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ABSTRACT
This paper describes how one Midwestern high school addressed concerns about the academic performance of incoming 9th grade students
through a three phase project. In phases one and two, teachers and students were surveyed in order to gather their perceptions of students’
academic skills. In phase three, information from the surveys was used
to develop interventions to improve students’ study strategies.
Survey results showed that teachers’ greatest areas of concern were
time management, motivation, and homework. Students rated themselves lowest on study habits, self-regulation, and test anxiety. These
perceived weaknesses were addressed during Phase Three by a number
of school-wide interventions including opportunities to interact with
successful upper classmen, smaller homerooms, and a Freshman
Academy where students who were identified as at-risk for failure could
receive instruction in study skills and strategies for organization.

One of six objectives identified by the president and nation's governors in "Goals 2000 Educate America Act" was to increase the highschool graduation rate to 90% (Goals 2000). Unfortunately, although
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the year 2000 has come and gone, the goal has not been met, and the
problem of students failing to successfully complete secondary school
remains unsolved.
Some researchers have argued that concerns about the academic
performance of American secondary school students have resulted in
too many reforms focusing on high standards, accountability, and
high-stakes assessments with too little attention focused on the academic skills required for success in today’s schools (Stanley, Slate &
Jones, 1999). Literature exists to support academic study skills instruction for all students, including those with identified disabilities (Boyle
& Weishaar, 2001; Deshler et al., 2001), those at-risk for failure
(Burke, 2002), and even those considered to be above average to high
achievers (Stanley, Slate & Jones, 1999).
Zigmond’s (1990) argument that ninth grade was the crucial year
for students with learning disabilities has relevance to all students atrisk for failure in high school. In ninth grade, for the first time, students must earn passing grades in core courses (i.e., English, biology,
social studies, and math) that carry credits required for graduation. At
the same time, 9th-grade students are faced with increased demands
both in terms of independent study skills (Reith & Polsgrove, 1994)
and in the amount of content covered in each class. Some students
who are at-risk for failure may have advanced through earlier grades
due to individual teacher attention and vigilant monitoring that may
not be possible or desirable within the larger secondary school
culture.
Ninth grade is clearly the “make or break” year in terms of secondary school success or failure (Reinhard, 1997). Students who fail
their classes are likely to: (a) begin questioning their ability to make
graduation requirements, (b) lose interest in school, and (c) consequently drop out of high school (Wagner, 1989). Catterall (1998) listed
the three most common reasons students give for dropping out as: (a)
not liking school, (b) not getting along with teachers and others, and
(c) failing.
The ramifications of dropping out for subsequent employment
opportunities and earning potential underscore the importance of this
issue. Youth who fail to complete high school have twice the unemployment rate of graduates in addition to diminished opportunities for
post-secondary school or continued training (Lerner, 1997).
9
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FACTORS RELATED TO SCHOOL FAILURE
Certainly the drop-out problem is a complex issue influenced by
many individual, familial, social, economic, and school policy variables that are already evident during middle school (Rumberger,
1995). Nevertheless, the relationship between students' perceptions
that they lack the skills and strategies needed for success in high
school and the likelihood of dropping out is compelling. For example,
students at risk for school failure reported to Crist (1991) that their
schoolwork was "too difficult" and that they lacked the skills needed
to complete homework. Student perceptions of skill deficiencies and
their expectations of doing poorly in school are among factors that
place them at-risk for subsequent failure (Clark, 1995).
Dynarski and Gleason (2002) recently conducted a review of federal drop-out prevention programs and concluded that preventing students from dropping out was quite difficult, although some programs
resulted in improved outcomes for some students. Finn (as cited in
Dynarski & Gleason, 2002) described two models that are used in
most drop-out prevention programs. First was the frustration-selfesteem model, which posits that poor school performance contributes
to negative self-perceptions that students attribute to school attendance. Second was the participation-identification model, which suggests that students who participate in school activities come to identify
with and value the school’s mission and culture. The converse of this
model was also considered to be true; that is, students who do not
participate in school activities begin to feel alienated and marginalized. Taken together, these models predict that students would be less
likely to drop out if they begin to experience academic success and/or
became connected to adults and peers within the school setting
(Dynarski & Gleason, 2002).
In sum, the challenge seems to be to negate the academic failure
cycle and replace it with outcomes related to academic success. One
recommendation for secondary schools is to improve students’ academic performance by going beyond teaching content to teaching students “how to learn.” Hence, the topic of study skills has received
considerable attention in the education literature. Hattie, Biggs, and
Purdie (1996) located more than 1400 articles related to study skills,
which they broadly classified as cognitive, metacognitive, and affec10
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tive interventions. Cognitive interventions focus on task-related skills
such as note-taking and summarizing. Meta- cognitive interventions
focus on self-management, that is planning and monitoring one’s
learning and knowing which strategies are appropriate for use across
academic tasks and contexts. Affective interventions focus on motivation, self-concept, and students causal attributions for success and
failure.
Effective study skills continue to be necessary for academic success in today's schools (Burke, 2002; Deshler et al, 2001). The explosion of information within the curriculum of today's secondary
schools provides sufficient evidence that teachers cannot provide all
the content knowledge that students need (Anderson-Inman, KnoxQuinn & Horney, 1996, Deshler et al., 2001). Thus, both educational
critics and curriculum specialists emphasize the importance of teaching not only essential content but also strategies for "how to learn"
(Deshler et al., 2001; Weinstein, 1996).
Pintrich and associates (Pintrich & De Groot, 1990; Pintrich,
Anderman & Klobucar, 1994) investigated the relationship between
students' cognitive strategies and motivation for school. Students in
these studies ranged from fifth grade through college. In general, this
research found that students’ self-perceptions of their cognitive and
study skills divided them into discrete groups that were related to their
achievement levels and their intrinsic motivation for school.
More recently, Stanley, Slate, and Jones (1999) investigated the
overall level of study skills in a sample of 255 ninth graders in the
Honors and College Prep tracks of a Southeastern high school.
Participants completed the high school version of the Study Habits
Inventory which consisted of 58 true-false items describing various
study and note-taking behaviors. Results indicated that these highachieving 9th-graders were regularly employing only 48% of the
desirable study skill behaviors. Three areas of weakness included: (a)
failure to recopy lecture notes soon after class, (b) failure to use any
special method for learning new terms, and (c) waiting till the last
minute to study for tests. Participants also reported that they frequently
read several pages of text without knowing what they had read and
that they seldom utilized either advanced organizers or charts and diagrams for focusing their reading or reviewing.
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Recent literature also continues to debate issues of gender equity in
education (Sadker, 1999) such as gender group differences in achievement outcomes (Riordan, 1998), achievement test scores (Slate, Jones,
Sloas, & Blake, 1997), and/or student’s perceptions of competence for
school success (e.g., Greene, DeBacker, & Ravindran, & Krows, 1999).
The debate is interesting although the results of these studies have
been inconsistent.
For example, Slate et al, (1997) completed two studies comparing
the scores of boys and those of girls on the Composite Battery, the
Basic Battery and subscales in reading, math, spelling, science, and
social studies. Results of Study 1 indicated that girls outperformed
boys only on the spelling scale with no differences on any other scale
or composite score. Results of Study 2 also found differences favoring
girls on the spelling scale, although boys outperformed girls on the
science scale. No other significant differences emerged on any other
scale or composite score.
Riordan (1998) stated that boys are on the short end of the gender
gap in many secondary school outcomes. He noted that boys were
more likely to drop out of high school, obtain lower grades and class
ranks, and were less likely to attend college than were girls. Sadker
(1999) concurred that boys were at higher risk for dropping out than
were girls although he adds that girls who repeat a grade are more
likely to drop out, and those who do drop out are less likely than
males to return to school.
Greene et al. (1999) investigated gender differences and motivation in high school math classes by using an expectancy-value framework. Participants were 366 high school students in both required and
elective math classes. Students completed a questionnaire with subscales measuring situation-specific goals, task-specific values, taskspecific beliefs, and gender self-schemata. Results indicated that taskspecific goals were much more powerful predictors of effort than any
other set of variables. An unexpected finding was that among students
of both genders, belief in the stereotype that math is primarily a male
domain was negatively related to effort in math classes.
Results of this study indicated that the values, goals, and beliefs
that students bring to their classes were powerful predictors of motiva12
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tion and achievement. Students’ beliefs about their ability to master
the content were especially important predictors of achievement in
required math classes. The most salient gender difference was that the
student belief set was more important for females than for males in
predicting achievement. These findings indicate a need to support all
students’ ability beliefs, although girls seem to be more vulnerable to
challenges to their ability beliefs.

ONE HIGH SCHOOL’S RESPONSE
Schools across the nation are seeking ways to increase the academic
achievement (and prevent the failure) of students-at-risk during the
crucial 9th-grade year. Stakeholders at one Midwestern high school
became increasingly alarmed when 30% of the ninth-grade students
failed one or more of their classes in one semester. This school first
opened its doors in 1995. It is one of two high schools in a large
school district located in central Illinois. The yearly school report card
provided the following general demographic information about the
student population. Of the total school enrollment, approximately
88% of students were White, 9% were Black, and the remaining 3%
of students were Hispanic, Native American or Asian. Approximately
11% of the school population qualified for public assistance based on
low-income. The school also reported a 19% yearly rate for mobility, a
5% drop-out rate, and an 85% graduation rate. Finally, ages of 9th grade students ranged from 13 years and 8 months to approximately
16 years old.
A group of concerned stakeholders (i.e., teachers, administrators,
and university faculty) formed a Freshman Focus Group to further
investigate the issues involved in facilitating students' successful passage to the high school experience. The group developed a plan with
three phases: First, collect teachers' perceptions regarding the 9th
grade students' skill strengths and weaknesses compared to their
course requirements. Second, collect data consisting of 9th-grade students' perceptions of their skill strengths and needs. Third, use the
results from these surveys to suggest immediate changes, and make
recommendations to the school board regarding a more comprehensive program for facilitating a successful transition to the high school
experience. This paper describes the results of each phase of this 3phase project.
13
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND DESIGN
The first two phases of the project were designed to gather information from teachers and 9th-grade students regarding students’ study
skills and their general motivation for school. The specific research
questions addressed in the first two phases of the project were:
1. What are teachers’ perceptions regarding the study skills strengths
and weaknesses exhibited by 9th grade students?
2. What are 9th-grade students’ perceptions of their own skills for
meeting the demands of their high school classes?
3. What differences exist between males and females in their perceptions of their academic skills?
To answer the questions, two surveys were designed and administered to students and teachers. Seventy-five of the 94 teachers (79%)
and 296 ninth grade students (74%) voluntarily agreed to participate
in the project. Of the student surveys, only 265 were complete and
used in the data analysis.

PHASE ONE: TEACHER SURVEYS
Teacher surveys were designed by high-school faculty members
belonging to the Freshman Focus Group. Survey items were designed
to address specific concerns as expressed by the faculty in previous
large and small group discussions regarding freshman failure. The
survey was divided into two sections. The first section consisted of 10
closed items with ample space for explanations and comments
designed to gather information regarding teachers’ course requirements and classroom practices. These closed items had spaces for
checking ‘yes’ or ‘no’ followed by spaces for comments and/or brief
descriptions. The second section consisted of five open-ended items
asking teachers to evaluate the skills and attitudes of their 9th-grade
students. Samples of open and closed items are found in Table 1.
Teachers were also asked to identify the subjects and grade levels that
they taught.

RESULTS

OF THE

TEACHERS SURVEY

Nearly 80% of the 94 teachers in the high school completed this survey. Of this number, 24 taught math, science, and social studies; 14
taught English and foreign language; 12 taught physical education,
driver’s education and health and the remaining were teachers of fine
14
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Table 1
Sample Items from Teacher Surveys
Section 1 - Study Skills Issues
Do you expect students to carry an assignment notebook?
Yes____ No____
Do you teach note-taking skills?
Yes____ No____
If you responded yes to #2, please tell how many lessons and the approximate
length of the lessons
__________________________________________________________________
Do you teach test-taking skills?
Yes____ No____
If you responded yes to #4, please tell how many lessons and the approximate
length of the lessons
__________________________________________________________________

Section 2 - Open-Ended Items
List 3 areas of strength you have observed about the typical 9th-grade student’s
study skills/habits.
a)
b)
c)
List 3 areas of concern you have observed about the typical 9th-grade student’s
study skills/habits.
a)
b)
c)

arts, special education, business, technology/media center, and
agriculture.
Descriptive statistics for the closed items from section one of the
teachers’ surveys are presented in Table 2. Three survey items garnered
a high level of teacher agreement. Nearly 75% of teachers required
class notebooks, assigned homework, and were concerned about students’ homework completion. Fewer teachers (52%) reported teaching
test-taking skills in their classes and 40% reported the teaching of
note-taking skills.
15
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Table 2
Descriptive Data {frequencies & (percents)} from Teacher’s Survey Responses
Variable

Responses

Assignment notebooks

Required
32(42.7)

Recommended
41(54.6)

No response/ NA
2 (2.6)

Total
75 (100)

Class folder/ notebook

Required
56(74.7)

Recommended
17(22.7)

No response/ NA
2 (2.6)

Total
75 (100)

Teaches note-taking
(NT)

Yes
30(40.0)

No
45(60.0)

No response/ NA
0 (00)

Total
75 (100)

Sessions of NT
per semester

2-5
19(25.3)

weekly/regularly
13(17.3)

None
43(57.3)

Total
75 (100)

Teaches test-taking(TT)

Yes
39(52.0)

No
35(46.0)

No response/ NA
1 (1.3)

Total
75 (100)

Sessions of TT
per semester

2-5
20(26.7)

weekly/regularly
16(21.3)

None
35(46.7)

Total
75(100)

Assigns homework

Yes
58 (77.3)

No
17(22.7)

No response
0 (.00)

Total
75(100)

Is concerned about
homework completion

Yes
57(76)

No
16(21.3)

Not applicable
1(1.3)

Total
75(100)

Consequences
for completion

Points/Grades Time/Tangibles
32(42.7)
5 (6.6)

Not applicable
45(60)

Total
75(100)

Consequences
for non-completion

Lose points
40(53.3)

Calls/Detention
10 (13.4)

Not applicable
25(33)

Total
75(100)

Consequences
are effective

Somewhat
22(29.4)

Quite/very
27(36)

Not applicable
26(34.7)

Total
75(100)

Test types
used

Matching
32 (42.7)

Mult.choice
61(81.3)

Fill in/completion
61 (81.3)

Essay
53 (70)

Statistical analyses were not run on the open-ended items from
section two of the teacher survey (e.g., “list areas of concern” or “list
strengths”). However, following a simple frequency count, the following four items emerged as teachers’ greatest areas of concern regarding 9th-grade students’ study skills and attitudes: (1) poor test preparation skills and test-taking skills, (2) poor organization and time man16
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agement, (3) lack of motivation for school and/or concern about
grades, and (4) poor rate of homework completion.
As teachers evaluated strengths related to the majority of ninth
grade students’ study skills and attitudes, the following four items
emerged: (1) students demonstrate enthusiasm for learning and the
curriculum, (2) students do care about grades and do a good job with
their work, and (3) students will actively participate and enjoy group
work. Results made it clear that many ninth graders were effectively
making the transition to high school work; nonetheless, teachers were
committed to seeking ways to help all students gain the skills they
needed to succeed. Teachers also commented positively about some
recent initiatives that had been implemented for improved transition to
9th grade (e.g., assignment notebooks) which will be described in the
solutions section of this article.

PHASE 2: STUDENT SURVEY
The Instrument. I designed the student survey instrument using contributions from all members of the Freshman Focus Group. It incorporated the major concerns identified in the teachers’ survey responses
(e.g., organization, homework completion). Ideas were also gathered
from the study skills literature as well as numerous study skills surveys
located by Freshman Focus Group members.
The final instrument consisted of 51 items divided into eight subscales which paralleled existing survey categories: (1) cognitive strategy use, (2) concentration and self-regulation, (3) intrinsic motivation,
(4) metacognition (i.e., the ability to take control of one’s own learning and thinking processes), (5) organization, (6) self-efficacy, (7) study
habits, and (8) test anxiety. These items asked students to rate their
own skills with the following response set: 1= Never like me, 2= Not
often like me, 3= Sometimes like me, 4= Often like me, and 5=
Always like me. A sample item was "I keep an organized binder.”
Additional sample items for each subscale are in Table 3.
Reliability analysis was conducted on each of the eight subscales
utilizing Cronbach’s alpha. Reliability coefficients ranged from a low
of .65 on the organization scale to a high of .81 on the self-efficacy
scale. Three additional items requested student demographic information concerning gender, the number of classes being taken, and number of extra-curricular activities in which students were involved. In
17
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Table 3
Sample Items from Student Survey Subscales
Organization
I use an assignment notebook.
I study at the same place each day at a neat desk or table.
Self-Efficacy
I expect to do well in my classes.
I will get good grades in my classes.
Self-Regulation/Concentration
My studying gets interrupted by TV, music, phone calls, etc.
My mind often wanders when the teacher is talking.
Meta Cognition
As I read, I try to connect the things I am reading with what I already
know.
I learn best by auditory (hearing) methods.
Test Anxiety
I have an uneasy, upset feeling when I take a test.
I get so nervous during a test that I cannot remember facts I have
learned.
Study Habits
I study for tests outside of class time.
I complete and turn in my homework.
Cognitive Strategy Use
When I study, I ask myself questions about what I've read.
I make simple drawings, tables, or diagrams to help me when I study.
Intrinsic Motivation
I work hard to get good grades even when I don't like a class.
I complete assignments even when I find them boring.

order to assure participant confidentiality, names or other identifiers
were not requested.

PROCEDURES
A cover sheet, addressed to the homeroom teachers by the assistant
principal, accompanied the surveys to explain the purpose of the
project. Brief instructions advised students not to write their names on
18
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the materials, to read items carefully, and to use a pencil on the scantron form that accompanied the survey instrument.
Surveys were administered in late fall by the teachers of 9th-grade
students during a daily 15-minute homeroom period which occurs
over the lunch period. Prior to distributing the surveys, teachers
assured students that their participation was completely anonymous,
voluntary, and unrelated to their grades. The time required for survey
completion was approximately 10-15 minutes.

FINDINGS
Demographic data collected indicated that 132 (49.8%) of respondents were female and 133 (50.2%) were male. Surveys indicated that
126 (47.5%) of respondents were currently taking seven classes, 131
(49.4%) were taking six classes, and two respondents were taking four
or five classes during the eight-period school day. Of the 265 respondents, 75 (28.3%) reported that they participated in no extracurricular
activities; whereas 151 (56.9%) reported that they participated in one
or two extracurricular activities. Thirty-seven respondents (13.9%)
reported that they participated in three or more extracurricular
activities.
Students rated their study skills/attitudes on eight subscales that
included (a) cognitive strategy use, (b) concentration/self-regulation,
(c) text anxiety, (d) meta- cognition, (e) organization, (f) study habits,
(g) self-efficacy and (h) intrinsic motivation for school. Summary statistics for groups divided by gender are presented in Table 4. Across
group the lowest mean scores emerged on study habits and test anxiety, M=2.94 (SD= .73) and M=2.95 (SD=92), respectively. Students
across groups scored themselves at close to the neutral point on subtests of cognitive strategy use, concentration/self-regulation, metacognition, and intrinsic motivation with mean scores ranging from 3.13 to
3.29. Students ranked themselves highest on subtests related to organization (M=3.47, SD=.92) and self-efficacy (M=3.61, SD=.93).
Mann-Whitney U tests were conducted to investigate gender
group differences on each of the eight subscales (see Table 4). These
analyses revealed that significant differences existed between gender
groups on five of eight subscales with females scoring higher on four
variables including organization, (z=-2.082, p =.037) test anxiety,
19
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(z=-3.393, p =.001), study habits (z=-3.384, p =.001), and cognitive
strategy use (z=--2.050, p =.040). Males scored higher than females
only on the self-regulation subtest (z=-2.082, p =.037). No group differences were detected on subscales of self-efficacy, (z=-.391, p
=.696) intrinsic motivation (z=-.748, p =.455) or on metacognition
(z=-.727, p =.456).

DISCUSSION
This project collected teacher and student self-report data only, and as
such, is subject to concerns regarding the reliability of self-report
measures. At best this data only represents teachers’ and students' perceptions of the students’ study skills. No attempt was made to compare students’ self-reports of their skills to their course grades or to
teacher ratings of students’ study skills. Nonetheless, some interesting
trends emerged across this 9th-grade student data set.
The first interesting finding was that gender differences were
detected on five of eight subscales. More specifically, in this sample of
265 ninth-grade students, female students rated their skills higher than
did their male counterparts on measures of organization, study habits,
cognitive strategy use and test anxiety. Males rated their skills higher
than did females on the self-regulation subtest only. In sum, these
results indicate that these female 9th-graders overall considered themselves to be more serious about school and more attuned to the
importance of school outcomes than their same-age male peers did.
In spite of the gender differences, it is also interesting to note that
the general trends were similar across subscales. Across all participants, mean scores were lowest on scales of study habits, self-regulation, and test anxiety. The fact that students identified study habits as a
low subtest area concurs with teachers’ concerns about study habits,
particularly as related to homework completion and test preparation.
Students’ scores were slightly higher than neutral on intrinsic
motivation, cognitive strategy use, and metacognitive strategy use. The
highest mean scores emerged on subscales of organization, which
seems to contradict teachers’ perception of this as a high-need area.
However, it is clear that considerable differences exist across the
range of 9th-grade students skills as related to all of these subscales
including organizational skills.
21
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PHASE 3: SOME SOLUTIONS
The stated purpose of the first two phases of this project was to investigate some of the issues related to the poor academic performance of
incoming freshman and to explore for the possibility of gender group
differences. However, for the high school faculty and administration of
this secondary school, the assessment of teacher and student perceptions of study skills was only a preliminary step. Of primary importance to these stakeholders was that the data be utilized to develop a
systematic system of intervention, beyond what teachers were already
doing in their classes. Clearly, the variables related to academic failure
in high school are complex as well as multifaceted. Consequently, the
solutions proposed here also represent components of a multifaceted
long-range intervention plan to address this complex problem.
Numerous projects were implemented at this Midwestern high
school over three years to improve students’ transition to ninth grade.
The student data which was most useful to staff as they implemented
solutions were those subscales which were low across gender groups:
study habits, self-regulation, and test anxiety. Some of the potential
solutions were readily implemented, whereas others were more timeconsuming and difficult.
School Visits. Teams of teachers and counselors contacted and
visited other high schools within the state that already implemented
various types of freshman transition and support programs. Ideas were
shared, adapted, and implemented to fit this school culture and needs.
One solution, which emerged from school visits and is still under consideration, is the use of block scheduling to encourage increased academic engagement for students that allows for more hands-on activities, more use of instructional media, and less lecture.
Expanded Collaborations with the Middle Schools. Meetings were
conducted between the middle school and high school teachers to
share concerns, as well as relevant student information, instructional
strategies, and ideas. An evening orientation for 8th-grade students
and their parents, conducted by the guidance department was already
in place. An additional orientation entitled “step-up days” was also
conducted at the high school during the school day. Each of the middle school teams received an approximately 2-hour orientation conducted by successful upper classmen. Students were then divided into
smaller groups that allowed for questions and a tour of the building.
22
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The purpose of this orientation was to ease students’ anxiety about
entering high school and to capitalize on the enthusiasm and “knowhow” of successful upper classmen.
Faculty In-Service. High school faculty members participated in
staff development training designed to address various areas of identified need. Sessions were conducted on topics such as improving students’ reading and writing skills, providing differentiated instruction,
co-teaching, and responding to student diversity. The majority of these
sessions focused on skills for low-achievers.
Student Leadership/Mentoring. A support group of successful
upper classmen was created to serve as positive role models and mentors for incoming 9th-graders. The name of the group, Student
Leadership Orientation Board (SLOBs), was borrowed from a school in
suburban Chicago. SLOBs met with students in the spring prior to
their freshman year and provided tours and tips for being successful in
high school. These student leaders also visited each 9th-grade homeroom in the fall to share their strategies for studying for semester
exams. SLOBs also shared their own tips for planning, time management, and organizing their studies. Ninth-grade students have reported
that they enjoyed hearing these ideas from peers instead of from the
usual teacher perspective.
Decreases in Homeroom Size. The enrollment size of freshman
homerooms was decreased from 30 students to 25. The smaller number of students was better suited for presentations by student leaders
and allowed homeroom teachers to develop better relationships with
their students. Homeroom teachers have responded favorably to the
smaller classes.
Summer Orientation. The district also instituted a four-week
summer orientation class to prepare selected students for the rigors
and expectations of high school. Middle school counselors and principals recommended students for participation based on risk factors
observed at the middle school. The curriculum included instruction on
study skills, organization skills, making the right decisions, using a
school planner or organizer, using the Instructional Media Center, and
becoming familiar with their class schedules. High school administrators and counselors served as guest speakers. Students earned elective
credit upon successful completion of the class. This intervention was
of primary importance since it directly targets those students who are
23
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identified as high-risk for failure.
Student Planners. An important step, taken at the beginning of the
school year, was to provide each freshman student with a school
handbook and planner during registration. Costs were offset from
donations, parent organizations, and the athletic booster club. The
planner also included a calendar with all school activities and events
listed on the appropriate dates. Students were encouraged to use the
calendar to track their assignments and test dates for optimal planning
of their studies and projects. Some instructors also provided students
with a list of classmates’ names and telephone numbers to use as
resources when stuck on homework problems.
Tutoring. Tutoring, provided by university students majoring in
education or curriculum and instruction, has been extremely wellreceived by students at both levels. Students either self-nominated or
were referred by teachers, parents, or counselors for this extra assistance. Depending on the needs and availability, students worked with
tutors daily either during their study halls or lunch periods. Some of
the tutors were paid through school improvement grant funds, whereas other tutors earn academic credit.
The most recent intervention, entitled “Freshman Academy,”
which was pilot-tested as a “summer orientation” will be formally
implemented during the 2002-03 school year to address the needs of
25 identified 9th-graders. Students have been assigned to a mini-team
for four hours of direct instruction in English, reading, social studies
and study skills. Teachers on the team have a common planning period to collaborate about specific student needs as well as to design lessons and strategies to address those needs. Study skills and strategies
are a primary focus of this intervention with sessions on test-taking,
note-taking, organization, and time management.
Early indicators demonstrate some improvement related to risk
factors first identified by the Freshman Focus group. The rate of 9thgrade course failure has lowered lightly from 25% to 22%. Students
who participated in the first summer academy were compared to students who were eligible but declined participation. Attendees missed
fewer days of school, had fewer disciplinary referrals, had a higher
grade point average, and fewer course failures.
To date, no differential treatments are being delivered to students
based on gender. The survey results have served to increase the aware24
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ness of faculty regarding the implications of vulnerability for both
female and male students who are at risk for dropping out. Both
female and male role models are assigned to visit 9th grade homerooms to provide peer coaching. Of course, faculty support and study
skills interventions have been provided without gender consideration
to all students at-risk for failure.

CONCLUSION
The interventions implemented in this school represent an informed
attempt to improve the successful transition of 9th grade students to
the high school experience. They address each of the hypotheses
described by Dynarski and Gleason (2002), namely that students were
less likely to drop out of high school if they began to experience academic success and/or became connected to adults and peers within
the school setting. Clearly this is an on-going endeavor! Teachers continue to study and conduct research on the problem of freshman grade
failure. Each study provides new or different insights and suggestions
for continued support and improved outcomes for 9th-grade students.
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