East Tennessee State University

GRADUATE SCHOOL Digital Commons @ East
EAST TENNESSEE STATE UNIVERSITY Tennessee State University
Electronic Theses and Dissertations Student Works

12-2020

Teacher Perceptions of Social Emotional Learning Supports in
Freshman Academy

Nadia Saint-Louis
East Tennessee State University

Follow this and additional works at: https://dc.etsu.edu/etd

6‘ Part of the Secondary Education Commons

Recommended Citation
Saint-Louis, Nadia, "Teacher Perceptions of Social Emotional Learning Supports in Freshman Academy"
(2020). Electronic Theses and Dissertations. Paper 3819. https://dc.etsu.edu/etd/3819

This Dissertation - unrestricted is brought to you for free and open access by the Student Works at Digital
Commons @ East Tennessee State University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Electronic Theses and
Dissertations by an authorized administrator of Digital Commons @ East Tennessee State University. For more
information, please contact digilib@etsu.edu.


https://dc.etsu.edu/
https://dc.etsu.edu/
https://dc.etsu.edu/etd
https://dc.etsu.edu/student-works
https://dc.etsu.edu/etd?utm_source=dc.etsu.edu%2Fetd%2F3819&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1382?utm_source=dc.etsu.edu%2Fetd%2F3819&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:digilib@etsu.edu

Teacher Perceptions of Social Emotional Learning Supports in Freshman Academy

A dissertation
presented to

the faculty of the Department of Educational Leadership & Policy Analysis

East Tennessee State University

In partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree

Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership

by
Nadia Saint-Louis

December 2020

Dr. Pamela Scott, Chair
Dr. William Flora, Member

Dr. Richard Griffin, Member

Keywords: social emotional learning, freshman academy



ABSTRACT

Teacher Perceptions of Social Emotional Learning Supports in Freshman Academy

by

Nadia Saint-Louis

Ninth grade year is the most important challenging year of high school. Many students struggle
adjusting to the transition to high school. If supports are not in place, many ninth-grade students
are at-risk of dropping out of school. The purpose of this study was to identify and examine the
social emotional learning supports in Freshman Academy that assist in the transition to High
School. A qualitative investigation was conducted to explore these social emotional supports.
This study used a phenomenological methodology, enabling the researcher to gather information

from a purposeful selection of educators directly identified by their Academy Principals.

This study employed processes of data collection that included the use of individual interviews
found in qualitative design. Analysis of data happened in several steps: (a) transcribing all
interviews that were recorded, (b) coding, (¢) examining the themes of the codes, and (d) relating
the themes to the research questions. The credibility of the analysis was supported by

triangulation, member checks, and thick descriptions.

The results revealed that seven themes emerged as identified supports which included: (a)
Freshman Seminar programming, (b) personnel supports to include Dean of Students and the
School Counselor, (c) Restorative Practices programming, (d) building relationships with

students, (e)advisory, (f) informal SEL practices, and (g) teaming.



Based on the research the following conclusions were presented: (a) schools use restorative
practices as a means to provide SEL, (b) relationship building is a central focus, (c) and the

Freshman Seminar course and content provide meaningful social emotional learning experiences.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

Imagine what may be going through the minds of rising ninth graders as they begin their
journey to high school. Emotions that surface are anxiety and fear related to embracing the
challenges ahead during the first year of high school. Freshman year of high school can present
many challenges. Students entering in high school have to tackle a new physical space and
differences in student population (Emmett & McGee, 2012). Furthermore, students have a
heavier workload and more challenging classes, which can lead to failing grades (Vaugh, 2010).
Failing grades can then lead to academic turmoil and even students falling off track towards
promotion to the next grade and graduation (Ruth, 2009). As students face the many challenges
related to academics in high school, they still have to cope with many social and emotional
issues that come alongside being a teenager like fitting in, dating, peer pressure, social media,
friendships, responsibilities, and coming to know who they are. According to Reents (2002),
self-esteem, attendance, and grades sometimes decline dramatically as students transition to high
school; therefore, students need academic supports during this crucial transitional time. Without
proper supports during the transitional time, some ninth-grade students will lag behind
academically, socially, and emotionally (Reents, 2002). It is during this critical time students
need supports and interventions. Academic supports are vital, but emotional supports are just as
important for students as they navigate their way through their first year. Social emotional
learning, or SEL, can assist students with managing stress, handling mistakes, and establishing
healthy relationships (Gulbrandson, 2019). Additionally, social-emotional learning can help
reduce discipline issues and emotional stress, increase a positive attitude towards oneself, and
improve test scores, along with grades and attendance which are all areas that students struggle

to maintain their first year of high school (Weissberg, 2016). The focus on SEL will help
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students be more successful in high school by giving them tools they need to be successful in

adulthood.
Statement of the Problem

Ninth grade year presents new and exciting experiences and challenges related to what
students are learning and who they are becoming. Transitioning to high school can be a difficult
time both academically and socially for many students. Moreover, students who are not
successful during this transition can end up falling through the cracks or dropping out of school.
According to Sung (2018) ninth grade year is pivotal moment that often times determines
success or failure in high school. Success or failure in the ninth grade is a predictor of whether a
student will graduate on time (Jaschik, 2017). When starting high school, students are presented
with the difficulties of an unfamiliar learning environment, new teachers, challenging academic
expectations, and mounting social pressures (Legters & Andersen, 2018). Furthermore, when
entering high school, students have to face many of the same issues that teens struggle with like
poverty, abuse, neglect, bullying, drugs, and dropping out of school (Lynch, 2016). Research has
shown that up to 40% of ninth grade students in urban schools fail to be promoted on time and
less than 20% of those students go on to graduate from high school (Legters & Andersen, 2018).
Additionally, each course failed in 8 grade increases the chances of non-promotion from 9" to
10" grade by 16% (Christie & Zinth, 2008). Ninth grade students are more at risk than any other
age group (Willens, 2013). The ninth-grade year is significant to students’ success in high
school. According to Christie and Zinth (2008) during this time, students experience peer
pressure and the development of bad habits such as skipping class. Entry into a larger less caring,
environment can all influence how students will react. Implementing organizational changes and

targeted academic and social-emotional supports in ninth grade can put more students on the path
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to graduation (Legters & Andersen, 2018). Social-emotional learning, or SEL, can provide
students the opportunity to overcome many of these challenges they face as they transition to
high school. SEL contributes to improved academic performance, better attitudes and behavior,
fewer discipline behaviors, and reduced emotional distress which in turn can help students have a
successful year (Importance of Social Emotional Learning, n.d.). Because the ninth grade is such
a vital year to set students up for success throughout high school, the whole child must be served.
SEL helps students navigate through their emotions and relationships so they can be well-

rounded citizens.

Significance of the Study

School districts continue to examine ways to increase graduation rates in high schools,
limit the dropout rate, and focus on the importance of the ninth-grade year in high school.
Educators focus on ninth grade because it is the year that determines whether a young person
will move on or drop out of school (Willens, 2013). The research regarding social emotional
learning will benefit school leaders, parents, teachers, and community leaders who work directly
with ninth grade students. Social-emotional learning is a framework that helps combat issues that
ninth grade students face including drug use, bullying, and dropout rates (Importance of Social
Emotional Learning, n.d.). The research will be significant to district and school leaders as they
make decisions about students’ well-being and how to support them as they transition to high
school, and how that connects to SEL. The research may be significant to the parents who have a
child entering the ninth grade. Parents need to know what opportunities are available for their
child both emotionally and academically to ensure their success. Furthermore, the research will
be significant to teachers who may work primarily with eighth or ninth grade students. Teachers

need to know what supports, directly or indirectly, can assist students as they transition to high
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school. SEL skills are essential to be a good student and citizen and has many benefits
(Importance of Social Emotional Learning, n.d.). Understanding these benefits and strategies will
be significant in helping support the challenging transition to high school that many students

encounter.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative research study is to identify and
examine the teacher and staff perceptions of social emotional learning supports across Freshman
Academies. The study also examines how those supports aid ninth-grade students in the

transition to high school.

Theoretical Framework

Emotional intelligence and social emotional learning are often linked together due to the
focus on an individual’s emotional well-being. Social emotional learning can often be thought of
as a branch of Emotional Intelligence. The theory of Emotional Intelligence (EI) is often used in
the business world. It is the ability to perceive, control, and evaluate emotions (Cherry, 2020).
On the other hand, social-emotional learning (SEL) gained popularity in schools and
academia. EI can be mastered and improved over time through the process of social and

emotional learning (Gibson, n.d.).

Research Questions

This qualitative research study centers around one overarching question: What are the
teacher perceptions of the supports related to students social-emotional well-being in Freshman

Academy?
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1. What are the organizational supports that have been implemented in Freshmen Academy?

2. What supports do teachers perceive as influencing students’ self-awareness skills?

3. What supports do teachers perceive as influencing students’ self-management skills?

4. What supports do teachers perceive as influencing students’ social awareness skills?

5. What supports do teachers perceive as influencing students’ responsible decision-making
skills?

6. What supports do teachers perceive as influencing students’ relationship skills?
Definition of Terms

Freshman/9" Grade Academy: Split up freshman into a different area to support their
transition to high school and help with increasing more students being successful in the ninth

grade (McCallumore & Sparapani, 2010).

Small Learning Community: transforming large high schools into multiple sections,

which might be identified by a theme or similarities (David, 2008).

Transition program: Programs to support students in the shifting of school settings,

typically from middle school to high school (Chen, 2019).

At-risk student: Students who are in danger of not graduating high school or dropping out
of school due to academic struggles, social concerns and other factors (McMillan, J. & Reed, D.,

2010).

Advisory Programs : A small group of students put together with one adult in a school
that helps support academic, personal, and social/emotional growth while also building a strong

relationship with that one adult (Manning & Saddlemire, 1998).
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Social-Emotional Health: “The systematic development of a core set of social and
emotional skills that help children more effectively handle life challenges and thrive in both their

learning and their social environments” (Ragozzino & Utne O’Brien, 2009, p. 3).

Academic Press: Defined as the implementation of meaningful and rigorous work while

expecting students to succeed (Yoder & Nolan, 2018).

Metacognition: The intentional act of thinking about your thinking (Price-Mitchell,

2015).

Restorative Practices: The practice of placing accountability on the wrongdoer to repair

the harm for which they caused (Thonsborne & Blood, 2013).

Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS): PBIS focuses on identifying,
recognizing, and encouraging desired student behaviors rather than strictly punishing

misbehaviors (Carmichael, 2017).

Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID): College-readiness program intended
to help students in middle and high school develop the skills they need to be successful
in college and life by emphasizing on writing, critical thinking, teamwork, organization and

reading skills (Moody & Pannoni, 2019).

Delimitations and Limitations

Limitations are factors that are beyond the researchers control that could affect the results
of the study (Simon, 2011). Limitations in this study are the external factors relating to the
COVID-19 pandemic that was spreading as these interviews and research took place. Also, there

was a small sample size that limits the participants and amount of first-person research. Due to
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the district approval timeline and teacher summer plans, the response from teachers was a

limitation.

On the other hand, delimitations are factoring that researcher does have control and could
affect the study (Simon, 2011). The study was delimited to teachers in Middle Tennessee high
schools who teach in ninth grade Academies; therefore, any teachers that do not teach in ninth
grade academy will not be represented. Additionally, the self-reported data could be a likely

delimitation.

Summary

The purpose of this qualitative research study was to identify and examine the social-
emotional learning (SEL) supports in a Freshman Academy that assist in the transition to high
school. Included in this study are five chapters. Chapter 1 includes the statement of the problem,
research questions, the significance of the study, definition of the terms related to the study, and
limitations and delimitations of the study. Chapter 2 is a review of literature related to the
transition to high school, Freshman Academies, and Social Emotional Learning themes. Chapter
3 goes into depth regarding the research methodology and design which include the research
questions, data collection, selection process, data analysis and ethical considerations related to

the study.
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Chapter 2. Review of Literature

This qualitative study was constructed to understand how teachers perceive the support
students receive through social emotional learning tools and how those tools can assist students
in making a successful transition to high school. This chapter will provide a comprehensive
assessment of Freshman Academies and supports for students as they enter high school, as well
as social emotional learning and core competencies. Additionally, this chapter will examine the

integration of SEL into academic instruction, whether directly and indirectly.

Freshman Year of High School

The high school dropout rate is a concerning issue to educators, parents, and business
leaders. The impact of not graduating high school goes beyond teenage years and well into
adulthood. If graduation from high school is one of the keys to success, then it is important to
look at the many reasons why students do not make it to that stage of their development, in order
to provide necessary intervention. According to Rinka et al. (2016), one way of improving high
school graduation rates occurs when focusing on student transition from middle school to high
school. Many ninth-grade students look forward to being able to have more voice and choice in
high school, additional possibilities, and freedom (Mizelle & Irvin, 2005). Some students are
excited to explore the next milestone on their own. Other students, though, can have anxiety
about the change in relationships with peers and teachers, a difference in the amount of parental
support, and the overall sense of being overwhelmed with feeling unprepared for high school
(Nield, 2009). According to Lampert (2005), many students are developmentally unprepared to
navigate the changes related to transitioning high school. Students are also dealing with changes
in puberty, shifts in important relationships, differences in self-esteem, and adjusting to the

physical changes in school — class and school size (Popaduik & Oliver, 2011). Additionally,
19



when students began their freshman year of high school, they can have anxiety about entering a
new environment, increased social and academic pressure, and responsibility (Clark & Hunley,
2007). Furthermore, as students enter high school, many have reported fears about new social
situations and learning how to budget their time due to new demands and responsibilities (Cohen
& Smerdan, 2009). The transition to high school can bring so much angst. It is a time where
many students are coming to know themselves, which can impact their relationship with others

and their own self-perception.

Entering high school brings students from neighboring middle schools together. The
merging of student populations can allow students to form new relationships, but this dynamic
can also create a sense of competition. It is important to note, that as students transition from
middle school to high school, they also have to contend with the school environment potentially
displaying more impersonality, competitiveness, and presenting many more choices than their
middle school experience (Cohen & Smerdan, 2009). Balance is essential when assisting
students with finding freedom and opportunities in high school while also helping them cope

with the numerous stressful encounters they will confront entering a new academic environment.

The first year of high school is paramount in terms of adjustment and accomplishment
(Donegan, 2008). It is important to have strategies in place to help ninth grade students find and
achieve success. Research indicates that more students fail the first year of high school more than
any other year, which leads to additional disciplinary actions and concerns, increased truancy,
and an increase in high school students not finishing high school. The high school dropout rate
peaks between ninth and tenth grade (Donegan, 2008). Due to the number of issues that students
face in high school, particularly when they start high school, students end up dropping out

(Smith, et at., 2008). Course failures, discipline rates, and dropout rates are higher in ninth grade
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than any other grade level (Smith, et at., 2008). Additionally, students struggle with high
absentee rates, course failures, and difficulty earning credits, forcing many students to consider
dropping out of high school (Cohen & Smerdan, 2009). Many students who do not get back on
track, see dropping out as their only solution (Cohen & Smerdan, 2009). Not completing high
school ends up costing the nation millions of dollars in lost wages, taxes, and productivity
(Cohen & Smerdan, 2009). Adults who drop out of high school are more likely to be
unemployed, dependent on public assistance, in prison, or enrolled in adult education programs
(Cohen & Smerdan, 2009). One of the key predictors of students not finishing high school is
falling off track during the ninth grade (Cohen & Smerdan, 2009). It is important for educational
leaders to continue having cognitive awareness of the impact and issues students face in ninth

grade in order for more students to successfully graduate from high school.

Supporting Students as they Transition to High School

Focusing on the transitional challenges students will encounter when entering high school
is key to providing the necessary support students needed increase their potential for success.
Ninth grade is the make or break year that will determine if students’ complete high school
successfully (McCallumore & Sparapani, 2010). It is during this time that students have to
conform to a new set of values and expectations from teachers and their peers (Chmelynski,
2004). Ninth grade students exhibit more issues and problems than students in all other grade
levels (Cohen & Smerdan, 2009). Also, there is a greater loss when students all behind their
freshman year than other high school year (Cohen & Smerdan, 2009). As students transition to
high school, they struggle with meeting challenging graduation requirements, substantial
differences with the academic and social pressures, and classes with more rigorous demands and

expectations for completing homework assignments (McCallumore & Sparapani, 2010). With
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the transition to high school, there is potential for an increase in absenteeism, a decline in
academic performance, and increase in behavioral issues during the ninth-grade year
(McCallumore & Sparapani, 2010). Furthermore, when transitioning to high school, students can
quickly become discontented due to the changes and these also impact many areas as well as
cause an overall negative attitude toward school (Clark & Hunley, 2007). Students also seem to
struggle to adapt to the various instructional strategies when transitioning to high school, as they
have more teachers to interact with on a daily basis (Chmelynski, 2004). Lastly, these issues can
lead to loneliness and isolation during the first year of high school (McCallumore & Sparapani,
2010). With any transition in life comes some obstacles, so it is vital to put meaningful supports

in place to assist students in the course of their time in high school.

Transition Programs

Successfully completing high school does not begin the first day students start high
school but begins in middle school. Supporting students’ transition to high school begins in
middle school through early interventions, rigorous coursework that supports high school
content, and a continuously supportive environment which should continue throughout the
students’ ninth grade year (Cohen & Smerdan, 2009). While supporting students in middle
school to make the transition, it is equally important that high schools’ partner with feeder
middle schools to implement transition programs that meet the needs of their students (Cohen &
Smerdan, 2009). In order to support students with the transition from middle school to high
school, it is important to consider options that would expose students to high school
(McCallumore & Sparapani, 2010). Exposing students to high school could include possibly
hosting a ninth-grade orientation event, utilizing student mentors, hosting meet the teachers’

night, and sending high school students to local middle schools to share their academic
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experiences (McCallumore & Sparapani, 2010). The pre-exposure to high school life can
possibly ease some of the anxiety and fear while also giving students a feel of what to expect.
Student mentors for ninth grade students can provide mentors the opportunity to teach
curriculum to their mentees, role playing and preparing daily lessons that would support student
transition (Lampert, 2005). Other opportunities might include one-time informational assemblies
or panel discussions for students and parents to attend and learn more information about

transitioning to high school (Cohen & Smerdan, 2009).

Parental involvement is key to a successful middle school to high school transition
(Cohen & Smerdan, 2009). Unfortunately, it is during the ninth-grade year that parents become
less involved in their child’s education (Chmelynski, 2004). Parents may feel that as their child
grows older, they need less support. According to Gewertz (2018), partnerships between schools
and parents can confront key dangers that students face during their ninth-grade years, which
include poor attendance and unfinished homework. The previous stated key dangers account for
a significant amount of course failures during the freshman year and increase the odds that a
student will not graduate on time (Gewertz, 2018). In regard to curriculum and middle school
students, one transition idea supports students bringing homework packets home to work through
with parents in order to keep parents engaged in their child’s academic transition (Gewertz,
2018). It is important for students to be exposed to a more rigorous curriculum in middle school
in order to meet the demands of high school academics (McCallumore & Sparapani, 2010). It is
important that middle schools and high schools communicate with one another as eighth grade
students transition to ninth grade in order to collaborate and also build family support as student

navigate to high school (Gewertz, 2018).
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Social Emotional Learning or SEL can also address the supports students need as they
transition to high school. Social Emotional skills are crucial in helping a student become more
studious in the classroom (Weissberg & Cascannon, 2013). SEL involves a process in which
students can acquire and apply skills that help manage emotions, set goals, maintain positive
relationships, and help students make responsible decisions, which are all essential in helping a
student successfully develop in high school (Weissberg & Cascannon, 2013). As students
transition to high school, SEL programs and practices help students reduce emotional stress,
decrease the need for disciplinary issues, and improved social and emotional skills (Weissberg &
Cascanno, 2013). Others may want to consider more in-depth options that last for a longer

period of time.

Some examples of transition programs are:

e Four to six-week summer programs for identified incoming high school students
who need additional support (Christie & Zinth, 2008)

e Advisory programs, where the purpose is to reduce course failures and increase
participation in school activities (Lampert, 2005)

e Transition classes for English and math (Christie & Zinth, 2008)

e High School 101 classes (McCallumore & Sparapani, 2010)

e Student shadowing programs (Cohen & Smerdan, 2009)

e High school course advising sessions (Cohen & Smerdan, 2009)

Another transition example includes Freshman Academies also known as Ninth Grade
Academies or Freshman Centers, which are considered a smaller learning community in the high

school setting. Also, orientation meetings for parents and students in which courses are
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specifically designed to assist ninth grade transition are helpful programs or practices (Reents,

2002 & Sims, 2010).

Successful transition programs do not end once a student’s eighth grade year is
completed but continue throughout the ninth-grade year (Hertzog, 2006). As previously
mentioned, successful transitional programs must involve collaboration between eighth and ninth
grade buildings and personnel (Smith et al., 2008). In schools in which transition programs are
fully operational, researchers saw a dropout rate of 8%, while schools without transition
programs averaged 24% (Reents, 2002). There is no one size fits all approach to supporting
students when they transition to high school. The hope is that through a transition program,
students gain self-confidence and important academic and social skills which are necessary to

becoming successful throughout their remaining time in school (Chmelynski, 2004).

Mentorship

Mentoring is a support practice for many students to assist with the move to high school.
Mentoring is not only a support program for many students, but it also eases the difficulty of
transitioning from middle school to high school. An additional adult, the mentor, can help make
a significant positive change students’ life. Mentorship in schools is typically an adult-to-student
relationship, provided by a school staff member or an outside agency, to support students and
their needs. The needs include access to tangible resources and academic support (Sebenius,
2016). Mentoring can also meet non-academic needs like personal growth, expression, future
planning, and goal setting (School Based Mentoring, n.d.). Mentoring can be one-one, in a
group, or in a team format (School Based Mentoring, n.d.). Mentors show a correlation between
positive relationship and improved engagement and attendance (Blad, 2017). Additionally,

mentorships can allow student to connect to the school environment, improve relationships,
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improve feelings, and have greater access to resources (School Based Mentoring, n.d.). The

largest benefit of mentorship is how it significantly shapes student outcomes (Sebenius, 2016).

Small Learning Communities

Typical comprehensive high schools in America can be impersonal in nature. Along with
a sense of isolation the immense population in comprehensive high schools, students often do not
find the curriculum relevant to their lives (David, 2008). Due to the lack of relationships and
connections that can sometimes exist in high schools, students begin to withdraw, leading to a
high number of dropouts, failure rates, and low student achievement (David, 2008). Small
learning communities were established in the early 2000’s and the concept was built on mixture
of high school reform measures to combat the issues that many large high schools have faced
over the previous decades (Oxley, 2008). In the 1960s, high school reform included ideas such as
houses and schools-within-schools. In the 1970s, the high schools in the United States saw
reform in the place of magnet programs, career academies, and mini schools (Oxley, 2008).
Additionally, in the 1980s and 90s, school options started including charter schools (Oxley,
2008). Small learning communities include many of the components of the previously mentioned
reform strategies (Oxley, 2008). Small learning communities, or SLCs, are small structures in
schools that have a focus on curriculum and ae specialized by choice, with a focus on learners

(Oxley, 2008).

Small learning communities typically function in large schools allowing autonomy and
flexibility and include a team of teachers who instruct no more than a few hundred students
(Oxley, 2008). Furthermore, SLCs provides time for interdisciplinary teams to collaborate and
support students over multiple years (Oxley, 2008). Best practices for SLCs include building and

district level support; interdisciplinary teaching and learning team; rigorous, relevant curriculum
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and instruction; inclusive programs and practices, and continuous programming improvement

(Oxley, 2008).

Small learning communities have other features that include shared leadership structure,
teacher common planning time, career academies and ninth grade academies, specialized student
scheduling, advisory programming, personalization and support, defined themes, and curricular
integration in core academics (Dayton et al., 2007). Furthermore, SLCs have a focus on
instruction and teams of teachers engaging students in units of study together (Suporitz &
Christman, 2005). The benefit of small learning communities includes deeper sustained

relationships with students, parents, and the community (Suporitz & Christman, 2005).

Advisories

Small learning communities were developed concurrently with the advisory programs.
Advisories are typically in middle and high schools with a regular meeting time between a
school advisor and a group of students (Ark et al., 2015). Advisories are designed to meet the
needs of students outside of a traditional classroom (Blad, 2019). When students have
meaningful relationships with an adult, they are more likely to succeed academically (Cook-
Deegan, 2017). Advisories offer that opportunity to build relationships with adults as well as
peers (Cook-Deegan, 2017). Another goal of advisory is to help students figure out who they are

and where they are going (Ark et al., 2015).

According to Ark et al., (2015), there are five elements of advisories and they include: (1)
weekly academic monitoring and support, (2) connection to services, (3) support for positive

school culture, (4) support for career awareness, (5) and planning for post-secondary options.
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Connection to peers, connection to adults, personal growth, and teacher advocacy are all benefits

of having an advisory program (Ark et al., 2015).
Career Academies

Career Academies a type of small learning communities. They were established around
fifty years ago as part of high school reform initiatives (Kemple, 2008). Philadelphia, PA began
incorporating Career Academies in the late 1960s and then the same concept was replicated in
California schools about ten year later (WWC Intervention Report, 2015). These specific SLCs
combine academic and technical curriculum around a career theme and establish business
partnerships in the community (Kemple, 2008). Additionally, career academies’ goal is to keep
students engaged in schools as well as prepare students to transition successfully into a range of

post-secondary opportunities (Kemple, 2008).

There are three key features of career academies. First, career academies are small
learning communities that are designed to create a supportive and personalized learning
environment around a common interest. Secondly, they combine academic and technical career
curriculum around a career theme that enriches both teaching and learning. Finally, they

establish partnerships with local businesses and employees (Kemple, 2008).

Small learning communities that are designed to create a supportive and personalized
learning environment around a common interest or career theme is one key feature of career

academies (Kemple, 2008). Classes are focused on a career path and are designed to develop
knowledge and provide skills related to that field (The Role of Career Academies, 2009). The
career theme also enables students to participate in special projects connected to the theme while

relating to academic classes (The Role of Career Academies, 2009). Additionally, the career
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academy personalized learning environment involves work experiences connected to the career

pathway, internship, and senior capstone projects (The Role of Career Academies, 2009).

The second key feature is the combination of academic and technical career curriculum
around a career theme that enriches both teaching and learning (Kemple, 2008). In career
academies, students are encouraged to stay engaged in both the academics and career
opportunities as well as make meaningful connections between the two (The Role of Career
Academies, 2009). An example of a connection would be students in an audio academy making

podcasts around subjects learned in their United States History courses.

The final key feature in career academies involves partnerships with local businesses
(Kemple, 2008). Career Academies in schools are centered around local, popular industries. It is
important to mimic the industries in the city or town in order for students to engage in
meaningful outside experiences like field trips, job shadows, and internships (7he Role of Career

Academies, 2009). Business partners come to schools to be guest speakers and project

consultants. Employers form various companies that work in the schools serve on advisory

boards with career academy staff to help discuss the needs of the teachers and students and how

they can support the academy (The Role of Career Academies, 2009).

According to Anderson (2016), career academies alone will not guarantee educational
equity, but when combined with other initiatives and programming, they can be very beneficial.
One benefit of career academies is the improved attendance and graduation rates due to students
being more engaged in school (Anderson, 2016). Likewise, career academies increase
interpersonal support that students need and improve student engagement for both medium and

high-risk subgroups (Kemple, 2000).
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Freshman Academies

Another SEL and specific transition program that impacts all first time ninth-grade
students is a Freshman or Ninth Grade Academy. Many high schools across the country have
adopted Freshman Academies in order to provide multiple and meaningful interventions.
Program goals and objectives are facilitated through Freshman Academies, making transition
smoother from middle school to high school for students (Holland & Mazzoli, 2001). Freshman
Academies have also been introduced in order to off-set many of the issues ninth grade students

face (Clark & Hunley, 2007).

The concept of a Ninth Grade Academy is similar to that of a middle school. It requires a
committed group of teachers who provide instruction in core subjects for ninth grade students in
separate classrooms. In this way, students can easily make the transition from middle school
since they are all housed together and away from the upper grade levels (Hertzog, 2006).
Freshman Academies provide structure and a sense of belonging to students (Clark & Hunley,
2007). By implementing the academy concept, schools provide the transitioning students an
opportunity to adjust to their new academic environment, thus acquiring the skills to succeed in a
more rigorous educational setting and enjoy a feeling of security similar to what they
experienced in middle school (Hertzog, 2006). Students attend class more often when they have
strong relationships with their teachers and when they see their coursework as relevant and
important to their future (Christie & Zinth, 2008). One of the keys goals of Freshman Academies
is to place an emphasis on adults building relationships with students (Holland & Mazzoli,
2001). Additionally, while easing the transition to high school, Freshman Academies support

integrating rigorous content and increasing communication between teachers and parents (Clark
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& Hunley, 2007). Freshman Academies target academic and emotional support and keep

disengaged students from failing to complete high school (Holland & Mazzoli, 2001).

A similar structure to Freshman Academies is Freshman Learning Centers, which are
organized structures in a school designed to aid students experiencing poor performance in the
ninth grade (Smith et al., 2008). Freshman Learning Centers create a sense of community,
operate more like middle schools, and include teams or houses (Smith et al., 2008). The teams or
houses in Freshman Learning Centers have a shared set of teachers whose purpose is to focus
solely on the academic and social development of one grade level, so that individual students do
not fall through the cracks (Smith et al., 2008). House arrangements also protect students from
getting lost in the crowd in a high school setting (Lampert, 2005). School districts that operate 9™
grade centers report that they too are seeing academic success along with overall declines in their

dropout and disciplinary referral rates (Reents, 2002).

Research identified 9 grade as the most essential time to intervene and prevent students
from losing motivation, failing, and dropping out of school (Reents, 2002). In order for
Freshman Academies or Freshman Learning Centers to be successful there must be a continuous
improvement plan where curriculum is based off the needs (Holland & Mazzoli, 2001).
Freshman Academies and Freshman Learning Centers can provide the middle schools supports

while also challenging students academically while they finish their first year of high school.
Disadvantages of Freshman Academies

There are many advantages to Freshman Academies. They are a way to support ninth
grade students in the vital transition year to high school; however, Freshman Academies do have

some disadvantages program. Freshman Academies can sometimes make students feel as though
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they have two freshman years of high school (McCallumore & Sparapani, 2010). Students first
transition to high school and are sheltered through a Freshman Academy and then they must to
adjust to a different system when they enter their second year of high school with less supports
(McCallumore & Sparapani, 2010). Additionally, sometimes Freshman Academies are being
formed for the wrong reasons, such as overcrowding. By setting up Freshman Academies based
on the needs of the school and not the needs of the students, problems can abound (McCallumore
& Sparapani, 2010). Lastly, teachers are very passionate about what they do, and Freshman
Academies may create rivalries between teachers who work in a Freshman Academy and those

who work in different academies (McCallumore & Sparapani, 2010).

Freshman Academy Supports

There are hundreds of Freshman Academy programs across the United States at high
schools and each program has its own unique supports for student success. Some of the common
supports in Freshman Academies include having all first time ninth-grade students housed in the
same area, with a core group of teachers, and a common set of classes that are only offered on
that team (Freshman Aacdemy, n.d.) . Freshman Academies can have one or more teams that
allow for smaller groups of teachers and students to work together. It is suggested that a team

keep numbers small to help address small class sizes for students.

Various Freshman Academies, there are more in-depth supports that schools can offer.
One support is a Freshman Seminar course. Which is a class that helps students become familiar
with high school while also addressing areas such as time management, goal setting, study skills,
and career exploration (MacEwen, 2019). Furthermore, the course supports the development of
the social and emotional learning competencies (MacEwen, 2019). With adherence to the

guidelines of this program, social and emotional learning can give students the opportunity they
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need to overcome challenges and succeed, especially during the middle school to high school
transition (Durham, n.d.). Additionally, according to the Academies of Nashville (n.d.), the

Freshman Seminar course allows students to explore college and career readiness.

There is additional support for ninth grade students that can occur inside and outside the
classroom. Other supports that are offered in a Freshman Academy include interdisciplinary
teaming for students to make connections, different or modified schedules, college visits,
developing a ten-year plan, and teaching students specific organizational strategies (Freshman
Academy, n.d). These organizational strategies can include addressing note-taking skills, study
skills, and having students keep planners and agendas. Social emotional learning is a specific
support that can either be taught explicitly or embedded into many of the interventions in place
for ninth grade students. Also, building relationships is a strong support in Freshman Academies
and this can be accomplished by interventions (academic and behavior), parent conferences,
student recognitions, and enrichment activities. Supports for freshmen that address academics
include double blocking of certain classes, tutoring during advisory time and alternative

academic programs for students who are not on track (Freshman Academy, n.d).

The purpose of these supports is to help increase academic achievement, increase
attendance rates for students, and decrease disciplinary infractions. All of these are areas that can
prevent or hinder students from making progress in their freshman year all the way to graduation.
In short, there are many supports that schools can consider when intervening and advocating for

ninth grade students.
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Interdisciplinary Teams

An essential component of small learning communities is interdisciplinary teaming.
Interdisciplinary teaming refers to the grouping of teachers that all support the same group of
students in their SLC (Teaming, 2013). The definition of interdisciplinary teaming is a team of
teachers with a few hundred students or less in common that assume responsibility for student
educational progress over the course of their high school experience (Oxley, 2008). They are
organized with teachers across various subject areas to create a more student-centered
educational setting (Oxley, 2008). Within interdisciplinary teaming, teachers have common
planning times where they collaborate and discuss students they have in common. Common
planning time also allows teachers to collaborate how their curriculum and instruction can

connect to provide meaningful learning experiences for students (Oxley, 2008).

Interdisciplinary teaming is a proactive approach that establishes stronger relationships
between students and teachers (Teaming, 2013). Moreover, in this team approach, students
receive social, emotional, and academic support due to more personalized learning experiences

that they will have (Teaming, 2013).

There are many benefits of interdisciplinary teaming. One benefit is the relationships that
students will have with teachers and their peers and the positive impact those relationships can
have on their learning (Teaming, 2013). Interdisciplinary teaming also help teacher develop and
communicate a consistent message and create coherent instructional practices (Oxley, 2005).
Other benefits of interdisciplinary teaming include self-determination, identify, personalization,

support for teaching and learning, and accountability (Oxley, 2008).
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Emotional Intelligence and Social Emotional Learning

Emotional intelligence and social emotional learning are often linked together due to the
focus on an individual’s emotional well-being. Emotional Intelligence (EI) is often used in the
business world. It is the ability to perceive, control, and evaluate emotions (Cherry, 2020). On
the other hand, social-emotional learning (SEL) gained popularity in schools and academia.
Social and emotional learning is a common expression for emotional intelligence instruction in
schools (Edutopia, 2001). EI can be mastered and improved over time through the process of
social and emotional learning (Gibson, n.d.). SEL and EI focus on similar
competencies/components which are self-awareness, self-management, and social skills. Self-
awareness is having the cognitive ability to recognize and understand moods and emotions,
whereas self-management is having the ability to control moods (The Editorial Team, 2020).
Also included are social skills involving managing relationships and building networks (The
Editorial Team, 2020). Strengthening emotional intelligence and social emotional skills can
allow students to have good communication skills, which can lead to better learning, friends,

academic performance, and employability (Busch, 2017).

Emotional Intelligence

IQ or Intelligence Quotient measures an individual’s intelligence, but intellect alone is
not a guarantee of identifying personal emotions (The Editorial team, 2020). Emotional
intelligence is typically abbreviated EI or EQ. Emotional Intelligence can be defined as having
the ability to perceive emotions, generate emotions, understand emotional knowledg