community.  

The teachers were very upset, the community was very upset, that their building 

was closing and the students had to go to the other feeder schools.  From a 

preparation standpoint, and the political aspect of closing that building and being 

absorbed by us, it was a good idea, but politically we had people demonstrating 

outside the school, marching arm in arm stopping people from going through.  It 

was a formal protest of the closure of the middle school and the opening of the 

high school. (Bill, personal communication, December 6, 2016) 

 

He continued: 
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We went over one day—I remember as clear as day—to look at the classroom 

sizes to determine if we could get 24 in the room.  The middle school faculty 

made comments and the next thing I knew, we received a phone call from the 

school board telling us not to go over there any more; don’t rattle the cage.  We 

understood that we were asking teachers to uproot their classrooms, but we were 

trying to make things as easy as possible.  Yet, we couldn’t touch anything.  We 

got things moved, but they had to do everything during the teacher workweek.  It 

was quite a political minefield we had to walk through to get things done.  As far 

as the preparation, it was limited, but we did it and teachers were great. (Bill, 

personal communication, December 6, 2016) 

 

The plan to annex a building and house only ninth graders eliminated the two obstacles 

facing the school leaders, overcrowding and ninth-grade support.  The X Freshman 

Academy immediately relieved occupancy concerns by moving more than 600 students 

along with staff out of the main building.  The creation of the X Freshman Academy 

provided the platform to address those specific concerns of decreasing academics and 

increasing discipline issues.  Finally, isolating the ninth-grade students in one location 

changed how they responded around upperclassmen by allowing them to mingle among 

themselves. 

Emergent Themes 

Three common themes emerged from the second cycle coding: community, 

relationships, and consistency.  All influenced the implementation and sustainability of 

the ninth-grade academy.  Each theme, although presented individually, was interwoven 

throughout the transcripts and existed mutualistically in this educational setting.   

The first theme, community, emerged from the overall climate of the high school 

both prior to implementation and following the isolation of the ninth-grade class in a 

separate building and creation of the academy.   Several staff referred to the high school, 

prior to the start of the academy, as a community.  One administrator noted, 
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This school has a village feel and village mentality.  We have grandchildren and 

great grandchildren coming through.  So, I think that lends itself to the culture and 

expectations.  People are thinking, I graduated from here and I want my children 

to graduate from here.  Thus, I moved my family to this area, for the community 

feeling inside and outside of the school. (Bill, personal communication, December 

6, 2016) 

 

Following implementation, staff felt comfortable and accomplished more due to the 

establishment of a site solely for ninth graders.  They preferred a school much smaller 

than the comprehensive school; they acclaimed, “What we do in the academy is a 

wonderful thing.  We do the same as the comprehensive school, just that this school gives 

us the smaller community to work within” (April, personal communication, December 8, 

2016).  Finally, many staff members referred to the network ability as a positive result of 

implementing the academy.  A teacher recalled, 

An advantage of being at the academy is the smaller environment.  We are more 

like a close-knit family.  We know all the teachers here, so when a student tries to 

play one against the other we can follow up.  It’s good for us to come together to 

support students and it’s easier when we are all in one building than split. (Jean, 

personal communication, December 7, 2016) 

 

This last statement exemplified the community feel but also demonstrated the second 

emerging theme, relationships.   

The second theme, relationships, resonated throughout every transcript.  As noted 

with regard to the previous theme, implementing a small learning community indirectly 

created platforms that directly affected the outcomes of the new environment: the X 

Freshman Academy.  Therefore, building relationships emerged as an outcome.  The first 

relationship developed in gaining insight among stakeholders.  Relationships opened the 

means to communicate and share relevant information between teachers for the benefit of 

students.  This ongoing line of communication provided staff the opportunity to keep 

students as the central focus.  A teacher stated the following: 
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A smaller environment gives opportunity for persons to communicate more.  You 

start to talk about students and then someone would say, “Oh, I have that 

student.”  I think the development that happens greatly benefits students.  With 

the smaller numbers, just the freshman class, we learn a lot about the students, 

specifically their struggles in coming to high school. (Jeff, personal 

communication, December 8, 2016) 

 

A second relationship developed in establishing trust among the stakeholders.  In 

any setting, as teams develop, trust among the members is essential for sustainability.  

Staff members’ understanding their roles and respecting others’ roles encouraged good 

team members.  A teacher expressed the following sentiment: “We have camaraderie 

among the staff.  They are smart and work together as a team.  Sometimes you have crabs 

in the basket, but it’s not like that here” (Heather, personal communication, December 6, 

2016).   

The third relationship addressed student needs.  A teacher stated his or her 

unwritten classroom belief as “I believe it is important to build a relationship with each 

individual student.  If you develop a good relationship with them outside the content area, 

then they are willing to accomplish more work and become approachable” (Monica, 

personal communication, December 8, 2016).   

A fourth and final relationship altered the delivery of consequences in various 

situations.  A teacher shared two observations.  The first observation involved an 

administrator’s permitting students with whom the administrator was familiar to wear 

hats in the building while not permitting other students the same privilege.  The second 

observation involved a teacher’s witnessing one administrator’s upholding teachers to the 

tardy bell policy while another administrator allowed teachers flexibility in the policy.   

Not only did building relationships prove positive to opening the lines of communication, 

developing camaraderie among stakeholders, and meeting the needs of students, but it 



 
 

86 

also established guidelines required for continuity.  This last example connects 

relationships to the final emerging theme, consistency.   

The third theme, consistency, emerged during the review of operations.  The 

consistency theme encompassed examples of how areas remained constant in operation; 

it also emphasized inconsistent points.  Several consistent operational examples within 

the academy were noted.  During the 2016-2017 school year, teachers observed a 

significant bond between the academy assistant principal and the dean of students, which 

portrayed a team effort as they were consistent but fair in how they interacted with 

students and staff.  A teacher explained: “The west campus (academy) is a nice small 

community.  It seems that we can get a little more consistency when it comes to rules and 

expectations as opposed to what is happening at the main campus” (Jean, personal 

communication, December 7, 2016).  The establishment of school goals remained 

constant over the course of the years.  Each staff member understood his or her respective 

role within the academy and worked to maintain the goals, regardless of subject.  To 

accomplish this, staff consistently followed the established norms to disseminate 

information.  An administrator explained: “Every Monday was designated as meetings 

days so that teams can meet to share information and discuss instructional best practices” 

(Stephanie, personal communication, December 6, 2016).  Finally, teachers consistently 

followed the norms and utilized conflict resolution skills to maintain order in the 

classroom and throughout the school.  This practice allowed teachers to proactively 

maintain a safe and orderly environment without relying on the changing administrative 

team.  A teacher stated, “Everyone in the academy have this ‘we are in this together’ 
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mentality because we all understand our goals and they are aligned regardless of subject” 

(Blake, personal communication, December 7, 2016). 

Inconsistency also emerged in conjunction with consistency throughout the 

academy.  The tardy policy surfaced in various forms during the interview sessions with 

the underlying emphasis on the inconsistent delivery of consequences between the two 

buildings.  This action gave credence to the notion of a division between the buildings.  A 

teacher noted: 

Working to be consistent in both buildings is a goal we work to achieve.  

Academically we are consistent in both buildings.  We are still working to bring 

commonalities to grading practices, assessments, headphones, and hats.  You may 

see some differences between the campus [sic] in those areas, but instructionally 

we are the same. (Bill, personal communication, December 6, 2016) 

 

Through the uniqueness of the two settings, the principal desired to operate under the 

auspices of one school, thus the logo, “Two buildings, one school.”  Achievement 

required adjustments, as explained by several teachers: 

I think the biggest change I would ask for is for all the administrators to be on the 

same page.  They are quick to point at teachers, but we keep reminding them that 

if the six of them can’t get on the same page, how can hundreds of teachers and 

staff get on the same page. (Jean, personal communication, December 7, 2016) 

 

I think it’s difficult to take us to the next level when we are so divided—between 

buildings.  If there was a way to bring the whole school back together, then we 

can come together.  Taking things to the next level, for just the academy would 

add to the inconsistency of the two buildings. (Austin, personal communication, 

December 8, 2016) 

  

The persistent change of leadership within the academy emerged as an area of 

concern.  The principal remained; however, the assistant principal and dean assigned to 

the academy changed every year over the past 6 years.  The constant change of 

administrators brought feelings of discomfort and uncertainty among the administrative 

team and staff members.  A staff member explained the situation in the following way: 
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There have been four assistant principals there in 6 years.  The leadership can’t 

change every year; this is just wrong.  We can’t maintain consistency.  They 

assign people with limited experience to train at the academy; then they leave.  In 

some cases, the individuals they put in are not the best fit.  The current team has a 

great relationship with the students, but has limited educational experience.  If 

they keep things as they are now, he can grow and the school could benefit. 

(Stephanie, personal communication, December 6, 2016) 

 

The yearly change of administrators in the academy created a strain in the relationships 

among the administrative team as well as the staff.  Assigning new personnel each year 

prevented the opportunity for staff to build a trustworthy team to maintain established 

goals and objectives of the academy.   

The emergent themes of community, relationships, and consistency existed in 

conjunction with each other.  The interlocking qualities of the themes allowed for each 

theme to be highlighted in one view and supportive of another theme at the same time.  

The results of the emergent themes connect with the findings of the research questions as 

presented in the following section. 

Connections to Research Questions 

Implementing the academy.  The first research question—What was the journey 

of the school leaders in establishing a freshman academy?—focused on the story of the X 

Freshman Academy.  The X Freshman Academy opened in September 2010 with less 

than 2 months of planning.  The academy located two blocks from the comprehensive 

high school—the Main campus—consisted of a principal who administered the two 

buildings, as well as an assistant principal and a dean of students, both assigned 

specifically to the academy.  Although two separate schools existed, funding and 

personnel accountability operated under one school.  Therefore, recognition as one school 

entitled them the same transition funds as all other schools in the district.  Although the 
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academy received separate office and clinic staff to operate, the whole school received 

only an additional 2.0 full-time equivalent (FTE) to support the academic program of 

both buildings.  The principal responded accordingly despite the timing and what 

appeared to be limited resources: “Just the fact that the county opened this opportunity up 

for us, we are grateful.  We asked for a lot, and couldn’t get it all, but we still worked to 

do the best with what we received” (Mary, personal communication, December 6, 2016).  

The principal and the assistant principal worked collaboratively to lay the groundwork to 

open the school.  The groundwork consisted of teacher selection, development of the 

instructional framework, and development of norms and beliefs for X Freshman 

Academy as explored below. 

The first platform involved the selection of innovative, passionate, flexible, and 

focused staff members who desired to work with the whole-child development of the 

ninth graders.  The principal offered the following explanation: 

I look for a commitment to children, even more so a commitment to curriculum.  

You can teach an educated person the curriculum, but you can’t always teach 

someone how to relate to students.  I would look for someone with experience, 

but if they are brand new and passionate, I would absolutely hire them.  The 

number one thing I look for is if that person can relate to kids and relate in a 

manner that will allow that kid to earn that respect.  Someone who can get the 

best out of students. (Mary, personal communication, December 6, 2016) 

 

Teaching assignments also determined other selections, such as qualifying staff to 

teach ninth-grade courses, Algebra I, Earth Science, English 9, World History I, and PE.  

Most of the selected staff had from 3 to 5 years of teaching experience.  Prior to the 

conversion, all staff was trained on how to implement the best practice transitional 

strategies such as study skills, test-taking skills, and critical thinking.  Additional training 

supported teachers in classroom management, instructional strategies, and the art of 
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working as team teachers.  The selection of the best teachers aided in establishing a solid 

academic framework. 

The second platform established the academic approach for the school.  The 

initial data review determined that ninth-grade students required academic support.  

Retention rates resulted in students’ not earning the required number of credits to 

advance grade levels.  Building instructional teams provided academic support, allowing 

teachers to focus on the specific academic needs of students and providing teachers the 

opportunity to plan collaboratively across the curriculum to deliver instruction.  The 

principal explained the process: 

We opened it as a teaming setting.  It was very much a transitional period between 

the middle school and the high school.  Instructionally speaking, we pocketed kids 

and grouped them more on the individual needs they had.  We started off 

academically, teaming students so that they had the same teachers working with 

the same types of kids.  It was heterogeneous, the mix of kids.  The teachers 

would bounce ideas off each other.  The students had a comfort level through all 

the benefits of teaming. (Mary, personal communication, December 6, 2016) 

 

The teaming setting, that is, grouping students with similar abilities with a selected team 

of teachers, blended the middle school concept with high school in all core areas except 

math.  Math had multiple levels to accommodate, such as enrollment in Algebra I, 

Geometry, and Algebra II courses.  Math classes, an academic focus prior to the 

conversion due to the implementation of new assessments, were double blocked.  Teacher 

teams were paired based on strengths and weaknesses of each teacher.  Based upon the 

teaming approach and the course requests, customized schedules ensured proper 

placement of students.   

The third platform established the focal point for operation and the creation of 

daily practices and routines.  First, the daily bell schedule operated on an even-odd block 
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schedule with an enrichment period following the first block of the day.  The principal 

discussed the block schedule:  

We developed a time period during the day after the first block where kids could 

get extra help and make up assignments.  It is commonplace throughout the 

county, but it was piloted at the ninth-grade campus.  There was push back from 

the teachers because they saw it as another period, but now if you try to take it 

away, they will bite your hand off. (Mary, personal communication, December 6, 

2016) 

 

The enrichment period provided time for students to focus on transitional skills: 

organization and study skills, makeup assignments, meeting with mentors, and tutoring.   

The principal continued with the following statement: 

Students go to their first period class then to enrichment each day.  Each subject 

has its day highlighted.  We operate on HEMS, history, English, math and 

science—Monday through Thursday.  Friday is the extended block where you go 

wherever you need to go.  You can get pulled to go to areas.  If you are weak in 

math you can go to math every day.  Just work it out with the teachers.  The kids 

know that and the teachers rely very heavily on it.  For that, we don’t have kids 

staying after school as we used to, because we provide that time during the day. 

(Mary, personal communication, December 6, 2016) 

 

The academy developed mentor groups using upperclassmen as the mentors and tutors.  

As a result, the upperclassmen received a course credit for mentoring.  The mentors met 

regularly with the students, thereby providing positive peer role models throughout the 

day.  Core values of respect and accountability were a constant focus in academics, 

discipline, and extracurricular activities.  The school adopted the mission and vision of 

the school district but emphasized a set of beliefs that included building relationships, 

developing citizens, and establishing opportunities through which every student could 

learn and be successful.   

The final operation portion, the decision-making process, provided a means for all 

voices to be heard.  To establish a good team and open the lines of communication, the 
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principal developed a series of groups inclusive of staff, students, and parents.  Each 

group made decisions and shared information with the principal.  Developing a protocol 

for governance and communication provided clarity to the decision-making process and 

the ways in which information was dispersed.  An administrator shared the following:  

Ultimately, the responsibility of decisions fell to the principal, but I think we do a 

good job providing several opportunities for teachers to be heard.  Also, I think 

teachers are comfortable approaching many of the administrators.  I believe we do 

a good job of listening and working to address their concern or incorporating 

ideas. (Robert, personal communication, December 6, 2016) 

 

The top level, the principal leadership team (PLT) consisted of administrators, 

department chairs, and specialty center leaders.  The middle level, the professional 

learning community (PLC) cabinet, consisted of the department chair, the PLC leader, 

and the respective administrator.  The bottom level, departments, consisted of content 

staff members meeting together.  A teacher explained the following about the PLT: 

The PLT is where a lot of decision [sic] are made.  They do ask for input.  The 

principals go to the department heads, and they go to the department.  They talk 

about things and send them up the chain.  There have been groups that have 

popped up concerned about academic success.  They met and generated ideas to 

assist and sent the ideas up to the PLT where they were discussed. (Heather, 

personal communication, December 6, 2016)  

 

As part of the bottom level, the Knights of the Roundtable represented the student 

leadership.  Students selected a representative from their enrichment class to meet with 

the principal to share and relay information from the meeting with their class.  The 

Parent-Teacher Association (PTA) provided the platform for parents to receive and share 

information with the principal.  A hierarchical system of communication allowed for 

transmittal of information in both directions for staff, students, and parents (See Figure 

1).    
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Figure 1. Flow of governance for the X Freshman Academy. 

 

Finally, staff established an extremely comfortable setting within which to 

communicate, using the three levels as well as sharing directly with the administrative 

staff in person or e-mail outside the scheduled meeting time.  One outlying response 

regarding the decision-making process came from the military staff.  Their perspective 

emerged, not out of disrespect for the leadership or the established process, but from their 

extensive military training.  The military train personnel to take and follow orders from 

their superiors; thus, even as retired officers, they desired the leaders of the school to 

follow military example.  One military staff member explained:   

I believe that leadership should start at the top, and I don’t think we have good 

leadership here.  You have a principal, assistant, and dean.  I’m used to being in 

the military: one person in charge and everyone else funnel through; regardless of  
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who makes the decision, everyone should go with the same decision. (Jasmine, 

personal communication, December 7, 2016) 

 

The team worked diligently to meet the needs of ninth-grade students by 

establishing a platform that focused on selecting the best staff, incorporating an 

instructional plan designed to meet individual needs of the students, and establishing a 

mode of operation that would be consistent for all stakeholders.  Table 4 outlines the 

specific units implemented under each platform.  Consequently, the conversion of the 

academy generated many positive and negative results.  The next section reviews the 

successes and the challenges of the implementation.   

 

Table 4. Implementation Platforms 

 

Platform 1 – Staffing 

• Selected personnel certified in ninth-grade courses 

• Selected personnel with 3-10 years of experience 

• Provided training in transition, organizational skills, study skills, and teaming 

• Determined characteristics sought in new hires (innovative, passionate, flexible, 
nurturing, accepting, commitment to children) 

Platform 2 – Academics 

• Teaming – students grouped with similar abilities and levels rotating among 
selected teachers 

• Common planning – among the teams of teachers 

• Enrichment period – block of time following the first block of the day designed for 
mentoring, remediation, extra help, and instruction on goal setting, organizational 
skills, study skills, and career exploratory 

• Double block math – students have two blocks of math 
Platform 3 – Operations 

• Even/odd block bell schedule with enrichment period 

• Mentoring program – upperclassmen assigned to freshmen through the 
counseling department 

• Development of hierarchical system of communication to include the students 
(Knights of the Roundtable) 

 

Successes of the implementation.  The first part of the second research 

question—What was successful in implementing the freshman academy?—targeted the 

multiple areas of implementation that benefited from the establishment of the X 
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Freshman Academy.  The areas included the focus on academic success, the creation of a 

community within the building, and the development of a positive nurturing environment.  

First, the benefit of focusing on academic success built a positive mindset toward 

academics for students and built strong relationships within teams.  Students felt 

comfortable and gained confidence while in the learning environment due to the 

establishment of the teams.  A positive relationship with the feeder schools contributed to 

gaining student information to generate effective academic teams.  An administrator 

explained, “We have a wonderful relationship with the feeder school counseling 

department.  They provided reading levels and identified discipline areas so that we could 

put in supports for them” (Robert, personal communication, December 6, 2016).  

Utilization of the enrichment period aided students with tutorial support during the school 

day, lending the time for students to participate in other extracurricular activities.  As a 

result, students passed the required number of courses to be promoted to the 10th grade, 

reducing the retention rate from 40% to 19%.  In addition, the staff received teaching 

tools, training in technology integration, and instructional strategies to enhance their 

professional development.  A math teacher acclaimed the following:  

What’s nice is that we are provided a Chromebook; we can go digital and usually 

math teachers that’s the anti-thing to do.  Having the technology is great.  I have a 

document camera allowing me to do more online with my students.  I have a 

wireless mouse pen, which allows me to walk around the class and write at any 

time.  I have a lot of freedom of movement, not tethered to my desk. (Blake, 

personal communication, December 6, 2016) 

 

All points supported the academic success of the students in X Freshman Academy.  The 

second area—development of the environment—continued to enhance and support the 

academic success of students.   



 
 

96 

A benefit of creating a community within the building was the establishment of a 

close-knit and intimate environment in which students could learn.  The conversion of X 

Academy created the immediate advantage of a smaller community.  The first effect, 

reducing the number of students in the building, created a comfortable level within which 

to operate.  The students and staff moved through a calm and inviting school as they 

engaged in conversation throughout the school day, thereby allowing for each person, 

student and staff, to be familiar by name with each other.  The camaraderie between 

teachers increased as they communicated and interacted across curriculum to share 

information and concerns about students:   

We have a very tight group of teachers, and we work to support each other.  The 

resources are available, sometimes in excess in areas least needed.  But, we work 

well together within and across the departments.  As big as the school is, the 

cohesiveness and the community feel in the academy is tight. (Frank, personal 

communication, December 7, 2016) 

 

From this community environment, teacher camaraderie led to collaboration that resulted 

in more student-centered learning objectives.  The more information staff knew about 

students, the more students felt important.  The establishment of a community provided 

the opportunity for staff and students to grow and develop.  Ninth-grade students’ being 

housed in a separate building pleased and satisfied parents’ anxiety about students’ being 

lost in a crowd:   

I will say, as a teacher that has worked a split campus, I think for that age group 

(13-15), it’s a good thing to isolate them.  For some, much is happening to them, 

good one day, evil the next.  Having this setting is nice.  They still see juniors and 

seniors and they know them, but they are in another building.  Having them 

around each other is not like breaking the dam, but letting a little of the water 

through at a time.  So, that they could get used to it and accommodate better.  This 

is helpful for their mentality and confidence going forward. (Noel, personal 

communication, December 7, 2016) 
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The parents viewed the academy as a “bridge or stepping stone to high school” (Julio, 

personal communication, December 7, 2016).  As all stakeholders valued the small 

setting, they observed positive outcomes resulting from a positive environment. 

The third constructive benefit of this smaller and positive, student-focused 

community, was the creation of a nurturing and caring environment.  A teacher shared the 

following: 

This smaller setting helps teachers focus on the students.  I had a teacher just 

yesterday send an e-mail saying they haven’t seen a student in 2 weeks.  This 

starts others to seek out and stay in constant communication about the student.  

Because we are all one campus, we knew the student, we cared about the student, 

and we wanted to check on things.  By design, having this building fosters that 

belief. (Blake, personal communications, December 6, 2016) 

 

Staff built relationships and assisted with resolving various conflicts.  They utilized 

intervention and conflict resolution strategies with students, thereby resulting in a 

reduction of disciplinary referrals processed by the administrator.  An administrator 

talked about the community feel from all stakeholders to provide a nurturing environment 

for all students: 

We worked to help the ninth graders along regarding discipline, growth, and 

maturity.  Sometimes the discipline for a 14-years-old student was not always the 

discipline the 18-year-old would have.  We had many conversations with them.  

Parents felt comfortable with the format and the size, 600 versus 2300.  This 

created a more inviting school.  We knew everybody.  We all know each other 

well: teachers, students, everyone.  The high school already had a community 

feel; however, it was an even stronger community within a community.  I think 

everyone felt it. (Stephanie, personal communication, December 6, 2016) 

 

Communication increased between staff and parents to include more than 

discipline calls, but student recognition calls as well.  A calmed atmosphere in the 

building contributed to the decrease in disciplinary referrals and a 33% decrease in out-
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of-school suspensions.  Because of the development of this smaller setting and the 

community feeling, students and staff felt safe in school and excited about learning. 

Challenges of the implementation.  The second part of the research question—

What was challenging in implementing the freshman academy? —focused on the 

challenges associated with the implementation of the X Freshman Academy.  Several 

advantage points also became challenges of the implementation.  Although parents were 

actively involved through the PTA and attended parent–teacher conferences, the PTA 

numbers decreased with the parents’ becoming more involved in individual boosters’ 

groups.  Parents acknowledged the shift of support as well as the lack of effort to remain 

involved in their children’s academic life through high school.  One parent explained 

their thinking about parental involvement during high school: 

I think parents being involved in schooling is necessary.  There is no such thing as 

a good school, bad school; it is what you make it to be.  Parents need to be 

present, so that teachers can be a face.  Barriers need to be broken down from the 

teacher’s perspective and parent’s perspective, especially the negative 

connotation.  Many parents call only when they are upset, rather than taking the 

initiative to be present during back-to-school night.  Parents need to make 

themselves more knowledgeable about high school and what high schools really 

means [sic].  For example, the attendance policy or diploma types.  Do they really 

need to get an advance diploma if they are not going to college?  Parents don’t 

really understand and they need to step up rather than blowing up when they 

didn’t know. (May, personal communication, December 7, 2016) 

 

Another example involved teacher and staff professional development.  Staff training was 

good and essential, but the trainers assumed that all persons being trained entered with 

the same level of prior knowledge:   

I think as far as training, we have degrees, but we can figure stuff out on our own.  

Going to listen to something that I may not use on a half day that should be a 

work time is crazy.  In some cases that was very silly and nonproductive.  We can 

share among persons who can train based on levels.  For example, the 

Chromebook.  We asked for help among our colleagues and we were ready for 
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district implementation.  The biggest thing that helps us is us. (Blair, personal 

communication, December 7, 2016) 

 

Teachers sought additional assistance beyond the district-required training.  Although 

grateful for the updates in technology use, they requested training in other areas in which 

students needed assistance, such as discipline, mental health, and instructional strategies. 

The next series of challenges became the framework to initiate changes to the 

initial implementation.  The first challenge focused on the repeat ninth graders who 

became king of the castle.  As a result, they defied rules and consistently interrupted the 

learning environment.  An administrator noted that location for these students, as well as 

first-time freshmen, was incredibly important to their success: 

The same kid who had trouble in the academy did not have trouble on the main 

campus.  While they had a few classes on the main campus, we didn’t have any 

issues, specifically.  I’m sure there’s some issues, but not large scale.  The seniors 

kept them in line.  With the repeat ninth graders in the academy, they created a 

negative hierarchy among the first-time ninth graders and that created a problem. 

(Stephanie, personal communication, December 6, 2016) 

 

Moving the repeat ninth graders to the main campus was the resolution.  Therefore, 

repeat ninth graders were scheduled only on the main campus and not in the academy.   

The second challenge included scheduling courses beyond the basic core classes; 

such as advanced placement classes, physical education classes, and specialty center 

courses; it was a major undertaking.  The principal recalled the following: 

We initiated teaming by assigning teachers 9 and 10 English, to establish vertical 

alignment.  For years, we’ve had people teach 9 for years and they lose sight of 

other important curriculum connections, especially 10th-grade writing.  So, we had 

them teach 9 and 10, but the teachers did not want to come to the main building to 

teach 10 English.  So, we started moving kids across the building.  We had the 

crossing guard.  So, that made it easier and the kids wanted to walk.  I think 

there’s benefit from the kids walking in the middle of the day.  There’s positive 

and negative.  We brought the PE over to the main building; we had issues with 

coverage, not enough teachers to cover the male locker room.  Likewise, the 

reverse in the main building, more males than females to cover the locker rooms.  
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We were legislated by what they could teach.  We had more drivers’ education 

certified, so they couldn’t teach in the ninth-grade building. (Bill, personal 

communication, December 6, 2016) 

 

Limited numbers of personnel to cover the physical education (PE) classes and limited 

numbers of teachers certified in advanced placement or specialty center courses created 

problems for course offerings.  Teachers objected to traveling between the buildings to 

fulfill the course needs.  The resolution was to schedule all ninth-grade PE classes in the 

main building and to schedule AP and specialty courses in the academy due to the 

proximity of the two buildings.  This created the opportunity for students to travel 

between the two buildings for classes but created yet another issue: increased tardiness.  

An administrator recalled the following: 

Walking around and moving is not a terrible thing for kids sometime during the 

day; while they can get a little lost coming to class, tardiness becomes a 

disadvantage.  It’s there to be taken advantage of.  We have buses if you don’t 

want to walk or during inclement weather.  We have revamped our policy every 

year.  There is no real answer; we just keep redoing and trying.  This year we’ve 

increased the time between classes to accommodate student travel time.  It’s only 

a couple of minutes, but over time it will affect instructional time. (Stephanie, 

personal communication, December 6, 2016) 

 

Therefore, difficulties in meeting the student course requirements due to 

personnel challenges altered the initial implementation of all ninth-grade students’ 

remaining in one building for instruction.  Due to the proximity of the academy to the 

high school, scheduling for crossover courses and activities to provide opportunities for 

the ninth-grade students was easy.  The principal explained:  

This was [sic] sound educational reasons for doing what we had to do.  If you 

understand scheduling, we had to make things more fluid.  Then, there’s the 

domino/ripple effects of what you do.  You do not think about the front end until 

confronted with them.  Now we are looking back to having the ninth-grade 

campus more homogeneous again, which will require serious efforts in 

scheduling. (Mary, personal communication, December 6, 2016) 
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A third challenge related to maintaining two separate buildings and environments 

as one school.  Enforcement of student rules and regulations differed between buildings, 

such as hats worn in the main building but not the academy, or headphones used in the 

halls in the main campus but not at all in the academy.  Staff remained departmentalized 

on the main campus, rarely collaborating or planning together whereas the academy staff 

collaborated daily and planned in teams.  A teacher explained the difficulties of utilizing 

two buildings for the ninth graders: 

Trying to get two campuses on the same page was a disadvantage.  Here at the 

academy we have two administrators who tend to be on the same page.  Over 

there we have four administrators.  Just today, we have students coming tardy to 

class.  The policy is that you go to the tardy table.  Students may say that their 

teacher on the main campus does not make them go.  There’s always some 

argument or excuse; the disadvantage: We don’t know if teachers are enforcing 

the rules or letting it slide.  Whereas here at the academy we all are cracking 

down.  This gives students leverage to pull against us because we are split. (Jean, 

personal communication, December 7, 2016) 

 

Another teacher shared the following: 

 

In this environment, you get to know each person better.  Lunch rooms you will 

see two to three departments sharing the lunch table.  It’s almost like the middle 

school team concept.  They are talking about the same kids that each teach.  They 

are sharing ideas.  That’s not something you get at the main campus.  You may 

hear “Oh, I have him in third block and I know about his situation and home life, 

lights out, and foreclosure.”  You wonder why kids act out.  I’m not sure that you 

will learn that at the main campus.  That type of information can be learned within 

a department, but not in multidepartments. (Jonathan, personal communication, 

December 7, 2016) 

 

In addition, staff in the academy felt left out and forgotten due to missed 

communications.  They shared the following: 

The district did not help when they labeled the schools XHS and XHS9.  

Communications were not sent to both locations.  Then when we began to travel 

more across the campus, persons were missing information.  E-mails were 

grouped by school.  Something as simple as checks were sent to the various 

campus[es], but the staff were mixed up.  We went through a bad period, but it’s 

straight in most cases. (Mary, personal communication, December 6, 2016) 
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Resentment grew as meetings and school-wide activities were held only on the main 

campus.  Staff on the main campus also grew envious of the academy staff’s hosting 

monthly programs and celebrations.  An administrator explained the following: 

One day they did something great during enrichment and the administrator 

brought in donuts.  Then over in the main building, it would start festering, “Why 

are we not getting things?”  It started small but grew back and forth.  We tried 

invitations to events between the two buildings, alternating meetings between the 

buildings.  The academy was becoming a different school.  In a good way, due to 

the smallness, but there was some envy and jealousy.  It went both ways.  I 

couldn’t do nice things because of the tension it was causing. (Bill, personal 

communication, December 6, 2016) 

 

Staff referred to each other as “us and them” (Stephanie, personal communication, 

December 6, 2016).  Resolutions happened in stages, with strategies implemented by the 

school and others recommended for consideration and approval by the school district.  

First, the principal worked to develop a “Two Buildings, One School” culture by 

ensuring that communication was the same in both buildings, which included alternating 

meeting locations and changing the name of the academy to X High School (West 

Campus).  The next two resolutions required district-level confirmation.  The first 

recommendation included the appointment of a 12-month assistant principal with 

responsibilities to support the principal in planning and implementation for the academy.   

The principal specified, “We have summer school with other schools attending, meetings, 

and general training; there is no time to really sit, think, and plan” (Mary, personal 

communication, December 6, 2016).  The second recommendation included a complete 

separation of the academy to operate as an independent school fully equipped with an 

administrative team, staff, and funding separate from the main high school.  A concerned 

staff member stated, “There is pressure for the principal of two buildings.  Sometimes I 
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wish that they would make a ninth-grade building in its own world” (Noel, personal 

communication, December 7, 2016).  Another staff member supported that 

recommendation with the following statement:  

If I could make a change, I would make it a ninth-grade building.  We could call it 

X West, but needs to operate on its own budget, its own everything.  I would 

separate it.  I think we water down what we could do because it’s another 

building, but the bigger problem is a large school.  If you could do anything to not 

have large schools, you should do.  That’s my biggest reason to do that, not 

because what we are doing is wrong; I think what we are doing is great given 

2300, I think this is the way to go.  Any time you can create smaller communities 

for kids where they can be comfortable and be themselves to grow, and teachers 

too, is a good thing. (Cameron, personal communications, December 8, 2016) 

 

Several stakeholders made similar suggestions: “If they were further away, then it could 

be more inclusive and operate on its own” (Blair, personal communication, December 7, 

2016).  The initial implementation of the academy provided a smaller environment for 

ninth-grade students; yet, the adverse effect generated by maintaining the two buildings 

as one school became evident and generated topics to explore for implementation 

stability.  

A fourth challenge involved balancing the enrichment period to expose students 

to academic and nonacademic resources.  The enrichment period provided a perfect 

opportunity for academic support for students; yet, a few students required more intense 

support beyond the enrichment period.  In addition, the enrichment period focused on 

academics, leaving little time for other activities or topics such as postsecondary goal 

setting, career exploration, or college research.  The immediate resolution was to increase 

tutoring opportunities for students requiring more attention and to balance enrichment 

time with the inclusion of additional topics and special activities.  The long-term 

resolutions required approval for additional funding to support a vocational-oriented 
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program housed at the academy and requesting the addition of a specialized diploma.  

The first proposal presented by an administrator is discussed below: 

A school within a school—a vocational-oriented program for the kids that are 

continuously suspended.  Not the violent or aggressive, but those that fail to sit 

still for 90 minutes doing silliness all the time.  I’m recommending a project-

based curriculum where students go into the community to observe construction 

sites and shadow Amazon and UPS workers to get an idea of what they can do 

with their lives.  Many students fail to get accepted in the tech centers because of 

attendance or discipline issues.  I want to catch them early, ninth- and tenth-grade 

years.  I want to guide them in career options and help them understand why it’s 

important to pass the Algebra SOL.  They must buy in for themselves. (Stephanie, 

personal communication, December 6, 2016) 

 

This recommendation would connect the more at-risk students to the business 

community, providing knowledge of the company, site tours, training, and internships 

packed with real-world applications to the coursework.   

The second recommendation, a plan to help struggling students receive a 

specialized diploma gained by completing specific skillsets, would provide students the 

opportunity and skill to survive postsecondary.  The administrator further explained the 

recommendation: 

If I could make a change, I would offer more specialized diplomas for students.  I 

deal with many kids that struggle in school with low levels and their only options 

are standard or advanced diplomas.  There is very little emphasis for them to 

develop a trade or something like that, especially those students that are not 

college bound.  We need to have some type of alternative for these kids so that 

they wouldn’t just drop out. (Stephanie, personal communication, December 6, 

2016) 

 

The vocational program and the specialized diploma both targeted students lacking an 

interest in college as well as those lacking the requirements to attend the technical center. 

A fifth challenge included maintaining academic success while developing the 

whole child.  As students improved on academics and forged relationships due to the 

implemented setting, there remained an inability to focus on the development of the 



 
 

105 

whole child, the development of multilevel relationships, and increased interaction 

among diverse populations.  A teacher described the importance of building those 

relationships:   

I think it takes everyone being warm and inviting no matter whatever the 

circumstances.  We don’t know what students come to us with in their home or 

personal life.  We spend the most time with them.  So, I think building those 

relationships will lead a successful school, and you get more out of people when 

you trust them. (Paul, personal communication, December 8, 2016) 

 

The initial implementation addressed student academic success but placed limited 

emphasis on building school spirit: 

We are so focused on the academic piece, but we need that school spirit.  I think 

back to my time in high school.  I wasn’t the best student in the world, but, boy, 

did I have a great time.  Story of lifelong buddies.  We were involved in many 

different activities and did things together.  When we go back for reunion, I don’t 

go to see the person I sat next to in 10th-grade English.  I go back to see the guys I 

hung with.  Relationships are so much of what we should be about. (Jonathan, 

personal communication, December 7, 2016) 

 

In addition, the initial implementation limited emphasis on increasing participation in 

nonacademic activities: 

I sent the principal an e-mail with a suggestion for next year, club time.  Several 

things can take place: one, more kids can be involved, there’s no buses involved, 

and if teachers need them, that would be a priority.  This would help with 

communication and school spirit would go up.  The whole idea is to create a more 

well-rounded student coming out of high school.  A young person who is just 

academic is not well rounded.  We are not taking away from academics by having 

club time, but give them an outlet. (Jonathan, personal communication, December 

7, 2016) 

 

Last, it limited emphasis on blending and operating in a diverse population with regard to 

ethnic, religious, gender, and mental health issues.  The demographics of the community 

changed, thus creating a diverse population in the school.  A teacher stated the following 

about cultural enrichment: 
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This school is a mixing pot, and we must look at the diversity of the school.  We 

are not like the city or surrounding counties where you have 90% or more of one 

culture.  So, we as teachers, administrators, and students must look at everyone’s 

culture, because each are [sic] different.  I think cultural enrichment would be 

good for students and staff.  How you react and how I react may be different. 

(Jasmine, personal communication, December 7, 2016) 

 

The resolution to developing the whole child, building relationships, and addressing 

diversity, came with the implementation of the positive behavior intervention support 

(PBIS) program: 

We encourage students to hit your numbers, get your SOL, pass.  I think we have 

lost some of our vision to shape the student, mold them [sic] into a citizen of the 

world.  In a few years, they will be out there full fledge, voting and doing a lot of 

legal things.  I think we need to focus more on the students.  We are starting to 

take measures with that.  We are using PBIS.  The problem with us being a school 

stuck in a success-driven mentality, we are looking for right now, and PBIS is a 3-

5 year program.  So, as a member of the PBIS team, it’s been an uphill battle to 

say pump the brakes; we’re trying to change everything.  I think we need to be on 

board with focusing on the kids, who they are, what they bring to the table, and 

where we can take them. (Luke, personal communication, December 8, 2016) 

 

The initial step to implementing PBIS required agreement for consistency among all 

stakeholders.  One team member declared the following: 

I think the biggest change I would ask is for all the administrators to be on the 

same page.  That’s coming from the PBIS team.  Consistency and common 

language is what we really need.  Everyone genuinely wants this but all do not 

understand that changes must be made, and it must start at the administrative 

level.  They are quick to point at the teachers, but we keep reminding them that if 

six of you can’t get on the same page, how can hundreds of us be on the same 

page. (Celeste, personal communication, December 8, 2016) 

 

Acknowledging the aforementioned challenges and developing resolutions provided the 

school the opportunity to adjust the platforms to continuously meet the needs of the 

school and students.  Changes occurred each year following implementation (See Table 

5). 
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Table 5. Changes to Implementation by Academic Year 

 

Academic year   Implementation changes 

2009   Initial implementation: staffing, academic, and operations 

2010   Repeat ninth graders scheduled on the main campus 

2011   New AP and Dean 

2012   New AP and Dean 

2013   New AP and Dean  

2014   New AP and Dean 

2015   New AP and Dean  

2016   New AP and Dean; PE on main campus; Advanced Placement at  
   academy;  

Initiated PBIS implementation;  
Academy name changed to X High School (West) 

 

Note.  AP = Assistant principal; PE = physical education; PBIS = positive behavior intervention support. 

 

 

Stakeholders’ perceptions.  The third research question—What are stakeholders’ 

perceptions of their roles in this learning environment?—focused on all individuals 

involved with the implementation of the X Freshman Academy and their specific roles.  

The staff members were dedicated to the mission of the school and implementing the 

following beliefs: Every child can be successful, every child deserves a quality education, 

and every child can be a productive citizen in this global society.  One participant stated, 

We are not here to have passing grades or SOL scores.  We are not here to feel 

good about ourselves.  At the end of the day, we are here to help students focus on 

what they will do for the rest of their lives.  For some students, it’s going to 

college, for others it’s preparing for a job right out of high school.  I think as a 

school, we need to do our best to prepare them for that.  I think it takes teachers 

getting to know their students. (Blake, personal communication, December 6, 

2016) 

 

Many stakeholders found their motivation while interacting with students:   

When I became a teacher, I just wanted to help people understand.  I do a lot of 

training and workshops for teachers.  I have tutoring available for my students.  
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The drive is when I see a failing student, help them understand their situation and 

see the hamster start running around quickly in their head.  That kid is on track.  

There are circumstances of this thing called life, outside of the classroom; I get it.  

Whenever they have some form of success, whether academics, personal, or 

athletics, I’m a cheerleader for them.  That’s why I put in the hours, stay late, 

work on the weekends because you get those results.  It’s a feeling I can’t fully 

describe, but awesome. (Blake, personal communication, December 7, 2016) 

 

They enjoyed observing the moment when students understood a concept: 

Every year is tough, every year is different, but you, when you have just one 

student tell you that you made a difference in their life or that you are the reason 

they came to school bring warmth in my heart.  When you see the light bulbs go 

off, then you say, yes, I got them.  I think that’s what does it for me, just wanting 

to make a difference.  I’m a history teacher, but I didn’t become a history teacher 

for history, but for the kids.  I love the kids and I would do anything for them. 

(Noel, personal communication, December 7, 2016) 

  

They felt needed by students, which pleased them: 

I’m a Vietnam veteran, and we organized a group that supported a local prison.  I 

knew that I had to find a way to keep some kid from being in a place like that.  I 

was a financial worker, self-employed, and decided not to go to work.  I attended 

a community leadership meeting with the principal and inquired about 

substituting.  I could do that during the day and finance at night.  I was in a 

classroom one day and began crying.  It was the revelation of what I was to do 

with the rest of my life.  That was 23 years ago.  When I step in this building, I’m 

on a mission field, not educator. (Jonathan, personal communication, December 7, 

2016) 

 

What kept me here were the children, wanting to help them, feeling that they 

needed me.  When I was sick, I would get off my sick bed to be here for them.  I 

try to encourage them, telling them there is a light at the end of the tunnel.  I listen 

and talk to them.  I push that yes, it’s important to do the math, but when you 

walk out, you need to know what you are going to do with the rest of your life.  

So, what has kept me here is trying to make a difference in their life. (Heather, 

personal communication, December 6, 2016) 

 

They experienced joy in parenting the students as teachers:  

You are always teaching, you are always a parent.  Teaching is being a parent.  A 

role of a good teacher is being a good parent.  I’ve had teachers e-mail me about a 

student who was disruptive.  I would find the student and process with the 

student.  He had an outburst with a teacher that really loves him.  He shared his 

side of the story; we processed to why he should have gone to the tardy table and 

not use profane language all in front of the administrator.  Then we processed 
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another way to handle the situation.  This is the parenting side, teaching the social 

skills. (Jonathan, personal communication, December 7, 2016) 

 

One teacher best summarized all teachers’ and staff members’ responses by saying, “At 

the end of the day, we are here to help students focus on what they will do with the rest of 

their lives” (Blair, personal communication, December 7, 2016). 

A final group of stakeholders was made up of the parents.  They supported their 

child’s educational journey as he or she began high school and were dedicated and 

committed to helping their child reach their goals.  Parents understood that their ninth-

grade child attended high school but their classes were in one particular building.  A 

parent explained:  

The academy gives the students a good basis to get started in high school.  The 

whole school is large, so I’m glad they are in a building with fewer people.  Now 

they get to know everyone in the building, teachers and students. (Andrew, 

personal communication, December 8, 2016) 

 

Another parent stated,  

I like that the students get their education separately, but can still participate in all 

other activities.  This is important, for them to be balanced.  My kids loved the 

school.  They became involved their freshman year and continued to be involved 

each year.  Currently, my son as a freshman plays basketball.  I supported each 

child in their boosters and will continue until they graduate. (Noel, personal 

communication, December 7, 2016) 

 

The concept of an academy was evident with the students’ being centrally located in one 

building and the name previously identified the building as the academy; however, when 

asked, the students identified themselves as being from X High School.  One parent 

explained:   

My child loves the school.  You will never hear him say I go to X West.  They say 

I go to X High School.  He only sees the school as one.  Although he’s in a 

different building, I’m glad he thinks of the school as one. (Julio, personal 

communication, December 8, 2016) 
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Finally, parents perceived that their collective support of their children had dwindled 

since their entry into elementary school.  They agreed that more parents must be involved 

to continue improvements in the educational system of their children.  A teacher who was 

also a parent explained:    

I can say that parents have a whole lot more power than they give themselves.  I 

don’t think it’s enough of the right parents that know that.  It’s always the 

negative, backwards, and selfish parents who make the most noise about things 

for their child, but not what’s best for the whole school. (Ann, personal 

communication, December 7, 2016) 

 

Summary of Results 

In summary, a large comprehensive high school, in meeting the requirements of a 

successful academic learning environment, experienced its normal share of concerns.  

Due to overcrowding, the school annexed the closest facility to implement an academy.  

The academy consisted of ninth-grade students and staff operating in a smaller 

environment focused on individual instruction through team teaching.  The academy met 

with successes and challenges.  As a result, the team sought resolution to the arising 

challenges to maintain an effective operating learning environment.  Finally, the 

stakeholders explained their purpose in this environment and how their role affected 

student achievement.  The final chapter interprets the data and presents recommendations 

for future research consideration. 
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Chapter Five: Conclusion 

Overview 

This basic descriptive qualitative study explored the steps taken to implement a 

freshman academy, the positive and negative effects of the implementation, and the 

perceptions of the stakeholders regarding their role in the academy.  Analysis of the data 

revealed three emerging themes—community, relationships, and consistency—

interwoven throughout the experiences of all stakeholders.  This chapter explores the key 

findings, discusses how the findings relate to the theoretical framework, reviews the 

limitations of the study, and provides implications for practice and future studies.    

Looking Back: The Journey of a Qualitative Study 

Identifying the subject was the easiest part of the journey.  Pinpointing the 

problem and identifying the gaps in the literature narrowed the search considerably, to a 

manageable task.  Steinberg and Allen (2002) and Supovitz and Christman (2005) 

established that small learning communities (SLCs) were effective means to improve 

teaching and learning for ninth-grade students; however, limited research existed about 

the establishment and maintenance of the infrastructure of the ninth-grade academy and 

how its stakeholders affected its general operation.  This study, with the aid of 

semistructured questions, produced research that educational leaders may draw from 

when making informed decisions regarding systemic high school reform, particularly for 

ninth-grade students. 

The focus of this study sought to draw from the experiences of individuals who 

lived within this environment and could paint an accurate picture of implementation.  The 

findings followed the process of implementation, identified effective and ineffective 
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aspects of the overall operation of the academy, and provided first-hand accounts of 

individuals’ functioning within the environment.  Therefore, the data assisted in 

developing an understanding of the inner works of a freshman academy from the time 

prior to implementation through present day. 

Following analysis of the transcripts, three themes emerged: community, 

relationships, and consistency.  Continued review and analysis of transcripts provided 

responses to the following guiding research questions: 

1. What was the journey of the school leaders in establishing a freshman 

academy? 

2. What was successful and what was challenging in implementing the freshman 

academy? 

3. What are stakeholders’ perceptions of their roles in this learning environment? 

Finally, review of the three themes and responses to the questions provided the 

opportunity to observe evidence and connect it to the theoretical framework.  

Key Findings and Discussion 

This study followed the path of implementation of a freshman academy and 

uncovered the perceived roles of the stakeholders in the environment.  The school district 

reduced occupancy in an overcrowded high school by closing a nearby middle school and 

annexing that building for high school use.  This building housed only ninth-grade 

students, creating a smaller learning environment, known as an academy (Cotton, 2001).  

For at least 2 years following the initial implementation, the X Freshman Academy 

operated, as much as possible, independently from the high school yet maintained the 

same administrative staff.  Maintaining the same administrative staff ensured consistency 
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with the structural implementation, including establishment of norms, selection of 

personnel, and academic organization.    

The administrative team adjusted areas within the structural components as they 

were critical to the stability of the design.  The major adjustment consisted of redesigning 

the master schedule, utilizing staff from both campuses to provide additional academic 

offerings to the ninth-grade students.  This adjustment changed only where ninth graders 

received instruction; the teaming, mentoring, and tutoring continued.  The focus of X 

Freshman Academy remained a haven for ninth-grade students, providing academic 

support and the opportunity for these students to find their own identity among their 

peers.   

Emergent themes.  The development of the academy produced various outcomes 

that influenced how stakeholders interacted and visualized their roles in this setting.  

From the data emerged three prominent themes supporting the influence and 

effectiveness of the academy: community, relationships, and consistency.  The first 

theme, community, emerged initially as staff described the makeup of the school with 

regard to staff and students.  Many of the staff grew up in the community and remained 

residents, thereby allowing for their children also to attend the high school.  Several 

family generations matriculated in this school.  The residential community worked 

together and planned activities for the neighborhood; thus, the fellowship continued into 

the school.  The community theme emerged during comparisons between the academy 

and the comprehensive high school.  First, a community climate existed in both buildings, 

but more prominently in the academy.  Stakeholders, staff, and parents delighted in the 

smaller environment created for ninth graders.  The setting provided opportunity for 
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students to feel comfortable among their peers and to gain specific academic support 

from teachers.  This study paralleled Falls’s (2008) research by demonstrating how the 

establishment of an environment created an inviting learning environment in which 

student confidence increased with the perception of a more caring approach from the 

teachers.  This smaller environment allowed staff to gain insight into the needs of 

students and to share among themselves.  The creation of this smaller learning 

community provided the opportunity for stakeholders to forge relationships—the second 

emerging theme. 

The theme of relationships emerged from all interview transcripts.  The 

relationship theme, as did the community theme, arose following the creation of the 

academy.  The new environment provided stakeholders the opportunity to share with 

colleagues in a courteous manner while respecting the task of educating students.  Similar 

to Gibson’s (2006) research, this study found that building positive relationships between 

teachers and students led to successful program development and provided sustainability 

during the transition.  Gibson (2006) and Legters et al. (2013) found stakeholders 

maintained relationships with each other, supporting the needs of students in transition.  

The development of these relationships opened the lines of communication by building 

trust among stakeholders, following the flow of the school governance, and creating 

teaming efforts between teachers.  The administrative team and teachers concluded that 

additional support was necessary beyond the initial experiences of relationship building.  

Therefore, they employed the use of positive behavior intervention support (PBIS) to 

establish a mutual level of respect and uniformity among all stakeholders.  Implementing 

PBIS supported relationships as well as the next theme, consistency. 
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Consistency emerged as the final theme, with examples of both consistency and 

inconsistency supporting this theme.  Operation within the academy remained constant in 

maintaining established goals while the teachers, staff, and administrators focused on 

moving in the same direction as a team.  The inconsistent portion of this theme focused 

on comparisons between the academy and the main campus while the two buildings 

operated as one school.  The two environments were unique in nature due to individual 

composition, one an academy with ninth graders only, the other a traditional 

comprehensive high school; one enrollment averaging 600, the other averaging 1700; and 

one more relaxed with a calm feeling, the other a very busy and demanding atmosphere.  

Although two separate buildings existed, they remained and symbolized one school with 

one principal.  The differences noted by the academy staff included special incentives and 

activities in the academy, meetings and gatherings always held on the main campus, 

transmission of information not reaching all staff at the same time, inconsistent 

disciplinary consequences between buildings, and inconsistency in the levels of 

accountability of staff regarding policy implementation.  Therefore, the integration of 

PBIS resulted partly from the inconsistencies in following guidelines and delivering 

consequences. 

The second inconsistency emerged as a challenge to the implementation when the 

administrative team changed yearly.  Each year in the past 5 years, the administrative 

team, assistant principal and dean, changed.  Persons came into the academy, trained, and 

then were appointed to higher positions.  This constant change altered trust levels, the 

maintenance of operational components, and the team efforts of the administrative team.   
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Consistency, community, and relationships became overlapping components in 

the implementation and perception of the small learning community examined in this 

study.  These three emergent themes were consistently present and embedded throughout 

the transcripts and the responses to the research questions. 

Research questions.  The academy implementation benefited the overall 

productivity of the school in working to meet the established mission and goals of the 

school.  Therefore, this study answered the research questions in the following manner. 

Data related to the first research question—What was the journey of the school 

leaders in establishing a freshman academy?—explained how the administrators planned 

and prepared for the first day of school within a 2-month period.  The team, the principal 

and assistant principal, planned and implemented the initial framework of the academy.  

The two had worked collaboratively over the years together in many areas, and, therefore, 

were the best team to draw from their experiences and knowledge to select appropriate 

strategies for the academy.  This prior knowledge gave them the advantage of knowing 

the skillsets of the staff to effectively create teacher teams that facilitated the goals and 

objectives of the academy.    

Although the comprehensive high school had a cooperative culture, 

departmentalization created division and the large student numbers prevented the ability 

to provide an intimate learning environment.  According to Adcock (2009), an intimate or 

smaller learning environment, such as the academy, allows for optimal learning.  This 

smaller setting enhanced the initial community by isolating the ninth-grade students and 

staff to their own building.  Staff no longer had the benefit of their academic departments 

for assistance and, as a result, increased collaboration within the academy.  One staff 
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member remembered, “We were so big.  Now it’s much like a family unit, very much a 

community school” (Blair, personal communication, December 7, 2017).  A second staff 

member stated, “We have a very tight group of teachers, and we work to support each 

other.  We work well together within and across the departments; the cohesiveness and 

the community feel is tight” (Frank, personal communication, December 7, 2017).  

To promote a smooth transition period for the academy staff and students, the 

administrative team transferred many of the established norms and daily practices from 

the high school.  Prior to the conversion, the staff trained extensively in transition best 

practices; therefore, many of the strategies implemented from the high school improved 

because of the smaller environment of the academy.  This journey involved selection of 

the most appropriate organizational building blocks to promote student success: staff 

selection, academic focus, and establishment of norms.  The findings from this study 

paralleled findings from other implementation studies.  The studies of Kmiec (2007), 

Miller (2008), and Adcock (2009) supported the establishment of a solid educational 

platform, the creation of positive relationships between students and teachers, and the 

establishment of a climate conducive to high academic standards to motivate student 

success. 

Previous research presented indicators justifying the need for implementing an 

academy, such as dropout rates, attendance, low self-esteem, and disengagement (Asko & 

Galassi, 2004; Crain-McDorough, 2003; Fulton, 2007; Frickey, 2003; and Vickers, 

2007).  This was not the case with X Freshman Academy.  This high school, prior to 

implementation, met or exceeded academic success and surpassed the benchmark 

requirements for graduation rates as determined by the Commonwealth of Virginia 
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accreditation standards.  Although indicators identifying the need for ninth-grade support 

were present, the overwhelming justification for implementing an academy was to 

alleviate the overcrowding in the high school.  Despite the limited reasons, 

implementation occurred, and the establishment of the academy served to address student 

isolation, discipline, and improvement of academic success as had been noted by other 

researchers (Gibson, 2006; Legters et al., 2013; Turnbo, 2007).  An important 

acknowledgement was the realization of what worked and the adjustments made to 

unsuccessful areas.      

The second research question—What was successful and what was challenging in 

implementing the freshman academy?—targeted the positives and negatives of 

implementing the freshman academy.  Despite the timeline given, the implementation of 

the academy reduced overcrowding in the high school and developed an environment 

focused on meeting the needs of the ninth-grade students.  As was found in other studies 

(Falls, 2008; Turnbo, 2007), utilizing this type of environment created a setting 

conducive to students’ focusing on academics and building relationships that enhanced 

the academic environment.  An administrator noted the importance of smaller 

communities for students to grow: “Any time you can create smaller communities for 

kids where they can be comfortable and be themselves and grow, and teachers too, I think 

it’s a good thing” (Robert, personal communication, December 6, 2016).  The smaller 

environment forged with positive stakeholders allowed for the academy to be successful.  

A teacher also stated, “What makes a good school is having a good working environment.  

You must have both parts, good kids and a good environment, one that is less restrictive 

and more of a community.  This makes a good school” (Frank, personal communication, 
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December 7, 2016).  Without good people, a good setting will not generate the same 

results.   

The challenges presented an opportunity for adjustments to the infrastructure to 

improve reform as a continuous process in the organization cycle.  The two major 

challenges experienced by X Freshman Academy included the accommodation of the 

ninth graders’ course requests and the creation of two different cultures between the two 

buildings.  Graduation requirements changed over the years with more rigorous 

coursework required for advanced-level diplomas; therefore, ninth-grade students must 

enter high school with high school credits such as Algebra I, Earth Science, and World 

History.  Thus, requiring more advanced course offerings added to the academy’s master 

schedule.  Due to the lack of additional teaching staff to accommodate both buildings, 

students traveled to the main campus for course offerings.  This practice presented a new 

challenge to the organization of the academy in that not all ninth-grade students were in 

the same location; the one benefit to students was the access to resources and courses not 

available in the academy.  Yet, students had a brief opportunity to mingle with the 

upperclassmen, which made the transition to the comprehensive setting less awkward.   

The development of these two different cultures between schools was the 

intended goal; however, this created the second problem, staff division.  As seen with the 

culture of the two schools, Langseth (2006) and Conrad (2007) had observed a change in 

the climate and culture of the settings that established freshman academies compared to 

traditional high school settings.  The smaller setting in the academy created a slower 

paced and calmer environment, which both students and staff enjoyed.  An administrator 

observed, “At the academy it’s fairly calm; the morning seems to be more subdued.  On 
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the main campus, it can get a bit wacky” (Stephanie, personal communication, December 

6, 2016).  A teacher observed, “The west campus (academy) is a nice small community.  

It seems that we can get a little more consistency when it comes to rules and expectations 

as opposed to what is happening at the main campus” (April, personal communication, 

December 8, 2016).  Special activities and programs recognized the various efforts of the 

students and staff, and incentives provided additional encouragement for all in the 

academy.  This phenomenon was the desired culture; yet, the problem arose with staff 

comparisons between the two buildings.  Staff members from the main campus became 

envious of the activities and the recognition of academy staff.  On the other hand, 

academy teachers resented always having to attend staff meetings and conferences on the 

main campus.  These feelings created a division among the staff, thereby affecting 

morale.  The principal’s resolve to unify the two buildings presented new challenges for 

the academy.  Personalization of activities in the academy may resume when operated 

independently of the main campus.   

A second threat to the culture of the academy involved the yearly replacement of 

the administrative team members: the assistant principal and the dean. For the first 2 

years of the academy, the team remained intact, thereby offering stability.  After that 2-

year period, promotions of the administrative team each year challenged the reliability of 

the norms.  New personnel brought a change in interpretation of school policy and 

procedures, thus altering the mode of operation each year.  There was no resolution in 

altering the rate of promotion for the assistant principals from the academy.  The staff 

maintained an unwritten expectation, however, governing validity of the academy’s mode 

of operation as a team of teachers.  A teacher shared, “The atmosphere here is good.  If 
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I’m on planning and a teacher had a disruptive student in class, they could send that 

student to me.  With this, we don’t have to bother administrators because we are dealing 

with it as teachers” (Blair, personal communication, December 7, 2016).  The staff 

acknowledged the change of administration as a problem, but in their own way each staff 

member decided to maintain stability with the students rather than react to the changing 

administration.  Thus, the staff felt the effects of the changing administration more than 

the students.   

The implementation of the academy met with many successes and challenges.  

The team’s efforts to utilize the challenges as a catalyst to transform the original design 

to fit the current needs should be applauded.  The school continuously viewed the 

challenges to the academy structure as a means of refinement, which is an example of 

reform (NASSP, 2004).  The leadership team continuously sought to address the needs of 

the school as they pertained to the growth and development of the students and staff.   

The final research question—What are stakeholders’ perceptions of their roles in 

this learning environment?—focused on stakeholder opinions of themselves as change 

agents.  Because the smaller environment provided opportunity to build relationships 

among students, staff, and parents, the staff gained momentum each year by bonding with 

students and working with colleagues to increase student awareness.  The calm and 

orderly climate presented a safe environment for students and staff to pinpoint specific 

needs through engaging instructional and social activities.  Staff enjoyed the 

opportunities to be involved in student life and ultimately trusted that they made a 

positive difference.  A teacher proclaimed, “A successful school is a school that 

establishes a climate of mutual respect of helpfulness, care, and a commitment to success 
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and excellence” (Paul, personal communication, December 8, 2016).  He explained that 

within the academy “students go out of their way to help one another, teachers go out of 

their way to provide support to students and parents, with everyone combining their 

energies and efforts to ensure that students will be successful” (Paul, personal 

communication, December 8, 2016).  Finally, staff felt comfortable expressing their 

voice, and as their concerns were addressed, they felt valued as members of the team.   

The selection of staff placed like-minded persons together.  Most staff 

experienced the school prior to the conversion and agreed that the academy allowed for 

them to spread their wings to grow into their craft as educational professionals.  One area 

of bonding that was not addressed was diversity training.  The requested training included 

appreciation and acceptance of cultures, religion, genders, and people in general. A 

teacher explained, “Walk into a room and look around, all Blacks are together, all 

Hispanics are together, all Asians are together.  When will we break that cycle?  We need 

to get out of our comfort zone” (Jasmine, personal communication, December 7, 2016). 

Likewise, training would include the opportunity for staff to instruct by example.  Staff 

demonstrated the same behaviors, segregating during meetings and lunch.  The team 

selected positive behavior intervention support (PBIS) as the vehicle to deliver training 

and implement strategies to transform social attitudes and build relationships throughout 

the entire school. 

Parents also appreciated the smaller setting for their first-time high school 

students as a transition from middle to high school; however, little attention was given to 

the fact that their children attended an academy.  Parents understood that their children 

attended high school and basically enjoyed the school, but they did not pay attention to 
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the organization of the school.  Parents appreciated the opportunity to come and speak 

with teachers and administration, but they agreed that they were less involved than they 

should be.  Their expressed concerns were related to district or state-related items, areas 

for which the school had no jurisdiction to address.  As stakeholders, the parents 

supported their children and felt encouraged about the support available to the students.  

Their goal was working with students and teachers toward graduation.   

Finally, the stakeholders, specifically the school staff, utilized their role to satisfy 

personal motivational needs.  One staff member said, “I deal with a lot of students that 

have never been successful in school.  So, when they see that they can be successful, it’s 

a lot of intrinsic motivation for me” (Jeff, personal communication, December 6, 2016).   

He continued, “If you can develop a good relationship with them outside the content area, 

they are willing to do more work and are approachable when things don’t go well” (Jeff, 

personal communication, December 6, 2016).  These responses addressed the 

stakeholders’ need to be the change agents for students, thus contributing to their 

purpose. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study blended three theories as the lenses through which to observe a small 

learning community setting: organization theory or systems theory, social capital theory, 

and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.  The next exemplars illustrate the presence and 

interaction of each theory throughout this study.  Organization theory reviews the whole 

while examining the interrelationships among the parts that operate the whole.  This 

study reviewed the implementation and maintenance of a small learning community, an 

academy, and interrelationships between the units that established this environment.  The 
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relationships of the emergent themes epitomized the inner works of the small learning 

community.  Each theme—community, relationships, and consistency—existed 

independently, but its existence enhanced the overlapping relationships of the other 

themes.  The implementation plan provided another example of the interrelationship of 

the platforms of staffing, academics, and operation to sustain an effective school. 

Peña Garcia (2014) defined social capital as the institution, norms, values, and 

beliefs that govern interaction among people and facilitate economic and social 

development.  The establishment of governance and order represent examples of social 

capital.  Several examples in this environment included utilization of a bell schedule to 

segment the instructional day; scheduling daily activities for the enrichment block; 

establishing a flow of governance for the principal, staff, students, and parents; and 

establishing beliefs, mission, and vision for the school.  Therefore, social capital was 

exemplified by building upon the relationships of all stakeholders to develop a 

community growing on shared beliefs.   

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs focuses on individuals’ having their needs met 

before the garnered motivation to fulfill their responsibilities (McLeod, 2014).  The 

essential needs include biological and physical needs, safety needs, love and belonging 

needs, esteem needs, and self-actualization needs (McLeod, 2014).  The presence of the 

needs was illustrated in this study by the following: (a) biological and physical needs 

(shelter)—the separation of the ninth-grade students from the comprehensive school; (b) 

safety needs (security)—development of the smaller environment, which resulted in a 

comfortable and safe environment; (c) love and belongingness needs (relationships)—

stakeholders’ gaining confidence based on relationships, which led to (d) esteem needs 



 
 

125 

(achievement); and (e) self-actualization needs (personal growth)—relationships built 

among peers, which generated classroom success while professional development 

improved instructional skills. 

Blending the organization theory, social theory, and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs 

provided the vehicle to understand how the school leaders utilized a small learning 

community to reform the instructional environment.  Restructuring the school yielded the 

development of relationships, thus meeting the needs of all stakeholders.    

Limitations 

Several factors contributed to the limitations of this study.  First, the availability 

of sites to study represented a limitation.  This school district implemented one freshman 

academy, not academies across the entire district.  Likewise, few schools fully operated a 

freshman grade academy independently of the home schools.  Only two schools existed 

in the Commonwealth of Virginia meeting the study requirements.  A second limiting 

factor was the location of research sites maintaining the initial implementation focus over 

3 years.  Although this study examined how the school implemented a ninth-grade 

academy, the need to address specific student needs required the initial implementation to 

change, thereby changing the constitution of the school.  Another limitation was school 

districts’ not wanting research to be conducted in the schools. 

Implications for Practice 

Through the lens of this basic qualitative study, the following implications for 

practice exist in the data.  The implications draw from the implementation process and 

include the maintenance of the academy: 

• A yearly needs assessment justifies adjustments to the initial implementation.  
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• Neither a low-performing ninth-grade class nor a failing class justifies the 

creation of a freshman academy. 

• A smaller setting creates an environment that encourages building 

relationships among all stakeholders. 

• Staff members prefer a smaller setting, and the opportunities offer leverage to 

personalize the academics and enhance operations. 

• Staff considers students their inspiration to continue in their role. 

Instructional and administrative personnel saw the above implications as positive reasons 

to work in the academy and devote the time necessary for the students to succeed.  It gave 

faculty a feeling of collaboration and of doing something to fix a problem.  There is no 

reason to believe that these feelings of camaraderie and collaboration would not occur in 

future freshman academies.  

Given the statistics for dropouts in America and the ninth-grade adolescent 

challenges, ninth-grade academies, as exemplified in this study, may be one of the 

answers to this problem.  As noted in Chapter One, Hertzog and Morgan (2004) reported 

that ninth graders had lower attendance rates and higher failure rates than any grade level.  

They observed that nearly 14% of the ninth graders were overaged with many of them 

entering the ninth grade for the first time at the age of 16.5 (Hertzog & Morgan, 2004).  

In light of the positive results from this study and others on similar topics, an academy 

may be a route to ninth-grade success (Conrad, 2007; Hendrix, 2007; Langseth, 2006; 

Peasant, 2006). 

There are components of an academy that a school district may want to 

implement, even if an academy is not adopted in its totality: 
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• Selecting personnel possessing the following characteristics: innovation, 

compassion, flexibility, nurturing, and commitment to developing children 

• Teaming, grouping students with similar abilities and levels to rotate among 

assigned teachers 

• Inclusion of an enrichment period to focus on tutoring, study skills, 

organization skills, and goal setting 

• Common planning for teams 

• Mentoring program, assigning upperclassmen 

Recommendation for Future Studies 

The successes of implementing a separate setting for ninth-grade students validate 

this study.  The documented interactions within the organization of the school structure, 

as well as the social growth of students and staff, generate additional questions that will 

provide subsequent research opportunities regarding the merits of small learning 

communities.  The future of the children served in schools demands that educators 

continue to explore optimal school configurations, particularly for those students 

transitioning from middle school to high school. 

The following recommendations suggest further exploration of small learning 

communities:   

• The first recommendation is to incorporate a mixed-methodology study to 

capture quantitative data for those students completing the academy.  

Gathering academic and discipline data would add to the richness of the 

findings and broaden the application of the results of the study.   
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• Because the leadership team is key to implementation, a second 

recommendation is to examine the leadership qualities of individuals 

implementing the academy.  This academy is less than a mile from the 

connecting high school, thereby providing opportunities for the principal to 

supervise both buildings and share operating budgets and staff.   

• A third recommendation is to follow the journey of implementation with a 

school operating independently of the high school with a separate staff and 

budget.   

• The final recommendation addresses overcrowding, which highlights results 

of this study that are not present in previous literature; this recommendation 

targets the need to identify the factors that justify the need to implement an 

academy.   

Conclusion 

This study confirmed Conrad’s (2007) research in practice as evidenced by the 

cascading effect that created positive momentum through the school setting, thereby 

resulting in a more personalized approach to student advocacy.  A high-achieving school 

experienced significant growth beyond building capacity and exhibited issues 

characteristic of ninth-grade students across the country: low academic performance 

(Fulton, 2007), discipline issues (Hertzog & Morgan, 2004), and social influences (Falls, 

2008).  The platform to respond to the ninth-grade issues started with capacity; the 

assignment of ninth-grade students to an available building downsized the main school 

and created a small learning community for the ninth graders.  The selection of 

appropriate staff, creation of instructional teams, and development of norms created a 
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supportive community for staff and students through which they built relationships to 

support the academic and social needs of students and unite the staff to collectively focus 

on goals for students.  Therefore, staff maintained the latitude within their teams to tailor 

instruction to better meet student needs.  This instructional aspect, combined with the 

high morale exhibited by students, resulted in an atmosphere characterized by mutual 

respect and genuine unity of purpose.  A strong planning team, poised with knowledge of 

the school and students, became an essential component to the implementation process.  

No one part of implementation—structure, governance, or academics—operated 

independently during the whole process.  Evidence of challenges and resolution of the 

challenges demonstrated that each part contributed to the whole, and all parts working 

together explained the success of the implementation.  The spiral effects of change also 

demonstrated how adjusting one section adversely affected other parts.  The creation of 

this unique setting provided a platform for the students and staff to build trust and 

develop a network of relationships within the community.  Ultimately, when the needs of 

the stakeholders, such as a safe environment, availability of resources, and motivation, 

were met, they became advocates for student development and success. 

Some may ask, why a study of this type and content?  The discouraging fact for 

educators is that the problem continues.  As stated earlier, I observed several trends for 

adolescents, both in the literature and from experience: low attendance rates, high rates of 

out-of-school suspension, high rates of expulsion, low graduation rates, and high levels of 

ninth-grade retention.  The question then became, why are the ninth graders failing and 

how can the problem be resolved?  I conducted this study with the mission of adding to 

the literature possible solutions for a continuing educational challenge. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A – Principal Introductory Letter 

 

Dear Principal of Research Site: 

 

I am a doctoral student at The George Washington University conducting research on 

small learning communities.  This is a formal confirmation that I have received 

permission from your school district to conduct my research at your academy.    

 

Your school was selected because it is recognized as a ninth-grade academy within your 

school district, a form of a small learning community.  My goal is to conduct interviews 

with you as the principal, staff members, former administrators, and parents.  I have no 

ties or familiarity with you or any of your staff members; therefore, the results will be 

unbiased.   

 

I look forward to scheduling a time that I may come to explain my study to you and the 

staff as well as establish a timetable to conduct the interviews.  Thanks in advance for 

your cooperation and assistance. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Angela M. Mosley 

Doctoral Candidate 

The George Washington University 
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Appendix B – Faculty Introduction Letter 

Dear Faculty, Administrators, and Parents: 

 

You are invited to take part in a research study.  Before you decide to be a part of this 

study, you need to understand the risks and benefits.  This letter provides information 

about the research study.  I will be available to answer your questions and provide further 

explanations.  If you agree to take part in the research study, you will in no way be asked 

to identify yourself.  Participation or nonparticipation will not affect your employment 

status with the school study site or the school district.  Your decision to participate in the 

study is voluntary.  You are free to choose whether you will take part in the study. 

 

This study will be conducted within the IRB parameters of The George Washington 

University.  The research will be conducted at your school.  We will meet in an office or 

a site that is convenient for you.  We will plan for an hour; however, the actual interview 

process may take about 30-45 minutes.   

 

To the best of my knowledge, this activity has no more risk of harm than you would 

experience in everyday life.  You will not get any personal benefit from taking part in this 

study.  There are no costs associated with taking part in this study.  You will not receive 

compensation. 

 

Your participation in this research study is voluntary.  You may decide not to begin or to 

stop this study at any time.  You will be told of any new information about the research 

study that may cause you to change your mind about participation.  Your records will be 

confidential.  You will not be identified (e.g., name, social security number) in any 

reports or publications of this study.  Your research records may be provided to the 

United States Department of Health and Human Services and/or authorized 

representatives of The George Washington University Office of Human Research and/or 

Committee on Human Research.  Except for information provided for those entities, 

research records will be kept confidential unless you authorize their release or the records 

are required to be released by law (i.e., court subpoena).  Neither you nor the school will 

be identified by name in any reports or publications of this study. 

 

If you have question about the procedures of this research study, please contact Angela 

M. Mosley by telephone (804) 690-9345 during the workday.  If you have any questions 

about the informed consent process or any other rights as research subject, contact the 

Assistant Vice President, Officer of Health Research, Compliance and Technology 

Transfer at The George Washington University at 202-994-2995. 
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Appendix C – Principal Interview Protocol 

 

Research question 

 

Prompts 

 

Framework/Theory 

What is the 

journey of the 

school leader in 

establishing a 

freshman academy 

1. How long have you been at the 

school? 

2. How would you describe the 

school prior to the 

implementation of the freshman 

academy? 

3. What were the deciding factors 

suggesting a change? 

4. How was a freshman academy 

chosen? 

5. What was involved in planning 

and developing the academy? 

6. Who were the key individuals 

during implementation and what 

were their roles? 

7. What was the time of planning to 

implementation? 

8. What resources were utilized for 

implementation? 

9. What steps were taken to select 

staff then and now? 

10. What were the steps of 

transition? 

11. What are the norms of the 

academy? 

12. What are the beliefs/values?  

How were they derived? 

13. How would you describe a 

successful school? 

14. Describe what you feel makes 

the academy successful. 

15. What three characteristics or 

keywords would you use to 

describe the academy? 

16. What changes would you make 

to the academy to move it to the 

next level? 

 

Organizational 

theory 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Social theory 
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What is successful 

and what is 

challenging in the 

ninth-grade 

academy? 

17. Describe your leadership style. 

18. Describe any unique 

instructional features of the 

academy. 

19. Describe any unique 

organizational features of the 

academy. 

20. What characteristics are key 

factors in selecting new staff 

members? 

21. Explain the roles of the 

stakeholders. 

22. Describe the governing process. 

23. If you could redesign or adjust 

an area, what would you change? 

24. How and when are changes to 

the academy addressed? 

25. Who would be involved in 

designing the changes? 

26. What resources are available to 

maintain the academy? 

Organizational 

theory 
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Appendix D – Interview Protocol - Staff 

 

Welcome to the interview.  Thank you for joining us.  This session is conducted to gather 

information about the freshman academy.  It is hopeful that information gathered from 

your thoughts will provide insight to the operation and management of a small learning 

community. 

 

An interview enables a person to share his or her opinions about a topic. Please be as 

honest and as open as possible.  Your anonymity will be protected.  No one at the school 

will know who said what.  The results of the stakeholders’ responses will help the 

researcher assess how the school functions.  We will plan for an hour; however, we 

expect the session to convene for 30-45 minutes.  Please state your role here at the 

school. 

 

 

Research 

question 

 

Prompts 

 

Framework/Theory 

What are the 

stakeholders’ 

perceptions of 

their roles in this 

learning 

environment? 

1. How would you describe the 

school prior to the academy? 

2. How would you describe the 

academy now? 

3. What are the advantages of the 

school? 

4. What are the disadvantages of the 

school? 

5. What is your role in the school? 

6. Describe the governing process 

of the school. 

7. How are you involved in the 

governing process? 

8. Describe a typical day at the 

academy. 

9. What resources are available? 

10. If you could make a change, what 

would you alter?  Why? 

11. How would you describe a 

successful school? 

12. Describe what you feel makes the 

academy successful. 

13. What three characteristics or 

keywords would you use to 

describe the academy? 

 

 

Organizational 

theory 
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14. What changes would you make 

to the academy to move it to the 

next level?  

 15. What are the norms?  How were 

they established? 

16. What are the beliefs?  How were 

they developed? 

17. What inspires you to continue in 

your role? 

 

Social capital 

theory 

 

Maslow’s 

hierarchy of needs 
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Appendix E – Interview Protocol - Parents 

Welcome to the interview.  Thank you for joining us.  This session is conducted to gather 

information about the freshman academy.  It is hopeful that information gathered from 

your thoughts will provide insight to the operation and management of a small learning 

community. 

An interview enables a person to share his or her opinions about a topic. Please be as 

honest and as open as possible.  Your anonymity will be protected.  No one at the school 

will know who said what.  The results of the stakeholders’ responses will help the 

researcher assess how the school functions.  We will plan for an hour; however, we 

expect the session to convene for 30-45 minutes.  Please state your role here at the 

school. 
 

Research 

question 

Prompts 

 

Framework/Theory 

What are the 

stakeholders’ 

perceptions of 

their roles in this 

learning 

environment? 

1.  How do you view your child’s 

school? 

2. What about the school do you 

find benefits the students? 

3. What about the school could be 

improved? 

4. In what manner are you involved 

with the school and activities? 

5. What are additional ways parents 

can be involved in the school and 

activities? 

6. How would you describe a 

successful school? 

7. Describe what you feel makes the 

academy successful. 

8. What three characteristics or 

keywords would you use to 

describe the academy? 

9. What changes would you make 

to the academy to move it to the 

next level? 

10. How have parents contributed to 

the academy? 

11. How long have you been 

associated with the academy? 

12. Did you have children in the 

school prior to the academy?  

Have you observed any 

differences between your 

relationship with the school then 

and now? 

Organizational 

theory 

 


