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Abstract

Middle School best practice recommendations are represented in the Nationatd-orum
Accelerate Middle Gradé&schools to Watchriteria. Middle School best practice appears to be
informed by research including samples of policy makers, administratoiiseteand parents. It
appears that the student voice may be misdihgant research suggests that responding to
students’ perception is critical for learning to take platleis study will focus on gathering
students’ descriptions of their school experiences in an inner city middle schas/ fiocbme
girls. After collecting and analyzing the students’ perceptions, the stilicaddress whethex
student sample adds to data gathered from education professionals. Studsitit na@athered
through phenomenological interviews. The sample was selected because its siyolesmtso be

overcoming negative outcomes associated with at-risk Latina students.
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Chapter One

Introduction

Current middle school best practice guidelines are represented in theaNBtom to
Accelerate Middle Gradéschools to Watchriteria for determining effective schools, which
were developed in order to help middle schools prepare children to assume produdiveaole
democratic society. Middle schools may use the criteria—which make rezhations
regarding quality of staff, instructional strategies, curriculum arssdam ecology—to
evaluate their progress towards developing an effective school, accardmegNational Forum.
These criteria were established in 1997 based on research that exploredpbetipes of
teachers, administrators, policy makers, and parents. But more reeamthescknowledges that
"ultimately, it is the perceptions of the students [...that determine] the #ftgcin instructional
act has on the students’ learning” (Shuell, 1996, p. 734). The current study builds on this
research by gathering student descriptions of school experiences in antinmadale school
for low-income girls. Analysis of the students’ perceptions explores andate@salthe

contributions of the perspectives of middle school students.

Research on the influence of classroom characteristics argues\staortge inclusion of
students' perceptions of classroom experience as an important mediator|aflassuaom
experience (Affleck, Madge, Adams, & Lowenbraun, 1988; Jenkins & Heinen, 1989; Pintrick,
Roeser, & DeGroot, 1994; Ryan & Grolnick, 1986; Schunk & Meece, 1992; Weinstein, 1989;
Weinstein, Marshall, Sharp & Botkin, 1987; Whinnery, King, Evans, & Gabe, 1995; Winne &
Marx, 1982). Including measures that tap student perceptions can allow reserexplore

guestions regarding overall classroom influences, thereby shedding light olatilve re



importance of classroom and individual difference effects (Keogh, 1994; RjrAinderman, &

Klobucar, 1994; Schulte, 1996).

In their study of middle school students, Doda and Knowles (2008) explored precisely
these effects. By collecting 2700 letters from middle school students a@xbksAxherica
(including urban, rural and suburban populations), Doda and Knowles were able to capture
young adolescent voices, which shared “critical insights about the nature ofirsghioey wish
they had, and glimpses of their struggles, hopes, fears and even dreams” (pe 2B)d€nt
letters consistently express a desire for high quality relationshiyelaas a desire for high
guality learning, qualities which appear to be congruent Satiools to WatcBriteria published
by the National Forum to Accelerate Middle Grades. Doda and Knowles (200&telty
suggest to middle level educators that legitimate voice be given to the youaegcadblearners:
“It makes sense to ask students to tell us about themselves and their school egénenare
to create learning experiences that work better for the young peoplewsé(ge 26). However,
to date, no study has yet analyzed student perspectives on the effects ofdtikeirsohool

experiences.

Listening to an “at risk” sample that has met educational success by dompietdle
school, high school, and college may add important perspectives about qualitieseatleitifi
successful middle level education. Although the extant research on the develipme
characteristics of young adolescents and what these students need in sclitsltmtbrive in
educational settings regardless of race, socio-economic status or gesutestantial, the
research tends to be collected from analyses of school documents, student ahooengdi and
achievement test scores, and the perceptions of key groups such as teachergnparents

administrators. It does not appear to include student samples (Nesin &B28p5).



This study responds by collecting the perceptions of current and former students of a
successful middle school serving low income, inner-city girls. The Middied@dor Girls (a
pseudonym) operates in a large metropolitan city in the North East. NowLifl'igear, the
school has continued to serve low income, inner city girls who were not finding sircpesdic
schools and could not afford private school education. Students at the Middle School for Girls
were predicted to fail in the public educational system not only from high school ddrtosis
college. Ninety-six percent of the graduates currently complete high school and 8@igfh
school graduates attend college, which is far above the rate for studestsparable local

schools (CCC, 2007).

The purpose of this study is to analyze and evaluate the pernseff a sample of
graduates as well as current students as they relate tatiom® Forum to Accelerate Middle
GradesSchools to Watchriteria. |1 explore in detail the student perceptions of theabipas of
the Middle School for Girls using qualitative methods, including stractured interviews with
students and the principal in order to fully gather the perceptions stutlents, alumnae, and
professional educators responsible for the establishing acadengiamr and school culture.
Ultimately, | explore the relationship between tBehools to Watcleriteria and the qualities

students name as making their school successful for young adolescents.
More specifically, this study will respond to the following research questions:

1. To what degree are the student perceptions of their middle school experiencesrtongru
with theSchools to Watctriteria?
2. What can we learn about the quality of relationships from the student perceptions of the

practices?



3. What can we learn about the quality of learning from the student perceptions of the
practices?

Disclosure Statement

As a lifelong middle school teacher, | have been fascinated with the nutszand
teaching and learning cycles that best meet the needs of young adolesnerg.léam
currently a founding Head of School at a similar middle school for girls, whicmenaber of
the same network of schools as the Middle School for Girls. | was intereseaanmg from the
Middle School for Girls about both the successes and the failures of their 17-yaayjothre
unique qualities of a school that serves only females who are mostly firsbadggneration
immigrants to the United States hosts a microcosm of young adolescentsaywhave
important perspectives for middle school best practice. The Middle School fea@rtars to
be providing a pathway to success for their girls that place them on adnajectsuccessful
high school completion and post high school education. Learning from a school with similar
demographics will make our young school stronger. Through the interview prodessesined
unbiased by using a phenomenological interview process, which honors the direc¢tiba tha
interviewees take. There was a clear protocol during the interviews thatsneohao right and
wrong answers but rather the opportunity to really describe the way the schksffrear a
student perspective. It was clear to me as the researcher prior to ieuwsehat the school
was a place where at-risk; inner city Latinas had pride in their schoard®eshowed that the

school was successful at helping the girls to graduate from middle school arsdtnagl.



Summary

Chapter One presents the problem and purpose of the study on the Middle School for
Girls. Chapter Two represents middle school best practice frameworks, anhreadpat the
importance of student perception and an overview of the alternative middle schaojgsatte
meet unique needs of underserved populations. Chapter Three explains the qualitative
methodology describing both the setting and participants. Chapter Four examimésrihews.

Chapter Five presents the final analysis and discussion of the interviews.

Chapter Two: Review of Related Literature

The review of related literature is organized as follows: (1) Theoré&igatlation of
middle school best practices including Turning Points and Schools to WatchaC(Rgersking
the Students; (3) Alternative Middle Schools in America; (4) Nativity Miguetingrk Schools ;
(5) Current research on Latino immigrant populations and education in America; and (6)

Cultural Competence of the Faculty and Staff Summary.

Theoretical Foundation

With the support of the Carnegie Corporation and the Edna McConnell Clark Foundation,
the Forum to Accelerate Middle Grades developed in 1997 “out of a sense of urgency that
middle-grades school improvement had stalled, amid a flurry of descendincptest, s
increasing reports of school violence, and heated debates about the nature and purpose of
middle-grades education” (NFAMG, 2009). The National Forum has since become a unique
alliance of more than 50 associations and organizations committed to improvingjediora

middle-grades students. The present work of the Forum includes two initiativdse tudy of
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reform models committed to promoting academic performance and healthgpiaeak of
young adolescents, and (2) thehools to Watchriteria, which identifies middle schools that
have achieved gains in student performance beyond what might be expected in ligie¢mf st

demographics.

The National Forum has studied seven comprehensive school reform models aimed at
improving middle schools. The most researched is the Turning Points model (Carnegié Counc
on Adolescent Development, 1989; Jackson & Davis, 2000). Turning Points middle schools
commit to a multiyear, systemic reform process based on the following pereiples (Jackson

& Dawvis, Turning Points, 2000):

Teaching a curriculum grounded in rigorous, public academic standards, based on what

students should know and be able to do, the concerns of adolescents, and how they learn
best.

« Using instructional methods designed to prepare all students to achieve highdstandar
and become lifelong learners.

« Staffing middle grade schools with teachers who are expert at teaching y
adolescents, and engaging teachers in ongoing, targeted professional davelopme
opportunities.

« Organizing relationships for learning to create a climate of intelledaya&lopment and a
caring community of shared educational purpose.

o Governing democratically through direct or representative participatiafi bghool staff
members, the adults who know students best.

« Providing a safe and healthy school environment as part of improving academic

performance, and developing caring and ethical citizens.
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« Involving parents and communities in support of student learning and healthy

development (Jackson, 2000).

Studies of Turning Points Schools have shown that in order to improve and sustain
student learning, Turning Points schools need to (1) use the seven Turning Poinikepriaci
create a strong vision of a middle school learning community, (2) focus deeplp@viing
learning, teaching, and assessment, and (3) create the school culture gstraatlisupports that
enable all students to learn at high levels and all faculty to engage in continu@ssiprl
development and purposeful collaboration (Jackson, 2000). In doing so, schools must embrace
the twin goals of high student achievement (excellence) and ensure opportunitg@ess $or

each student (equity) (Jackson, 2000).

Several studies indicate that by implementing the Turning Points reform, retoakent
achievement increases, student behavior problems decrease and there is evidgrosed
student learning (DePascale, 1997, Felner, Jackson, Kasak, Mulhall, Brand, & Fli®9&)s
Specifically, in 2003, the Turning Points school in the Bronx, New York showed a 23% score
increase from the previous year in the English Language Arts segment wintti@rdized test.
Approximately 7.4% more students met the standard in this particular schotthdsa from the
rest of the city. The teachers in this school had focused on good curriculum and ins&uction

major component of the Turning Points model-rather than teaching to the test (CPRD, 1999)

In another study on five Turning Points middle schools in Peoria, lllinois; state
standardized tests reflected a significant gain in mathematics, whirelsgonded to an increase
in effective classroom practices. Over a two-year period, the matlkesrtegichers increased
enhancement practices from several times a month to weekly. The number of stinbemistw

the standard nearly doubled (CPRD, 1999). The schools were noted to have fewer academic
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warnings and higher numbers of students meeting or exceeding the lllineistatadards. These
schools also showed positive results in student adjustment and self-esteemmstdezsenses
in reports of depression. All in all, th& §raders in the Peoria schools had significantly higher
levels of academic efficacy and lower than average behavior problems. Thesega

attributed to the implementation of the Turning Points reform model (CPRD, 1999).

In a comparison study of nine Boston middle schools that were implementing thegTurni
Points model and seven Boston middle school that were not implementing the model, results
showed a 10% gain in the percentage of regular education students at the AdvanceciantProf
levels in English Language Arts in contrast to the 0.6% gain in the schools nanengiley
Turning Points. The Turning Points schools also had 50% more Limited English Pificie
(LEP) students at the Advanced or Proficient level of the state test. Tiointg middle
schools had a high percentage of LEP students meeting the standards in math, too (CPRD, 2003)
The Boston Turning Points schools generally outperformed the non-Turning Pbmd$ssa all
three subjects: English, math, and science. The schools that were fully imitentiee Turning

Points model had one and one-half to two times greater academic gains (CPRD, 2003).

In larger, more comprehensive studies, including 31 lllinois middle schools and 26
Massachusetts middle schools, standardized test score improvement amongitigeFaints
schools were evident in the mathematics, language and reading portions otttesigai he
increases were well above the state means. In addition to test score ingsyene schools
reported that student behavior problems declined significantly. figea8lers in the
Massachusetts Turning Points schools were reportedly taking algebigratieastly higher
rate than the state average. Teachers in these schools had increases/étieabtate norm in

the use of effective instructional approaches, including the use of math manearai
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extended writing assignments (De Pascale, 1997). The lllinois study conclutdet#mangful
improvement in student learning will occur in schools serving high percentages iotcimwe

students and students of color only if reform is comprehensive and integrativer (EGBY).

Each of these studies consistently shows academic and personal growth abavate
the state and national norms when the Turning Points model is fully implemented. Théasodel
proven to be appropriate for meeting the needs of young adolescents. Throughotiee vari
studies, educators can verify their own teaching practices against the suggastd make
improvements. Turning Points helps middle schools undergo dramatic changedvzieg the
need to both strengthen the academic core of middle schools and establish wapiogive
environments that value all young adolescents. The studies show that full imizigameof the
model brings ultimate gain. The faculty in the Turning Points schools is trainechto bot
understand the developmental stages of the young adolescent and implement pragthaim

honors those unigue needs.

Schools to Watch Initiative

Another initiative that the National Forum embraced was to identify middle
schools whose students showed high academic performance. This process focuskalyavh
the schools that were already meeting success with young adolescentsstBgedentifying the
schools with high academic performance, the Forum was able to then learn aboutitesprac
those schools had in common. The Forum studied the student outcomes and cultural
characteristics, rather than a particular model, which then evolved into the adeiotifiof the
Schools to Watctriteria. These criteria are divided into three categories including academic

excellence, developmental responsiveness, and social equity. According ¢ouime facademic
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excellence” describes middle schools that challenge all studentstteeusainds well (National
Forum to Accelerate Middle Grades, 2008). According to the National Forum tteretee
Middle Grades (2008), “developmental responsiveness” requires sensitivityuoidoe
developmental challenge of young adolescents (National Forum to Accéledate Grades,
2008). “Social equity” demonstrates democratic and fair practices, and provalgseident
with high-quality resources and supports. These criteria work togethesagb@ehow schools
create an academic and social environment that supports young adolescehtafe fawl
stimulated enough to achieve at optimal levels. The model balances the needeohthe y
adolescent with best teaching practices to establish a strong learning anliua strong

interdependent community.

The first “Schools to Watch” were identified in 1999 and 2000. Of the 64 schools that
were nominated, 28 schools applied. The Forum requested additional quantitative andvqualitat
data from the schools, concentrating particularly on the categoriesdafnaicaexcellence,
developmental responsiveness, and social equity. Nine of the schools werel seteme-day
site visits in the spring and fall of 1999. Four of the schools were selected fod#yrgsits in
the fall of 1999 and spring of 2000. During the extended visit, extensive data was dpdedte
dozens of interviews were conducted with students, teachers, parents, admsiftusioess
partners, and the principal of each of the four schools. Classroom observationsaereed,
and Forum site visitors sat in on team meetings and socialized with studentsuimctiredm
(NFAMG, 2009).

The Forum selected Barren County Middle Schodblasgow, Kentucky and Jefferson

Middle Schoolin Champaign, lllinois in May 1999 as the first “Schools to Watch”. During the

second and final selection round in December 1999, the Forum also selected Freeport
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Intermediate Schooh Freeport, Texas and Thurgood Marshall Mid8tdoolin Chicago,

lllinois. Each of the four schools had a demographic make up that included mihaigpnts
populations and/or low socio-economic status populations. In their academie seriese at-
risk populations, the schools were proven academically excellent, developynasabnsive,
and socially equitable. Based on the interviews with the various stakeholdersssnoocta
observations th&chools to Watctriteriawere made evident and documented.

As part of its continuing effort to identify and learn from high-performing middle

schools, the National Forum, in collaboration with NMB3MESP NASSP and NSDC

launched itsSchools to WatcBtate Program in 2002. Through this program, the Forum has
trained teams of education leaders to implensahiools to Watchrograms in their states.
Through this initiative, schools are identified across the United Statesaéhaekhon their way
to meeting the criteria for high performance. Eighteen states haNa&t@dfiwho are involved in
the Schools to Watcprogram with a total number of 200 middle schools designat&dtasols
to Watchnationwide. Those schools appear to be meeting the unique needs of the young
adolescent by being socially equitable, developmentally responsive, and medigaarcellent
places of learning. Schools that initially appeared to meet the critereatten visited by state
teams who observed classrooms, interviewed administrators, teachers, argj padelobked at
achievement data, suspension rates, quality of lessons, and student work. The schiwols vary
size from several hundred to several thousand students and represent urban, suburban, and rural
communities. The schools wichools to WatcHesignation share the following characteristics:
e The schools know and articulate the academic outcomes they seek. In some cases, the
outcomes are prescribed by the state or district; in others, the faculiglbpted the

outcomes recommended by their various disciplines.
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e The schools are taking deliberate steps to help students achieve those outcomes by
making strategic changes in curriculum, teaching, and school services.

e The schools have set benchmarks for implementing their strategies, and holdwl®mse
accountable for specific results.

e Each school strategically concentrates its energies on important focsisAm @aresult,
the changes in each school are burrowing deeply into its culture.

e The schools have strong, visionary leaders who can articulate challgogilsgand

motivate faculty and staff to reach those goals (NFAMG, 2009).

TheSchools to Watchchools are de facto models of best practice. By establishing an
educational environment that supports the culture of learning and the culture oignuesatue
needs; the schools are meeting success. The approach is consistent in philosophifibub spe
the population of students in their individual communities. Stleools to Watchriteria were
developed in order to help middle schools prepare children to assume productive roles in a
democratic society. The criteria are meant for school professionale to asormative
evaluation context. Middle schools may use the criteria to evaluate their gromaesds
developing an effective school, according to the National Forum. Each of the ttera cr
domains— academic excellence, developmental responsiveness and social sqeojyaHy
important for establishing educational programming that meets the needyaofitigeadolescent
regardless of socio-economic status, ethnicity, race and gender.

Academic excellence, according to the Forum, represents evidenceoafjatthl and
meaningful academic learning environment that is individualized for each student ahd whic
holds all students accountable to specific benchmarks. The lesson-planninggsocesuding

curriculum, instruction, and assessment are key components of this domain. In addition, re
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world connectedness and application of academic work, teacher collaboration, and high

expectations for each learner are important facets of this domain.

Developmental responsiveness represents those characteristicephiait tend the
uniqueness of young adolescents and the need to connect learning to the realtiinEnts. s
These criteria respect the various learning styles of different styttemtsontinuum of cognitive
development within the 10-15 year old population, and the importance of student voice in
academic and social contexts related to school. By implementing stsategfi@llow students to
evidence their thinking and learning in a variety of ways, the teachers aneateironment for
deeper, more engaged and sustainable learning. Developmental responsipeessstsethe
opportunity for every child to become individually important and a valued communitypenem
By recognizing the value of student voice, the classroom and school culture becase plac
where the exchange of ideas, thoughts, and interdependent relationships deepansrijelel

experiences of the community.

Social equity represents respect for the differences that a student jpopemabodies
within a community. Those differences are embraced to enrich the entire caywnnch
allows for a synergy of collective energy to attain excellence through®pbibulation. Social
equity provides a framework for a community to acknowledge the strengths afasantunity
member while simultaneously creating a community of mutual respect andeppéndence. No
voice is unheard and no one person is underestimated. Valuing the individual voice of each

student in this way creates an environment that engages all learners.

According to theéschools to Watctriteria, the balance between developing a strong

middle-school community and recognizing each individual student is critical of ¥he
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domains explicitly call for listening to the student voice, and the third domain simptidhe
importance of involving the individual in his or her own instruction and assessment. Although
these criteria make clear that the student perspective is important @ssuteniddle school
reform, few studies have subsequently collected data from student sarhdgser§pective may
add valuable insight about student success in middle schools. The student perception of a
learning experience often mitigates the learning outcomes; it onlysssggunopriate to invite the
student perspective about the entire educational program and its processethevithiddle

school.
Asking the Students

In the Doda and Knowles (2008) study of 2700 middle school students across North
America—representing 30 different middle schools from diverse commuinitiesling 6, 7"
and &" graders in rural, urban and suburban schools—adolescent students shared their
perspectives about their own education. All respondents expressed dediigh tprality

learning and high quality relationships.

Responses were collected via letters written by students expressingneyhaould like
from their middle school experiences and teachers. In these lettersid@etstdescribed “high
guality relationships” as the kind of long and rewarding relationships theydi&sinave with
their peers and teachers. They wanted those relationships to be chattgepmpassion,
respect, personalization, fellowship, and friendship. They expressed desalationships with
their teachers that showed the teachers really knew the students, genuoadg émgm and
were committed to working with them. They also wanted teachers to attendutectirafortable

tensions that competitive peer relationships produced, including both bullying and lesartassm
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The young adolescents desired to have peer relationships that were respdtahbdrative, and

relationally equitable.

The middle school students described high quality learning as occurring in stiabols t
have teachers who believe in their students and their capacity to learn and wistanddéeir
learning styles. They indicated that they wanted teachers who acknowletgievelopment
and who do not overestimate or underestimate their abilities. The students expstsseg a
desire to be actively engaged in their learning, doing what real learreffedexample,
researching, writing, analyzing, presenting, and collaborating. Thated school to be fun, but
not in lieu of learning. They wanted teachers to know that they were concernechabrqueérs

and that all students are capable of success (Doda & Knowles, 2008).

Doda and Knowles ultimately suggest to middle level educators that legitioie¢ebe
given to young adolescents.their study, they discovered that the majority of the letters
contained profound insights about educational practices, reflecting the remaggzddeycof
young adolescents to describe themselves and their school worlds (Doda & Ki200Bs
After reading and reflecting on the letters the middle school students vin&tezdnclusions led
them to wonder how middle level schooling might be improved if middle school educators
regularly went directly to the young people and took what they had to say seritmsiver,at
this time, there seems to be little evidence of the student voice in the ex¢anthesn the
middle school experience. Asking the students directly seems to be the nextdtggaal

learning how middle schools can better work for young adolescents.

Among the studies that argue for the inclusion of student voice, Beane (2005)tasserts

students learn best when they are honored as contributing members of their sglgoalirigling
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middle school work—including both academic and cultural tenets—in democratic schenading
curriculum integration, our young adolescents can become more engaged andacessfgl
(Beane, 2005). Students must therefore not only be engaged in their learning, but thesamust al
know that their voices are being heard and recognized in order to thrive as yousgedole

learners.

Caine and Caine (1997) similarly clathmt students must choose to participate in the
learning process if learning is meant to occur and endure. When educators and cesimunit
create middle schools, it appears that the input of the young adolescentsubsmmaegid be
valuable in designing, implementing, and reflecting on best practices. This pohms to t
importance of involving the young adolescent as much as possible in his or her owioeducat
and of reducing the amount of time in class and throughout the school day when students simply

follow the directions of the adults in the school.

The contributions of Doda and Knowles (2008), Beane (2005), and Caine and Caine
(1997) make clear that educators should engage adolescents in each leperieg &
encouraging them to share their ideas and voice their beliefs about their owmadubahever
possible and that educators should value those contributions. Indeed, research on the offluenc
classroom characteristics argues strongly for the inclusion of studenepiens of classroom
experience as an important mediator of actual classroom experienexzkANMadge, Adams, &
Lowenbraun, 1988; Jenkins & Heinen, 1989; Pintrick, Roeser, & DeGroot, 1994; Ryan &
Grolnick, 1986; Schunk & Meece, 1992; Weinstein, 1989; Weinstein, Marshall, Sharp & Botkin,
1987; Whinnery et al, 1995; Winne & Marx, 1982). Researchers have most often relied on adult
informants, such as parents, teachers, and administrators, as data sousaefteh dsas student

voice been solicited and honored as a valuable perspective on schooling.
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Young adolescents are thoughtful enough to provide valuable insight into existing school
conditions for both practitioners and policymakers (Jackson & Davis, 2000). Asking the students
to reflect on their experiences and to share their perspectives may be d@antgmmponent as
educators try to understand how to meet the needs of all young adolescents, segatiobss
diverse backgrounds and economic status. As Linda Darling-Hammond assédedp*l
understanding of what's needed and what works for adolescents were sharag pyleye
maker and educator, we would indeed see a major transformation in the educatioypoahgtr

(as cited in Jackson & Dauvis, p. 268).

Alternative Middle Schools Evolve

Alternative middle schools and middle school approaches have evolved over time for two
reasons. In some cases, policy makers and middle school experts have ddietifivique
needs of young adolescents who are underachieving. This model, more typicalgtegsoith
public schools across the country, identifies the goals of the educationalspaiodese
characteristics of the population intended to be served. Through a logic model anpdaie ihat
would include the appropriate characteristics necessary to help the undergcphaulations

achieve at or above their expected level. An example of this model is Turning Points

In other cases, individual teachers who have developed close relationships with students
have changed their practices in order to provide an experience that is mdamdghore
engaging which in turn provides a better landscape for learning. One exarpl&I®P
(Knowledge is Power Program), founded by Mike Feinberg and Dave Levin in 1994 (both

alumni of the Teach for America program), where the philosophy is that dapihygioes not
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define destiny. Another example is the Nativity Miguel Network schools, foundedthgr Jack

Posadillo, a Jesuit Priest, in 1971, which aim to break the cycle of poverty throughagducat

KIPP (Knowledge is Power Program) Schools

KIPP schools are free, open-enrollment, college-preparatory public schuis w
underserved students develop the knowledge, skills, and character traits needezktbiauop
quality high schools, colleges, and the competitive world beyond. By providing a safe and
structured learning environment, more time in school, and high-quality teachePsskthools
have helped students make significant academic gains. Of the 82 KIPP schools, Shligre mi
schools. The traditional KIPP middle school begins with a fifth grade and add$esegch year
until it serves fifth through eighth grades. KIPP schools share a core set dingpgriaciples
known as the “Five Pillars”: High Expectations, Choice & Commitment, More TiogePto
Lead, and Focus on Results. Rigorous college-preparatory instruction is balahced w
extracurricular activities, experiential field lessons, and chardeteslopment. In spite of the
long hours, average daily attendance at KIPP schools is 96%. The breakdown of the student

population across the network is as follows:

@ Affrican American
» Hispanicflatino

@ Asian

E '|F far
Caucasian federal meals

Figure 1.2008 Student Demographics of KIPP School Population

Educational Outcomes of KIPP Program
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The educational outcomes of the KIPP Program show significant academicpriogre
typically underserved populations. After four years at KIPP, 100 % of the eigitth gasses
outperformed their district averages in both mathematics and reading/Englisiadje arts,
based on state tests. The same students were performing df frer@&shtile in math and %8
percentile in reading whereas their district counterparts were atfipertentile and 31
percentile respectively. More than 85% of KIPP students from the origind{ AP Academies
are matriculating to college. Additionally, nearly 95% of KIPP studentdcukted to college-
preparatory high schools in 2008—and have earned milliodsliafrs in scholarships and need-
based financial aid since 2000. Compared to the national average of 20 % of low-income
students attending college, there is significant difference. As an akernatdle school model,

it appears that the needs of the underserved adolescents are being met.
Nativity Miguel Network of Schools

Nativity Miguel Network Schools, a group of tuition free, private schootsgdasigned
specifically to provide an alternative to low-income, underserved familibswddle school
students. Ultimately, the goal of the network schools is to break the cymby@fty through
education. There are 64 network schools, all of which are committed to the following nine
principles: (1) providing a faith-based education, (2) serving the economicallapador
marginalized, (3) offering a holistic education, (4) partnering with thdiésof students, (5)
providing extended day and year programs; 6) committing to each student beyontaratiia
establishing and maintaining an effective administrative structuregii@lucting on-going
assessment and inquiry, and (9) actively participating in the network. The ksthools aim
to create a culture that values each individual and his or her potential to findssincsehool,

evidenced by graduation from high school and enrollment in post-secondary schools. The
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Nativity Miguel network has established 64 schdbtg serve over 4300 male and fenr
students in the middle school grades. These sclwoel®cated in 27 states throughout the ne
and 90% of their student populations qualify free or reduced price lunch. The Nativity Migi
schools serve a student population comprising 5Ifi6ak American, 37% Latino. Elsewhe
considered “at risk” and deemed less likely to seccin life due to physical, emotion
socioeconomic, or culturactors, 90% of Nativity Miguel Network studergsaduate from hig
school, compared to the national rate of 55% farcA&h American and Latino students. Nati\
Miguel schools boast a foyear dropout rate of 6%, as well as 75% enrollnmento- or four-

year institutions upon graduation (Nativity Migidttwork of Schools, 2006)
Student Demographics of the Nativity Miguel Network

Four thousand nine hundred twe-one students are enrolled in the 2-2009 school
year. This is an 11.8% increayom the number of students enrolled in network sthm the

year prior. Charts showing demographic breakdowadalow

Free and Reduced Lunch Ethnicity Gender

‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘

ufieeand educed
uid

Figure 2.Student Demographistributions, Nativity Miguel Networ

The networkschools have 54% males and 46% femald¢heir student population. Stude
ethnicity percentages are 51% Afri-American and 37% Latino. The income levels of

family indicate that 87% of the students are blgifor free and reduced lun

Educational Outcomes of Nativity Miguel NetworkSchools
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Nativity Miguel Schools have an average daily attendance of 97%. Ninety-@eapef
the member schools provide summer programming for all students. Eightypénoceat of the
2004, 8 grade graduating class completed high school in 4 years compared to the national
average of 60% for low-income students. Forty-nine percent of'tigesle graduates of the
Class of 2004 are currently enrolled in or have completed post-secondary educatiomoiyear
college, four-year college or university or a trade or vocational school by 2008. Thesesnumbe

are very different from national percentages.

Both the KIPP schools and the Nativity Miguel Network schools appear to be responding
to the unique needs of young adolescents, particularly at-risk studentsicaligtishese
populations, and those identified as first or second generation immigrants, golsrodnd
members of families in the lower socio-economic range, have shown to be mostelire
their education, often dropping out of school or experiencing early pregnancy. HpWatreity
Miguel Network of schools has established a culturally competent prograsugirts the

success of these students in particular.
Cultural Competence of Educators

Educators can best serve all students’ needs when they have knowledge and
understanding of culturally sensitive practices that honor the ethnicity anceauiitineir
students (Garcia-Preto, 2005). Although it is crucial to acknowledge unique ethnityident
among different groups of Latino families, there are certain commonaltisesan inform
teachers. Spanish is the common language among Latinos, except amongnBr@iituguese
speakers), and most belong to the Roman Catholic Church. Although religion is valued and has

greatly influenced gender roles, family values, and rules of behavior, mosid ténd to
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emphasize spirituality and to express a willingness to sacrificeialaatisfactions for spiritual

goals.

Another value Latinos seem to display in common is personalism, a form of
individualism that values those inner qualities in people that make them unique and gige them
sense of self-worth. In contrast, American individualism values achiete®ignity of the
individual and respect for authority are closely linked to personalism. Masbkatlso agree
that machismo and marianismo are constructs that tend to organize gender rolestuttuhe

(Garcia-Preto, 2005).

Often their respect for authority, a value that many of these Latiupgiprofess in
common, keeps them from speaking up and asserting their rights. Especidlbsomnho are
living in the United States illegally, this becomes more problematic betheyg live in constant
fear of being caught and sent back to situations that may be extremetyalagnd oppressive,
both socially and politically. With the passing of laws such as Proposition 187 in Califitbni
Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1966, and the retesit Pa
Act (Chapter 13), this fear has escalated, causing increased stressiliesfalready feeling

displaced (Garcia-Preto, 2005).

Assuming that the number of Latinos continues to grow as has been predicted, by th
year 2010 they will compose about half the population of the United States (Gonzalez, 2000;
Roberts, 2004). It is also estimated that as their numbers increase, so wiilifibence on the
social and political structure of this society. This country’s welfaregedatly depend on their
contributions, and for those contributions to be positive, a shift in the present sociahpafsiti

marginalization and oppression that the majority of Latinos experiencedssaey. Engaging
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Latinos in a process of change that will help them use their spiritual poweessacternal and
external resources can be beneficial and may lead to their feelingamrected to their history,
family, and community. For Latinos to embrace this nation and work toward itsnhberttethey
must feel embraced (Garcia-Preto, 2005). The growth of the Latino populatsfocalur

educational systems to respond.

Latina Students in Middle School

The Middle School for Girls consists of a majority of Latinas in its student papulat
The school has hosted these demographics since inception. Working cultural compé&tehee
fabric of the school has been a goal from the very beginning. The school atizcrpte an
educational environment that serves the invisibility of the young adolesatmad in the United
States. Henderson (1999) suggests that the majority of research locatgthoiqeg/ journals
does not include girls of color when presenting research on adolescent developmant: “
consequence, most ‘general’ discussions about adolescent girls aralveallyVhite girls and
are experienced as irrelevant by girls of color. Adolescent gidslof are invisible”
(Henderson, 1999, p. 111). Theorists in the field of cultural and media studies have spoken of
this tendency to ignore certain groups in cultural representations and discoorsepoesent
them only in ways that are congruent with socially rooted conceptions of them. Their
psychological diversity and the culture-linked sources of resiliencagstreand self-definition
remain unrecognized and unarticulated. Ohye and Henderson (1999) also believe young
adolescent girls of color are muted and made invisible by media, current pgycaband
educational research, and the general population. However, the inclusion of adolesceht girl
color in all aspects of science, practice, instruction, and public policy is not justieapmsue

(Henderson, 1999). In this era, Latina middle school students are mostly frerarfdsecond-
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generation immigrant families. The academic achievement of studemtsnfirmigrant families
in general has been found to be related to family obligation and the emphasis put éoreduca
which appears stronger for immigrant families than for native familiglgg(#, 1997; Fuligni &
Pedersen, 2002). However, even with a strong desire for their children to do weltiatige to
help them succeed, language and cultural barriers between home and scholbheanpsr the
amount of family support available to foster children’s learning (Goldenaiggmore, &
Reese, 2005). Among immigrant groups in the United States, the Latino populatiofagdbe
growing, at a rate of 3% annually or about 400,000 new immigrants a year. Altiheydiorm
the fastest growing segment of the middle-school population (Fry, 2003), imirigtanos are
the most likely to drop out of school (Fry, 2003). Young Latinas have a higher pregatncy r
than white or African-American girls, and a higher percentage of Latopodts have had
babies as compared to white girls (Fry, 2003). Attending an effective middle sgipsalrs to

decrease the at-risk behaviors for this population, including drop out rate and earbnpseg

However, if an adolescent girl, whether White, Black, Hispanic, Asian/Pésldicder,
or Native American, Alaska, or Aleut is living with her single wage-earningp@npthere is an
overwhelming likelihood that she is dealing with her adolescence in the contexeoély
limited economic resources. This is a factor of critical significangenghe strong tendency to
misattribute problems in academic, social, and emotional functioning to radiattural
factors rather than to the often-profound limitations associated with povertg @Hgnderson,
1999). Research shows that both depression and self-esteem worsen when adolgscents ha
one at home or elsewhere to help with schoolwork, or when they feel embarrassed by their
parents (De Las Fuentes & Melba, 1999.) Low-income families are dftdlermged by the fact

that no one is home when the students arrive home from school. The constant struggle to meet
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basic needs, including providing housing and feeding the family, competes fontinagtention
to the family. The ways in which these characteristics manifest therase young adolescent
females at school can lead to concern about their behavior and academicaeéorBehaviors
that may seem to be attributed to their ethnicity and race may very wellibatad to the
limited financial resources of the family unit. By asking the young adolekatings attending a
successful alternative middle school about the ways in which their school is hefpfuhwbe
able to draw lessons directly from the students about our own best practices in aglpomnal r

most appropriately to this population in our schools.

Summary

There is clear agreement emphasizing the importance of the middle scisolTyee
extant research provides a history that shows how middle schools have continued taevolve i
ways meant to serve the unique developmental period of the young adolescent. Thateitya
of research that includes student perceptions of their educational experiéscdse global
world evolves and continues to diversify the population in the United States of Amesmanis
an opportune time to listen to a uniquely successful population of middle school girls.
Comparing the notable de facto best practices for middle level educators kniheSelsools to
Watchcriteria and the qualities that the Latinas share about their middle schkes i possible
to recognize congruence and contrast between the experiences thercgilgeege have had in

the middle school and the suggested best practices.

Chapter Three: Methodology

To gain an understanding about the ways that at-risk Latinas experienced chadle s

years while attending an alternative middle school for girls, interwasve held with 13 eighth-
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grade students and 15 alumnae. They were asked to describe their middle schooloexperie
Transcending themes throughout the interviews were identified to see if #rersimilarities in
the experiences of the students of the middle school for girls afBcheols to Watch'criteria.
Phenomenological interview techniques were chosen because this method allimipsaptr to
assign meaning to their common experiences. While using this method, | developggbsite
description of the experience for students at the Middle School for Girls. Thigdes
consists of not only “what” they experienced, but also “how” they experien@ddutstakas,
1994). The interviews were analyzed in order to gain an understanding of the pascaptiut

the Middle School for Girls directly from its students.

Research Objectives

The research objectives of the proposed study were: (1) to describe in ritthdetai
perspectives of the at-risk Latina middle school students; and (2) to report h@amthstsdents

experience th&chools to Watctriteria.

Research Questions

To what degree are the student perceptions of their middle school experiencesrdonighuthe

Schools to Watchbriteria?

What can we learn about the quality of relationships from the student perceptionsabioedlic

practices?

What can we learn about the quality of learning from the student perceptions ofaacat

practices?

Qualitative Design
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A qualitative design was chosen for this study. By collecting the individusp@etives
of the at-risk Latinas through interviews, we can learn about the possible eotyghetween
the operations of the school and 8&hools to Watchriteria while exploring potential high
quality learning and high quality relationships. As described in Chapter 2, althougttethe e
research on the developmental characteristics of young adolescents atitbadatudents need
in school in order to thrive in educational settings regardless of race, soomagc status, or
gender is substantial, the research seldom includes the young adolescefiesiit& Brazee,
2005). Criterion sampling methods were used in this stodierion sampling was selected in
order to ensure that all participants had experienced the phenomenon being studietieAll of t
participants in this study attended the Middle School for Girls from fiftdegtarough
graduation in eighth grade. By speaking directly to students of the Middle Schooll$oalggiut
their experience as middle school students, the study collected their disgeqgtees and
perceptions about how their school works in relation to the three domainsSufitbels to

Watchcriteria.

Rationale for Samples

The extant literature provides de facto best practice frameworks forensiciubol
teachers to use in order to meet the needs of young adolescents. There isl@wigieicee that
specific populations of students in the United States underachieve in school, one of those
populations is Latinas. Extant research also indicates that young adoleseentsthzeen asked
themselves about their experiences. This study intends to begin the data collgbtepamique
population of students that are females, students of color, members of low-incoities fand

Latina.
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All students at the middle school for girls attend the school for four yeang. The
participate in the admissions process in their fourth grade year. They heigimiddle level
education in the summer prior to the fifth grade. Their first middle-schoolierperbegins in a
two-week long camping trip with the entire student body, which consists of 60l5,0agid
which is led by graduates of the school and the faculty. The students attend the rhiglalle sc
through the eighth grade. The school then helps the students to identify appropriatbdwdg s

and acts as an advocate through the high school years.

For this study, there were four samples. The first sample included 13 gola/ere in
their last year at the middle school. Students spend four years at the Midote 8¢ Girls.
They begin in % grade and complete middle school thggade. The Bgrade class typically has
between 12-16 students. This class hosted 13 students, as two had left the school im an earlie
year. The second sample included fifteen student graduates of the middle schoaseOf t
fifteen, five were attending high school, five were attending college, antldiventered the
professional work force at the time of the study. The third sample consisted ahtipgbiof
the school. The principal had been at the middle school for seven years. The fourth sample
included teachers, counselors, and consultants at various middle schools. The merhisers of t
sample acted as content validity judges for interview questions and to verify thg poattess.
With these samples, the perceptions of an alternative middle school expec@undese
compared to th&chools to Watctriteria to identify those characteristics that are congruent with

the suggested best practices.
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Samples

Sample 1.The eighth grade sample (n= 13) consisted of girls that were in theie&ast y
of middle school, which is the same year the girls begin the high school admipsbcess. The
interviews were held in the late spring of 2009. All students agreed to partiaipigbermission

was obtained for inclusion in this study.

Sample 2.The alumnae sample (n=15) consisted of graduates of the middle school for
girls. Five of the women were attending high school, five were attendiregepknd five were
in the work force at the time of the study. The participants were identifiedginithe Graduate
Support Director and President of the school. Each graduate agreed to participatuady

and permission was obtained for inclusion in the study.

Sample 3.The principal agreed to be interviewed as part of the study. She had been in

her position for seven years. Her role was both manager and instructional leader.

Sample 4.Four content validity judges were solicited for the study. Each participant
agreed to participate in the study. Each judge worked in another NativineMigtwork school
with similar demographics as the Middle School for Girls. Each judge wad askate and

review interview questions and coding selections.
Setting

This study focused on collecting current and former student perceptions abowssicc
alternative middle school serving low income, inner-city girls. The Middhe8l for Girls (a
pseudonym) operates in a large metropolitan city in the Northeast. Nowlif{' y®ar, the

school has continued to serve low income, inner city girls who were not finding suteeslic
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schools and could not afford private school education. Students at the Middle School for Girls
were predicted to fail in the public educational system not only from high school ddrtosis
college. As of 2008, all eighth grade student passed the state examination in bahanat
language arts. Ninety-six percent of the graduates complete high scitio®0% of the high

school graduates attend college, which is far above the rate for studestsparable local

schools.

Data Collection

This study used qualitative techniques to learn about the students’ experiendes i or
uncover student perceptions of the qualities that are evident in the school. To kit the
perceptions | used a phenomenological interviewing technique (Seidman, 1991).

Phenomenological approaches give context to the educational experience.

| explored the operations of the school by beginning with grand tour questions and
narrowing them to obtain specific information. Grand tour, open-ended questions that lead t
narrower questions are key to the phenomenological interview. Beginning w#ith tpuestions
allowed the respondent to talk about what she felt was important and allowed me toHellow t
lead of the interviewee, a key characteristic of the inductive-hypothesislnAn outline was
developed with specific starter questions that allowed for flexibility iermta embrace follow-
up probes and prompts (Arskey & Knight, 1999; O’Brien, 2007). This outline helped to identify
the underlying beliefs and experiences of the students that explained tbeptioeis of the

school. All interviews were recorded.

The pairing of the interview questions a@chools to Watchriteria was accomplished in

various stages. Initially, | matched questions with the criteria from tee ttomains (including
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social equity, academic excellence, and developmental responsivenessdrtaeted

teachers, consultants, and counselors serving demographically similaesamtpe same

network of schools. Four educators from other network schools agreed to participetatiend
validity process. Each educator was asked to rate the fit of each questiostmmgu®e the

criteria that was to be elicited. The raters scored the compatibility asogle of 1 to 5 and had
the opportunity to make rewording suggestions and/or add further questions. Notes alsd recor
from each evaluator were kept. Revisions were made to the interview questions and the
evaluators reviewed the final questions prior to holding the interviews. Most of the tsugges

and comments suggested by the reviewers made the questions conversational.

Intending to explore the student perceptions ofStleools to Watctriteria, the
interviewer established conversational partnerships with each group oduaiparticipant
during the interview. The goal of the interview questions was to explore the pansepitihe
interviewees about the operations of the school from a student perspective. Atesligges
Rubin (2005), thoroughness was ensured with follow up questions when evidence was missing or
seemed thin in addition to when something sounded puzzling. All participants were asked the
same questions using a grand-tour format, which allowed the interviewer to foddead of
the interviewee. Grand tour questions begin with broad questions and then allow the interviewe
to ask clarifying questions in order to fully understand the phenomenon from the inésrvie
perspective. The 90-minute interviews were held in person or by telephone. Eacévinte

group was composed of three or four students or alums. The principal was intdraiene

The interview questions were evaluated by content validity judges who reMvibe/e
guestions and made suggestions. The judges were given a draft of the interview quékagns

independently rated the relationship between the questions aBdibels to Watchriteria.
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The rating scale was 1-5, 1 meaning no match and 5 meaning perfect matantbesguestion

and theSchools to Watctriteria. Upon the return of the ratings, the researcher made changes to
the questions. Most suggestions helped to make the interview more conversational. The
guestions were given to the judges a second time for review to ensure the matehes wer
appropriate for eliciting information relative to the criteria. All juslgesre asked to participate

by email or through a phone conversation. Seven judges were solicited. Four judgds@g
participate in the study as content validity judges. At the time of the stayjwlge worked

with a school demographically similar to the Middle School for Girls. The typesifthe

judges did in their respective middle schools included teaching, counseling and rgnsulti

Transcriptions of the interviews were reviewed by interviewees to easwaecurate

representation. All samples participated in the member check process.

Embedded in the interview process was the opportunity to assess the cultutigltgensi
of theSchools to Watctriteria. By using th& hird Edition Ethnicity and Family Therapgxt
authored by McGoldrick, Giordano, and Garcia-Pedro (2005), | became famihatheiclinical
knowledge on cultural sensitivity practices for the Latino families whose damsgiitend the

Middle School for Girls.

Following the interviews, | performed an inductive data analysis by buijzhttgrns,
categories, and themes from the “bottom-up” (Creswell, 2007). Through this prbeess, t
research works back and forth between the themes and database until a compredasisive s
themes is established. This process starts with the raw data, which g nieshinto larger
and larger categories and increasingly abstract units of information. Ehis depresented

partly based on the participants’ perspectives and partly based on my own tatiemré he
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interpretation involves making sense of the data, the “lessons learned,” @sediisgri_incoln

and Guba (1985). In the end, the process identified themes that transcended thevéntervie

Validity. Several means of providing validity and reliability were built into the rekea
plan. Prolonged engagement by visiting the school several times and intevatitisgudents
and faculty to begin to build trust and learn the culture of the school created a colaforta
setting for the interviews. | visited the school three times over the counse géars. Each visit
consisted of unstructured classroom observations, casual conversation duringes el
recess times with students and collaborative discussions about adolescent daveldtinthe
principal and school counselor. All of the community members were aware thahéaead of

a similar school in another northeastern city.

Procedures establishing inter-rater reliability were included bggng the same judges
from other Nativity Miguel Schools to review, in order to confirm or dispute, thgrassints
made to respondents’ comments to diffeectiools to Watcbategories. All disagreements
were discussed in order to re-categorize when appropriate. One-on-one mesckseere
conducted with all interviewees. This process solicited the participanigs akthe credibility
of the findings and interpretations. This technique is considered the mosi teiticnique for

establishing credibility (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

The interpretation of the data were presented through thick description. Thésée deta
descriptions allow readers to make decisions regarding transferabilitpliLi®cGuba, 1985).
By providing detailed descriptions, the researcher enables readers fer tirsfiosmation to other
settings and to determine whether the findings can be transferred “becahaecof

characteristics.”
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In order to enhance validity, | kept detailed notes and used a digital recordiog aled
had all interviews fully transcribed. Transcriptions were made by an unbiasgdTjer

transcriptions were used for interpretation of the raw data.

Analysis procedure.By interviewing a criterion sample of students who have shared
experiences at the Middle School for Girls, it was possible to analyze daigniticant
statements, meaning units, textural and structural description and descriptieres$¢nce
(Creswell, 2007; Moustakas, 1994). Inductive data analysis was facilitatesingyNVIVO 8
(2009), a qualitative data analysis software package. Qualitativealesediware helps to
manage, shape, and make sense of unstructured information. It provides a stgghistica
workspace that enables the researcher to work through the information. NVIw8 tike
researcher to make in-depth analyses of interview transcripts witlee&ycilt provides
convenience for data management, enabling the researcher to structurektakowang for

more time for thinking and analyzing With built in tools for classifying, sgréind arranging
information, qualitative research software provides the forum to analyzeatsaserd discover
patterns, identify themes, glean insight and develop meaningful conclusions. ddrehlies can
see how the data have been categorized, and easily identify where¢haverbaps and
intersections. They can also query the data in many ways, including searctangdat or
combination of words, finding content that supports a topic or idea, or examining word counts.
Importantly, the researcher can return to the original material tofendantent that supports the

software findings.

The transcriptions were analyzed for significant phrases. The anplgsess involved
developing meanings and clustering them into themes which led to the presentation of a

exhaustive description of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2007). The coding process involved
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several steps. First, the interviews were read as a complete set. Seicgnkkysgvords and
phrases, the researcher matched commei@shools to WatcHomains. The domains are
academic excellence, developmental responsiveness and social equityy, Trrerdey words
and comments were coded to the specific criteria within each domain. Ulyintlageresponses

were coded with the intent to identify transcending themes across th@patsand samples.

Themes common to each sample and transcending themes across the sample groups were
identified through the use of NVIVO8. Those themes were identified by usinix mwading
gueries. A matrix coding query allowed the researcher to compare resultstbertbsse

samples. In other words, the number of references related to each speeifancwis placed

in groups and the software provides a count of responses for each sample and acress sampl
Those results were represented in a table format. Furthermore, the scifioas the

researcher to review all related phrases based on the coding which creates t@iopmor

view the related comments at one time. The content validity judges reviewedtthesna

between phrases agthools to Watctriteria in order to confirm the assignment of responses to
particular criteria.. Suggestions were made to re-categorize @$panses. Some phrases were

matched to more than one criterion due to the similarity between the dntésia domains.

The researcher ensured reliability by establishing saturation throegis¢ of a word
frequency query. By identifying the top 500 words, the researcher was abler® thas all
transcending concepts were identified in the findings. Therefore, no relaasdndee

overlooked.
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Ethics

There was no anticipated physical or emotional harm that came out of ibipaton of
the study. The participants were informed that there were no risks asdauitht participating
in this study. To preserve the privacy of the subject, pseudonyms were appliedtdéhéss
who were individually interviewed. Full disclosure was used in all aspedise sfudy.
Participants were free to ask questions related to the purpose and publicatiomnad tdheetd.
Participants could refuse to answer an interview question, and they had the optithratavwvi

from the study at any time.

Summary

The research in this study is based on qualitative interviews collecteslyetitiough
face-to-face or telephonic conference calls that were digitaltyrded. Interview questions were
geared toward uncovering students’ perceptions of their experiences atthie Stthool for
Girls. In total, 29 participant interviews were obtained over 14 hours of digitadrags and
were analyzed for common themes. Recordings were analyzed and thegeku# for each

sample are presented in Chapter 4.

Chapter Four

Chapter Four contains (1) descriptions of the participants, (2) analysisiofethveéews
and research findings, (3) transcending themes congruent wiithio®ls to Watctriteria, (4)

summaries representing each sample, (5) themes related to high glaliypskips, and (6)
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themes related to high quality learning gathered from the 14 hours of interveaxdae: with
the 29 participants. Nine transcending themes were identified as a rakelimterviews.

The participants. This qualitative study includes phenomenological interviews with
females who attended the same middle school. The participants were selegedangerion
method. Twenty-nine participants were interviewed using a phenomenologicalewtervi
technique. Three samples were interviewed.

Sample 1

The participants in this sample (N=13, Female=N) were all eighth gnadienss who
attend the Middle School for Girls. The principal initially informed the sttglabout the study.
These students were provided including written information about the study andfdbkgd i
would like to volunteer for the study. All of the students in eighth grade were witling t
participate. Parents and students were given a written description ofdiig@siaess including
information expressing that their children could stop at any time. Parentakpen to
participate in the study was kept on file for all participants. All intevsierere conducted in
groups of three or four. The interviews were digitally recorded and tibedcStudents had an
opportunity to review the interview transcriptions to verify accuracy.

Sample 2

The participants in this sample (N=15, Female=N) are all graduatesiifdtie School
for Girls. Five were attending high school, five were attending college, anddd/entered the
workforce at the time of the interviews. The Graduate Support Director, Ptiaogh&xecutive
Director, along with the School Secretary, contacted the students to let theralkmawihe
study and to ask them if they would like to volunteer. Some of the students asked oth@egradua

to participate, which fully formed the graduate sample. All participaats @iven written
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information about the study. Each volunteer agreed to participate and those who ingre stil
high school received parental permission. All permission to participate fawesbeen kept on
file. Participants were interviewed by telephone individually, in pairs, or inwpgyf three or
four. The interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed. Students had an opptotunity
review the interview transcriptions to verify accuracy. Informatioateel to the graduate

participants’ education level and middle school graduation dates are presentea iti1Tabl

Table 1
Sample 2

Information Table for Sample 2: Graduates of the Middle School forGirls

# of Participants Current Education Level Middle School Graduation Year
5 High School 2006-2008

5 College 2002-2003

5 College Graduate 1995-1997

Sample 3

The principal agreed to participate in the study by answering the samieggiastthe
student participants. The researcher and principal had visited severgbtiands the study
because they serve similar populations in their respective schools. The mteaseconducted
by telephone and was digitally recorded.

To What Degree are the Student Perceptions of their Middle School Expence Congruent
with the Schoolsto Watch criteria?

The purpose of this study was to learn about the student perceptionSSohtws to
Watchcriteria at their middle school. Predominant themes across the samplessardgqd to

identify those perceptions that are congruent Bithool to Watclriteria. The interpretations of
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these themes were a result of inductive data analysis. This involves iommartie specifics of
the data and coding procedures that take into account external homogeneity, théocdebreh
the data do not belong together; and internal homogeneity, the degree to which thee dat
belong together (Creswell, 2005). Discussion of the results of the interveddvgvith the 29
participants represented in the three samples is presented.

The Schools to Watctriteria were developed in order to help middle schools prepare
children to assume productive roles in a democratic society. Middle schools ertig (38
criteria to evaluate their progress toward developing an effective schomidig to the
National Forum. Each of the three criteria domains— academic excellemelpieental
responsiveness and social equity—is equally important for establishing edatati
programming that meets the needs of the young adolescent regardless etenoimic status,
ethnicity, race and gender. Six hundred twenty-six comments congruent withSlca@8as to
Watchcriteria were made throughout the 14 hours of interviews with the 29 participants. O
those 626 comments, 152 were related to Academic Excellence, (24% of thesjobalses);
319 were related to Developmentally Responsiveness, (51% of the total respamsash
were related to Social Equity, (25% of the total responses).

Academic Excellence

Academic excellence, according to the Forum, describes high-perfosotingls that
challenge all students to use their minds well. The criteria are edplo@igh responses of the
participant samples.

Academic Excellence is defined by 8 criteria. Throughout the intervidis;elevant
responses were made; there were 101 relevant responses (66%) madelbyl@¥+xi3), 41

responses (27%) by Sample 2 (N=15) and 10 responses by Sample 3 (N=1) that atere dire
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related to the Academic Excellence criteria. Table # shows the numbepafses for each of
the Academic Excellence criterion. Three of the eight criteri@ weferenced more often than
the others; those include criteria 7, 5 and 1. They are described as expettiagdtigmic
standards and exemplars of quality work, using a variety of assessmtegfiestrzand providing
supports to students in order to allow them to meet rigorous standards.

Table 2

Schools to Watch: Academic Excellence Criteria

The table represents the number of references related to Academic Excellara.

Key Words for each Criterion Sample 1 Sample 2 Sample 3 _Total

AE1 High Standards with feedback 18 (18%) 8 (20%) 2 28 (18%)
AE2 Curriculum Alignment 8 (8%) 6 (15%) 0 14 (9%)

AE3 Important Concepts 5 (5%) 1 (24%) 0 6 (4%)

AE4 Instructional Strategies 12 (12%) 4 (10%) 1 17 (11%)
AES5 Variety of Assessment 16 (16%) 5 (12%) 3 24 (17%)
AEG6 Time to meet standards 8 (8%) 4 (10%) 1 13 (9%)
AE7 Supports 23 (23%) 7 (17%) 1 31 (20%)
AES8 Adults together 11 (11%) 6 (15%) 2 19 (13%)
Total Responses 101 (100%) 41 (100%) 10 152 (100%)

Note. Sample 1 (n=15§"SGrade; Sample 2 (n=15) graduates; Sample 3 (n=)d¥pal

The percentage represents the percent of respdoiseeded within each sample

Developmental Responsiveness
Developmental responsiveness represents criteria related to the uniqfemessy
adolescents and the need to connect learning to the real lives of the studentsnéd¢odtah

forum, developmental responsiveness is attributed to schools that are sem#tevartique
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developmental challenges of early adolescence. Each criterion is exploredh througsponses
of the participant samples.
Developmental Responsiveness is defined by 10 criteria. Throughout the inse¥idy
relevant responses were made related to these criteria; there werke\tdbt responses (55%)
made by Sample 1, 122 responses (38%) by Sample 2 and 21 responses by Sample 3 that were
directly related to the Developmentally Responsive criteria. Table # shewsimber of
responses for each of the Developmentally Responsive criteria. Thee@ evere referenced
more often than the others; those include criteria 1, 8 and 10. Those criteriantfires
following features: creating a personalized environment, developing aliavith families and

providing co-curricular activities.

Table 3
Schools to Watch: Developmentally Responsive Criteria

The table represents the number of references related to the Developmezgptiyftve
criteria.

Key Words for each Criterion Sample 1 Sample 2 Sample 3 Total

DR1 Personalized environment 41 (23%) 37 (30%) 5 83 (25%)
DR2 Comprehensive services 11 (6%) 3 (2%) 2 16 (5%)
DR3 Instructional strategies 7 (4%) 6 (5%) 1 14 (4%)
DR4 Relevant curriculum 11 (6%) 6 (5%) 1 18 6%)
DR5 Curriculum connections 14 (8%) 2 (2%) 3 19 (6%)
DR6 Lots of chances 10 (6%) 10 (8%) 0 20 (6%)
DR7 Voice 7 (4%) 6 (5%) 3 16 (5%)
DR8 Family alliance 27 (15%) 22 (18%) 5 54 (17%)
DR9 Citizenship community 22 (12%) 8 (7%) 0 30 (9%)
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DR10 Co-Curricular 26 (15%) 22 (18%) 1 49 (15%)
Total Responses 176 (100%) 122 (100%) 21 319 (100%)

Note. Sample 1 (n=15)"8Grade; Sample 2 (n=15) graduates; Sample 3 (n+idipal

The percentage represents the percent of respdosesded within each sample.

Social Equity

Social equity represents respect for the differences that a student popeiabodies
within a community. Those differences are embraced to enrich the entire cagnrbltimately,
the forum would attribute “social equity” to schools that are socially equitaliteyatatic, and
fair. They provide every student with high-quality teachers, resourcesingapportunities,
and supports. They keep positive options open for all students. Each criterion is explored through
the responses of the participant samples.

Social Equity is defined by 10 criteria. Throughout the interviews, 155 releaspdnses
were made related to these criteria; there were 98 relevant resp@¥%egsn@&de by Sample 1,
46 responses (30%) by Sample 2 and 11 responses by Sample 3 that were directiordiat
socially equitable criteria. Table # shows the number of responses for eaclsafitly
equitable criteria. Three criteria were referenced more oftervtkee the others; those include
criteria 1, 5 and 7. Those criteria represent the following features: exggqaglity work from
all students, providing on-going opportunities to learn about and appreciate their own asid othe
cultures and assuring that each child’s voice is heard, acknowledged, and despecte
Table 4
Schools to Watch: Socially Equitable Criteria

The table represents the number of references related to each of the Socially Equitatia

Key Words for each Criterion Sample 1 Sample 2 Sample 3 Total
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SE1 Quality work 33 (34%) 11 (24%) 3 47 (30%)

SE?2 Varied approaches 4 (4%) 0 (0%) 1 5 (3%)
SE3 Adapts curriculum 3 (3%) 3 (7%) 1 7 (5%)
SE4 Equal access 0 (0%) 4 (9%) 1 5 (3%)
SE5 Value culture 18 (18%) 8 (20%) 2 28 (18%)
SE6 Voice is heard 10 (10%) 12 (26%) 1 23 (15%)
SE7 Family participation 14 (14%) 3 (7%) 0 17 (11%)
SE8 Reward citizenship 4 (4%) 0 (0%) 1 5 (3%)
SE9 Faculty diversity 0 (0%) 1 (2%) 0 1 (.06%)
SE10 Low suspension 12(12%) 4 (9%) 1 17 (11%)
Total 08 (100%) 46 (100%) 11 155 (100%)

Note. Sample 1 (n=15§"SGrade; Sample 2 (n=15) graduates; Sample 3 (n+idipal

The percentage represents the percent of respdosesded within each sample

Sample 1. Schools to watch congruency summaryhrough their descriptions, Sample
1 (N=13), the eighth graders, referred to the academic requirements offtiie Bichool for
Girls. Of their combined 375 responses congruent witlstimols to Watctriteria, 101 of the
responses (27%) were related to Academic Excellence criteria. O®theesponses, 23% of
their responses were directly related to high academic standards. Additia8&dl of their
responses referred to the support they received to help them achieve thosdstardtia6% of
the responses were related to the variety of assessments provided at theSkhddlgfor Girls.
The 8" grade students consistently mentioned that the teachers help them to aehieve th
objectives of the lessons. The students’ responses indicate that they understoodyveinat the
meant to do and are able to receive help if there is confusion or lack of understanding. In
addition to the multiple responses made regarding high academic standards andtthefvarie
assessments and supports to ensure meeting high academic standards, thefsamgloreach
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of the other Academic Excellence criterion. From the perspective of'thea8ers, it appears

that the Middle School for Girls challenges all students to use their minds well

The 8" grade sample made 176 comments related to the Developmental Responsiveness
criteria, representing 47% of their total responses congruent wictiaols to Watctriteria.
The total number of comments related to Developmentally Responsive crigegalmost
double that of the Academic Excellence and Social Equity criteria. Sample {' ghad@
students, expressed that their school is sensitive to the unique developmentalehalieagly
adolescents. Twenty-three percent of the total responses described thes sursohalized
environment, 15% described the development of alliances with families, and 15%eatbtueib
co-curricular activities. Additionally, the students mentioned other roldsedkachers that were
related to developmentally appropriate criteria. Examples includechgesdhails if home
printers do not work or are not available, solving problems related to issues outsitieaf
communicating with parents about hard topics and spending time with them even wheae they ar
not required to do so.

Sample 1 made 98 comments congruent wittStdteols to Watchbriteria related to the
Socially Equitable criteria. This constitutes 24% of the pertinent resparses” grade sample
emphasized the quality of work that was expected from all girls atterfdéreghool. They
referred to the quality of work in 34% of their responses. Parallel to eactomehtjuality
work, the sample stated the many ways that the students were provided supportie meet
school’s high expectations. They consistently pointed out that the culture and voicnd 8%

10% of the responses respectively, of each student mattered to the faculty andttelknts.
Although these characteristics were mentioned more frequently, the stiefentsdrto all of the

Socially equitable criteria in tféchools to Watchriteria
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Sample 2: Schools to watch congruency summargample 2 (N=15), the graduate
sample identified the same criteria that theyBade sample described. Their descriptions were
more reflective, as would be expected from females who were developmerdsdlynature.

The memories that were shared were similar to the responses Bfgred@ sample. They made
209 responses that were congruent \Bithools to Watcbriteria. Twenty percent were related
to the Academic Excellence criteria, 58% were related to the DevelopmdReslbonsive
criteria and 22% were related to the Socially Equitable criteria. Althdwegeame nine criteria
crossing the three domains were consistently emphasized, this safapiedrto the 37 of the 38
Schools to Watchtriteria.

In sample 2, the graduate sample, the same three Academically Bixcelkxia were
most transcending as in sample 1, thegde sample. They remembered high standards, a
variety of assessments and supports for learning to be well established/iddbe School for
Girls. 20% of their responses referred to high academic standards, 12% optmsesseferred
to the variety of assessments and 17% referred to access to the necessaryosungadhigh
standards. The graduates remembered their middle school to be a place wheterdf stere
meant to do well.

Similar to Sample 2, the greatest number of responses were congthent
Developmental Responsiveness criteria. One hundred twenty-two of their 209 esspens
related to this set of criteria. The feature that received the most comnaantisercreation of a
personalized environment. Thirty percent of their comments were congrilerhisifeature.
Eighteen percent of the responses were congruent with creating alliaticdsewamily and
18% were congruent with providing opportunities for co-curricular activities. fddugtes

mentioned that the personalization of the school made it very much like a family.
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Sample 2, the graduates, indicated qualities of the Middle School for girlsetteat w
congruent with the Socially Equitable criteria 46 times. Of those 46 comments, 11 or 28% wer
related to high quality work, 8 or 23% were related to valuing the culture of the stateni2
or 26% were related to valuing the voice of each student. The graduates were allié to rec
specific examples from their middle school experiences that referred totgr 283chool to
Watchcriteria.

Sample 3:Schoolsto Watch Congruency Summary.Sample 3 (N=1), the principal,
described the structure of the operations of the school. In addition to the nina trédewere
most predominant across the other two samples, the principal emphasized the wankinfjte
the teachers about the students they would serve. The principal’s perspgutgented the
daily actions that were meant to serve young adolescent girls well, butdlessed how the
teachers were ultimately responsible for meeting the needs of the studecisled to the
importance of teaching the faculty how to enact those roles responsibly. Sheetbguei
importance of addressing the teachers’ mental models in order for them servesthe
students. The principal described it in this way:

To be an educator of girls of color, especially those living in poverty, come# with

unique skill set. I think it’s difficult not to have it become charity work when you hire

teachers who have never interacted with this unique population before. | think schools
like ours always underestimate their own fears and the middle class valuiesathars

bring to situations along with the fear of the children they bring to situations

unknowingly. As a leader, the more explicit you can be and the more education you can

provide to your staff about their standards of being a teacher in your schookténe be
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The principal reiterated the same features that the student samplesizetphlbsut the
operations of their school and added that those features were developed and implemented
purposefully in order to serve the unique population of low-income, recent immigrartfgirls
color. The three samples consistently recalled similar qualities #ratpredominant in the

Middle School for Girls.

What can we learn about the quality of relationships from the student peeptions of the
practices at the Middle School for Girls?

Four of thenine congruengchools to Watchtriteria place emphasis on high quality
relationships. The Doda and Knowles (2007) study emphasized that young adoleaocésxds
their schools to have “high quality relationships.” Those were described as long andimgw
relationships with peers and teachers that were characterized by compaspect,
personalization, fellowship, and friendship. The four transcending criteria tadicd the
Middle School for Girls appears to have established those qualities within tihempkration.
The concurrence of the graduate perspective suggests that the school cules¢hesle
characteristics and they have become part of the fabric of the school over time.

Those four criteria include:

e Developmental Responsiveness Criteria 1, which states, “The school creates a
personalized environment that supports each student’s intellectual, ethical, audti
physical development. The school groups adults and students in small learning
communities characterized by stable, close, and mutually respecitidmships.”

e Developmental Responsiveness Criteria 8, which states, “The school devetopsealli

with families to enhance and support the well-being of their children. It invaweitids
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as partners in their children’s education, keeping them informed, involving themrin thei
children’s learning, and assuring participation in decision-making.”
e Socially Equitable Criteria 5, which states, “Students have on-going opporttaities
learn about and appreciate their own and others’ cultures. The school values knowledge
from the diverse cultures represented in the school and our nation.”
e Socially Equitable Criteria 6, which states, “Each child’s voice is heard, atbaiged,
and respected.”
Each of these criteria is discussed through the perspectives of each sample.
Transcending Theme 1
Developmental Responsiveness criterion 1 staldg $chool creates a personalized
environment that supports each student’s intellectual, ethical, social, and physical development
The school groups adults and students in small learning communities characterized by stable,
close, and mutually respectful relationshipSample 1 (N=13) made 83 relevant comments.
The 8" grade sample spoke about this criterion in three ways. They mentioned thaiible sc
community felt like family, and acknowledged the well-roundedness of the schoolmragd
their relationships with other girls attending the Middle School for Girls atidtiaeir teachers.
The respondents indicated that the teachers wanted their students to be well rounded, not
just academic. The girls described the school as a place where leadecseated. They
reported that the teachers helped the students with their self esteemtdliifitha students
reported that the teachers did not focus only on grades but also focused on how the stuelents wer
feeling and doing. Oné"&yrader stated, “I just feel that | could just be me, | could talk and |

could do everything here.” They reported that their middle school was like a second home. |
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was described as a place where the girls were comfortable. They deégsbelrelationships as
mutually respectful and mutually supportive.

The & graders reported that the priorities of their schoolmates were diffeoemtifhen
they were in public school. They mentioned that the clothes girls wore and th&tiylbaiwere
not important to the population attending the Middle School for Girls. The girls répbatie
they were relieved to know that people cared about the whole person rather than jilntyhow
looked. They expressed that they appreciated the way their peers tresidy jbdging their
personality, not just their clothes and hair.

The students reported that the work they were required to do was hard but the experience
made it worth it. They mentioned that the relationships with the teachers weig atd if
something was hard or they weren’t good in a subject, there was tutoring and dnrofyptor
become good at it. They indicated that teachers wanted to help thenf gtai@r said, “They
actually take the time to sit down and they're like, "Okay, you're not good at thige lzan help
you." The girls indicated that they were glad to be in their school. Theyedpbat they
believed their teachers cared about them.

The 8" graders attributed much of their connectedness to each other to the size of their
school. They reported that the school has a small setting and every teachedamnioksiows the
other teachers and students. They indicated that this closeness made ith&y tabtknew
when other community members were having trouble. The girls reported timatiois a
teacher could just tell by a facial expression what one of the girls w&eidpi The students
mentioned that at times the teachers knew there was a problem or concerthieeftwdent
alerted anyone. The girls attributed this quality to the small number ohssualed small size of

the school. One"8grade student said, “This middle school is a way for girls to interact with a
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smaller environment and community and they get to be themselves and they don’t have to worry

about what other people think.”

The students reported about the opportunities that are part of the school that ate meant
help the girls develop relationships. They recalled frequent opportunities tokyetvww one
another. They indicated that the beginning of each school year and the summexmenmepee
were very helpful in the process of bonding between classmates and girlsrgjratieelevels.
The girls reported that they do fun activities and are with each other eyemhatdn leads to
them becoming close in relationships. They mentioned that they hang out togethethew
they are not in school and enjoy walking to school together.

All of the participants appeared to express themselves authenticallfyieftuships
between the students and teachers appeared to be an attribute of the comrthaity
perspectives of thé"sgraders. When describing the relationships between the students attending
the Middle School for Girls, they commented on social times including meal tinod, thme,
recess time, which are opportunities for the girls to simply visit with ether. They noted that
early in their tenure at the Middle School for Girls, the teachers activedyated cliques, which
made all students bond together. Participants reported that they could makeefasihdat the
school. One 8 grade student expressed surprise about the idea that she could attend a good
school and create close friends at the same time. She expressed this idesswit@nglthe
school to potential students: “This is a good school because you get to know people [...] you
wouldn’t expect to know. | did not really expect to be so close to my classmatesr | ne
expected them to be my close friends, but now they are my closest frigntisiriyy because it's
ironic that somebody [who] isn’t anything like me can become one of my deadeasist”

Another group of interviewees described the relationships at school as fun bbesuget to be
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themselves. One student mentioned that her classmates are like herStsteaid that in"5
grade she came in shy and could embarrass easily, “but now they’re likenihydnd now it
really doesn’t matter. | feel comfortable to be me.”

The teacher relationships were identified as very important to this populatiogiriBhe
expressed their appreciation by the way that they could connect and talk withatttearse
openly. They thought it differentiated their school from others. The girlstezptirat at the
Middle School for Girls they get the attention that they needed in order to readjotis. They
indicated that the teachers are willing to help. Ghgrade student stated, “And here you have
the teachers [who] are willing to help you and [who] don’t just push you aside and saly, ‘Oh,
don't like you.” They help you—whatever you are, your nationality, or color doesttent

Participants reported that the teachers were both fun and strict when tiocame
schoolwork. The 8 graders perceived that the teachers care about them, they listen to them, and
they hear their opinions and what they have to say. They indicated that they kn¢eatttesrs
not only as teachers but also as friends. The students reported that the teaddéhemdeel
comfortable and always had an open ear if the students needed to talk about soifething.
homeroom teacher relationship was identified by several students as $ogaky important.
They stated that the homeroom teachers really knew them personally amndeassstThey
described the check-ins with their homeroom teachers, which were explapedasal
meetings with their teachers that were held on Mondays and Thursdays. Thelgidted that
they have regular opportunities to meet with trusted adults.

The students referred to actions that the teachers would take that made thige thee|
teachers knew them. One student reported, “[The teacher] knows when to get gaurelf y

falling behind, she’ll pull you to the side and say, ‘What’s wrong, what’s happening?a¥éhat
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you doing?’ And she’ll tell you, ‘You need to get back on track’ or ‘when you go to bigios
it's going to be a hard road.” She’ll give you the talk; she’s like another mo#tresther student
described the teacher-student relationship as follows: “I don't even hexplamn myself
because, since I've been in the school for so long, when | have a facial exprgssicould
really tell how I'm feeling just by my expression. The teachers will‘&aeverything O.K.?’
They can tell what was wrong. | didn't even have to say anything.” Theéardas appeared to
be important to the participants. A fellow student reported how much she valued thatheegse
could provide useful advice. She referred to a situation where the teacher wasgnachin
behavior with friends and suggested she not push them away during a hard time blgtrathe
them help her. The student said, “This is like everyone at the school. We just giveheacheot
extra push. The class helps each other a lot.” frga@le sample expressed 41 times that the
relationships between all of the stakeholders were mutually respeutfallawed each student
to become all she could be.
Sample 2

Sample 2, the graduate population including high school, college, and career women
(N=13). made 37 references to this criterion and reiterated much of wigdt gnaders
mentioned as important about the holistic program and relationships within the cultue of t
school. Their perspectives expressed a view of longitude that appeared to addedilbhieycof
the school culture. They expressed the belief that the feeling of the schik@lagdmily. The
graduates recalled their experiences of the past and appeared to takethedmntinued
relationships they have with the school. A few of the career women recall theeagpsras

being like a family away from their biological families at home. Theglted the teachers being
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involved in their lives—not just with academics, but also involved in their personal lives. One
1995 graduate stated,
| would say about the school in general, basically it's a family. It is a plaeee | know
that my parents always felt comfortable going to the school and, you know, just being
involved. It's a family atmosphere where all the girls get to know each othgoand
kind of built a special bond that carries on throughout your life. To me, that's what’s
most important. The school has such a small environment, you are able to feel like you
are in a family and to have that grow with you as you grow into a young lddgkl|
that’'s what's very special about the school.
Another career woman mentioned, “It's a lifetime relationship. Here | am at 3@ai2 later,
and | am still involved in the school.” This memory was reiterated by a felkmgmate: “It just
doesn’t matter how long you’ve been away from the place. It's still youily. It's like always
going home and feels like you have someone to turn to, you have people who will supprt you i
absolutely any decisions you make in life and will help you through anythihg.’stories the
graduates told were all similar. They consistently recalled the dt@®nships between
students, teacher and families. The career ladies indicated that theseamhidrregularly visit
their home and often have dinner with their families. They reported that thaensetere
especially happy to have found a middle school that really cared about theirrchildre
The graduates indicated that the size of the school created a family-likenement.
They attributed the closeness of the students to the small student population. odpah tre
graduate sample mentioned that attending the Middle School for Girls was liggtgaichool

with sisters. One college student described it as follows: “It was likg evegr| got to hang out
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with my sisters. | got to learn from my sisters. If | felt sad about 8ongg | knew | could talk
to anyone and even with teachers.”

They indicated that the culture of the school was warm. Each day they weteziguith
smiles and described the experience as going from one home to another. Tikexy krowing
what the rules were and feeling comfortable. The graduates spoke obtirection even after
they graduated from the Middle School for Girls. They indicated that atidugting from the
Middle School for Girls they continued to be welcomed and celebrated any tinretineed to
the school. They indicated that at times they would still return to the Middle Son&ztls
when they had a hard decision to make or needed advice. They reported that after, dine yea
years and for some fifteen years, they were still given the same welcongegraduate
described the feeling as follows: “You will never be forgotten. You wilbgtbe a legacy. No
matter how old we are. And that's why we love this school. | don’t think any other schools do
that.” They appeared to be surprised by the idea that after graduationelsijl aery important
to the staff. The graduates indicated that the current staff knows each stgdetiess of
whether they ever taught the student. The samples expressed gratitudeg@bleito come
back after graduation and still benefit from the school. They expresseldindtiends are
lifelong and whenever they are in the school community, they feel comfortable.

In addition to describing their comfort and strong connections, the graduptessed
how the teachers would help them to work out their problems with other girls and use the
problems to strengthen their relationships. One college student said, “We spokadads)nme
told each other what we thought about this or each other and instead of us being against ea
other because of our differences, we became closer. We always were bickdsvamazing.”

They described the process used when students had issues with each other. &imeyle¢kpt
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the process was relationship building. Girls were not yelled at or reladdout were made to
sit together to work out a plan that would effectively solve the problem and move on.

They indicated that the teachers tried to create a nice environment fgr stron
communication and collaborative work. The sample appeared to value thesegyaatitispoke
of them fondly. The relationships the graduates had with the teachers wége tairtiiose the
current &' graders described. They mentioned that the teachers would sit with them. They
recalled that it was good that there were very small classes beddlhsepportunity for one-
on-one interactions. They indicated that the teachers would let students kntw lexadhe
classes worked and what their expectations were and what they wanteaiémtssto actually
achieve. Over and over again, the graduates repeated the following stat&eewnuld always
talk to the teachers.” Each interviewee mentioned how they could always takaithartand
explain to them what was going on. They expressed appreciation knowing that tleegetoul
help with academics and other life issues that middle school students faggaQurte
explained: “You need those teachers who are extra engaged with the studers anel w
willing to have the extra, that side relationship, not a relationship to just resmécother or as
a friendship but as a role model.” Another graduate expressed wonder about Wieether
administration told the teachers to act this way because they alldézme/e the same
mindset.

Although they described themselves as mutually respectful and closdionsigs, the
graduate sample also expressed how much they were able to be themselves andrshow thei
individuality. The school had a philosophy of “Be yourself and make yourself alGtithwants
you to be.” This mantra was taken from a well-respected Catholic saint. Thegravomen

appeared to value this philosophy and referred to it throughout the interviews. Onehbigh sc
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student added, “They encouraged us [to] be ourselves and not worry about being the same or
different from someone else. | think our school lives by that quote becauseytiasmrational
and that's basically what they teach us here is to be yourself.” Asihg ywomen recalled
building relationships, they described how much they value them. They recalegtreences
with ease and appeared to speak about them with joy. The college group repottexigbiaool
was fun because it was all girls:
You got to know each other quickly and by at least the end of the year you knew
everyone. You knew student’s families beyond the classroom because it was shamall
everybody knew each other. We still know each other’s last names even though we
weren't in each other’s class and each other’s grades. We just feéMhatlike a
sisterhood. Because we know each other even though we are 10 years aparnmshis see
almost impossible. We know many of girls from the first class and culesses. We
still keep connected even though we're not in the same grade.
When talking about each girl being herself, the interviewees recognizexvéngbody
had their own personalities: “In our school they all got to show it. If they are goieknow
they are quiet. We were just really close. In reality, everyone knows howoeeds.” They
appeared to appreciate that there was not peer pressure to be anythirtaotihwrat you were
meant to be when it came to popularity and acceptance. Participants suggesheddiveas a
clear objective set out for academic achievement but a great deal bilifieya personality and
hobbies. They indicated that they were not judged by other students but tried to makeerach ot
feel valued. They reported that tHR graders would help5graders and the community

appeared to act like a family. A high school graduate mentioned, “Yeah, evangbgets along

61



because it's such a small school and we're like a little family. Peojplecheach other with
anything, even if they didn't know how to help right away, they'll find a way to help dzah’ot
The graduate sample consistently expressed that the school establishecedhatl fostered
mutually respectful relationships and valued each individual in order to help her bether bes
The principal, Sample 3, made 5 references to this criterion. She spoke directlthabout
intended operations of the Middle School for Girls:
| say that this is not for everyone. | say that this is a place for girls whatevaatin this
kind of environment, which is single sex, where you wear uniforms, where you have
challenging work. It's smaller so teachers know who you are. There is ttemgan
paid to what you are doing and what you are not doing. And we expect you to behave a
certain way as a Middle School for Girls student. That may be different fronytnow
have been at your other school. I lay it out as, “it's okay if this doesn’t work.” Not
everyone will do well in this environment but if you feel that you would be better off — if
you would appreciate or prefer an all girls environment, you don’t mind wearing a
uniform and you are ready to do more work and work harder or have things be more
challenging for you, that this could be the place for you.
The principal spoke about how the girls build their relationships through sharing. Shened
the sharing of school supplies and most regularly, the sharing of food. Ultinshtelpnentioned
that the sharing of their advocacy and voice for each other is what bringotethet. All three
samples spoke about the community and its respect for relationship building thatdel ¢arle
reaching her potential. This criterion is pervasive throughout the communagsdhe samples,
throughout the years.

Transcending Theme 2
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Developmentally Responsive criterion 8 stat@sie’ school develops alliances with
families to enhance and support the well-being of their children. It involves familiestasrpar
in their children’s education, keeping them informed, involving families as partners in their
children’s learning, and assuring participation in decision-makingample 1 (N=13) made 27
comments relevant to this criterion. THe@ade sample spoke about this criterion in three
ways: they mentioned parental involvement for community gathering, the pssectadion, and
oral and written communication between parents and teachers. There was unanimous
concurrence that parents are encouraged to make contact with the school should they need
information, want to check up on their daughters and if they wanted to share ided8. The 8
graders expressed that communication between school and home is regular ansl iathude
positive and negative messages about the student.

The 8" grade sample expressed that there are several ways that parents receive
communication from the school in writing. The school sends home letters that edplaine
upcoming events, calendar items, and important announcements from the Execatita Dir
the Principal. They also mentioned that parents are often required to sign claassagmments,
which may include tests, quizzes, and major assignments. Sometimes, if a studant does
well on an assignment, she will have to take it home to get a parent signatureudené s
confessed: “And your parents have to sign it so that she knows that you’re commitésd to ¢
and you’re not going to mess up.” Other written communication is shared at progpes time,
which includes a parent conference, when student portfolios are shared with Jdreyts.
indicated that the portfolio included a report card and comment sheet for each siigect. T
comment sheet was used to indicate whether a student was doing well or pea$/réported

that parents saw all comments and signed all documents. The students indit#étey thiten
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would do what they were supposed to because inevitably parents would learn about everything.
The 8" grade sample indicated that teachers gave grades for participation andneffifrt
parents weren’t happy with the grades they could ask the teachers about thteat. paint, the
teachers provide strategies for improvement. The students indicated that pautshiask about
progress at any time. They didn’t need to wait for report cards.

The girls consistently expressed that their parents were comfoatahle school and
communicating with the teachers. They described how their parents would askablefeic
help resolving personal or family situations so that their daughters couldw®idiachieve at
the school. The students indicated that at times the staff would contact paranselibey
noticed a behavior change or a sign that there might be a problem. Although the paticipant
appeared surprised that these communications took place, they expresseulketef that the
faculty would help with family situations. Four participants made reference toabties
female relatives who attended the school, which made the relationships betweenilthe f
members and faculty members stronger and longer. The participants indicatedgbat t
relationships encouraged communication and mutual trust. This sample exprestexy tvare
surprised by the trust their parents had in the school. They described thes pmabent
protective in general, but if there was a school event the parents were happlyeaids
participate even if it was before or after school hours. A few participatitsated that they
thought the relationship between the faculty and their parents might be too close. One
participant described several situations when her parent came to the schikdbtthiafaculty
about family situations and was surprised to learn that the counselor was athaseadvents.
In the end, the student expressed belief that this must be a good thing. Other studestednenti

that the faculty would go to their home in if a circumstance required it. The stanice might

64



include younger siblings at home or something that prevented the guardian frorg tmthe
school. The students appeared somewhat surprised but mostly appreciative daaires t
would take the time to do this.

The &' grade sample consistently mentioned that the parents are comfortable tmming
the school and do so on a regular basis. They mentioned that the parents stop in to talk to the
Principal, Counselor, or a teacher. They mentioned that parents call the schaot tméssages
for the teacher to call them back with specific information. One student menti@iesbine
parents write letters and put them in the teacher’s mailbox while othergarght email the
teachers for updates about their daughters. In one group of intervieweedstheegtioned that
their moms have the school number on speed dial. They often check in about students’, progress
but also for details about schedules and school logistics. The participants mentiopadethist
are invited to come into the school at any time of day. One student mentioned thatheernsnot
in the school all the time. She helps regularly “and that means she knows evériithayg
stated that the parents tell each other “everything.” It was mentionea@lsiewves that if there is
misbehavior, the school calls the home right away and makes plans to work with ttie fware
change the behavior. The same process is used for expressing that a studeéotimgedse in
their work. The girls mentioned that the teachers also call the homes to $ay gdual job their
daughters are doing.

There are many community events that bring the school personnel, students, dad famil
together at the Middle School for Girls. Some of those events include pot-lucks, babloob-s
night, books fairs, speakers and graduation. Thgr&de sample mentioned that most families

attend the events and they enjoy being together socially.
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The Middle School for Girls has a Parent Teacher Association. The panteigported
that the activities include planning events for the school community, having fumsliaiske
raffles, and facilitating communication between school and home. The girlomezhthat the
school sends home letters to remind parents about the meetings. Not every pavehtad but
the school wants to inform every parent about it. This sample mentioned that the giaeents
ideas to the teachers about what they want; they help make food for the bakedassanize
the potluck dinners. A few students mentioned that sometimes parents still dtfeetdnts
even after their daughters graduate. TRgi@de sample made it clear that there is a strong
partnership between the school and the families.

Sample 2, the graduate sample (N=15), made 22 references to this criteneoadied
that their parents felt comfortable at the Middle School for Girls. They orettiseveral times
that their parents were in regular communication with teachers about thegsrtwat their
daughters were making in class and that the parents were involved in severalchlysg
cleaning, cooking and PTA meetings.

The comfort level of the parents was compared to the comfort level of g.fame
college age participant described it as follows: “I know that my parents ifethgomfortable
going to the school and, you know, just being involved. It's a family atmosphere alhire
girls get to know each other and you kind of built a special bond that carries on throughout your
life.” Another graduate mentioned that the relationships with the teachers evmleeny
comfortable level: “Well, they felt comfortable. My parents invited eachemery one of the
teachers for dinner at least once a month.” The parent’s comfort with the Nicldbe| for Girls
was expressed throughout the interviews.

There was a variety of ways that the parents were literally involvée athool. A few
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graduates reported that their mothers worked full time, but they prioritized¢mes at the
school and made sure they participated. For example, one high school student reported that
“every time we had a performance or something to do, our parents made sure thaypcaas
us. The school made it seem like it was this great and spectacular event.” Arathiened,
“My mother just really trusted them and, you know, she worked full-time so it wdddraner
to really be in that much contact but she’d go for a parent teacher night and tbealwag/s
having something where you could bring your family. There were always prsgaing on.”
Several parents were reported to be at the school regularly. A college-agpadrtecalled
how the mothers would come in and help serve during lunch:
They helped clean the schools. We had a big event one night and they organized it. Some
mothers would cook for graduation. We would have a little party at the end in the school
and all the mothers would cook. The mothers are more than welcome. They were part of
the school. They actually loved that their girls were going to this school. Teeydrget
as much hands-on experience with the girls as possible.
Potluck dinners were also recalled repeatedly during the interviews. ddhaate sample
indicated that families would bring their favorite ethnics foods and spend timeg/isith each
other. They expressed that their parents valued the opportunity to get to knowubkteda
friends. Another college age participant mentioned that everyone knew each“&tresr the
parents and we would have a Thanksgiving dinner all together at school and all the panents w
there.” The sense that the school culture felt like family was pervasougtiout the graduate
sample interviews.
Other ways that parents were involved at the school included parent meetings.

Participants reported that at the PTA meetings parents, mothers dgmacrad together to think
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about ideas, like how to raise money for the school: “All the parents would get involved. Als

the school meetings, the parents felt like they could go any of the teactiersvauld always

be positive interaction. The moms coordinated events.” One career-level respocaléad,re

“For our graduation dress, the moms got together and they spoke about colors and designs. When
they had the meeting for graduation and all the details about the events, ahtlseot in

ideas. | think the moms were involved in choices the school made as well.”

The graduate sample also reported that parents were in regular comiomuinvtt the
school about student progress. They recalled report cards and the requiremeasnfor pa
signatures on them in order to assure that parents knew how their daughtgperfie@ming at
school. Direct communication between teachers and parents was commonplacanfpbe ex
one college age participant mentioned, “Let's say they want to work sometheigpoitityour
grades or something like that. They might say to the teacher, ‘Oh, what camghyestado to
improve this class?’ and the teacher would have suggestions right away.& Glaasmate
reported, “If the student is having problem outside of school, the parent would call and see if

they could work it out. They would probably just call just to see how the student is doing.”

Another recalled, “I had a problem with math R Grade and my mom, she would not give it
up. She was always going to the teacher and going to the school and saying, ‘Wizgtsarey
daughter can become a better math student?’ and eventually it worked. | becéimeradile
student.” Parents did their best to support the education of their daughters. Aeagker
participant added, “My mom was very involved. There were many activities art{stdphe
always helped me with them. Not doing them for me but | think she just loved doing them wit
me and | think it made a bond between me and my mother. She definitely wasiatovayg

school work. It got annoying sometimes.”
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The graduate sample consistently mentioned that their parents wereeglattéinded
the Middle School for Girls and tried to do what they could to support their daughterstieauca
One student explained,
For me personally, | was born in the Dominican Republic and my mom brought me to the
United States when | was six years old. She basically left me withangdmpother when
| was two and she came to the United States in search for a better lifeei@He high
school and finished but she didn't get to go to college. Ever since | started at thee Middl
school for Girls, she is always telling me do the best you can do and go to college
because in the United States there are so many opportunities and now that yeu're her
you know English. You can have all those opportunities. Take advantage of them while
you have them.
The relationships between the parents and the school were described as beitentigrséisng.
The school provided many ways for parents and families to be involved and the grachdge sa
recalled meaningful examples of that relationship throughout their intesview
The Principal, the Sample 3 participant, made 5 references to thisoorsged mentioned
that the school tries to involve and keep in contact with parents through written contraanica
and by making direct phone calls when appropriate:
We communicate with the families at least every quarter about grades famthsAt
different times during the year notices go home about special schedulvents that
are happening and asking the parents to come to the school. The written communication
is periodic, it's not every day and it's not every week even, that we're sending home
notices. It’s just various times during the year when we send home more informati

about particular things. We definitely communicate with parents. The PagsatiAtion
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meets once a month and it's another place where I'll share information or feglaiack
from parents about things.

The principal also reported that parents take the initiative to contact teacitecome to the

school as well:
For example, when they have a problem or something, they will contact the school. They
will call or email to say that their child will be out or to get permissionstl got an email
saying a student will be out for the next three days. Parents will &is® kmow about
that because they know how much we are on top of them when their children are absent.
We call and we get into the reasons for a child missing school. They do contact us i
advance if they know.

The principal mentioned additional parent involvement through the PTA and school events:
They're involved at varying levels. Some parents are really involved becaydeatleea
lot of time and they can do PTA and they can come to every function. They come to
every parent conference. I'd say 98 percent of our parents come to conferghoes a
potluck dinners. If we have a school play, they’ll come. They all come out for the big
events. We’'ll have a small group that will come and decorate the school at Céiristma
time. The parents help out at graduation time. You ask for something and they do it. They
all participate at various times during the year.

All three samples concurred that the alliances and relationships betweehdbkepgrsonnel

and parents is a valued quality of the community.
Transcending Theme 3

Social Equity criterion 5 statesStudents have on-going opportunities to learn about and

appreciate their own and others’ cultures. The school values knowledge from the diverse
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cultures represented in the school and our nati®emple 1, the®8grade sample, made 18
references to this criterion throughout the interviews. They described the oppestimiearn
about and appreciate various cultures and ethnicities represented at the seleoal gBbs
mentioned that at assemblies when the entire community gathers eadtegdngve
celebrations where everyone gets to declare their ethnicity and state howhaadetof their
heritage. They described their student population as mostly Hispanic, buteguihdilarge
categorization by mentioning that there are people from Honduras, Dominican Repudatio, P
Rico, Peru, and elsewhere, which make them similar but different. Their tone dhering t
interview made it clear that these differences are valued by tee ey mentioned that the
student population has African-American and Chinese students, even though there are not very
many. The students described their conversations about race and ethnicityirag lescause
they learn about each other and clap for each other when they are celebratimgyitagje. They
expressed appreciation for the pot-luck dinners where every family boodg$rom their
culture: “It is really yummy and you learn a lot about each other.” Additigrthkyparticipants
reported that the summer camp experience provided the girls an opportunityot@&mget/teach
other and appreciate one another’s heritage.

The 8" graders mentioned that they also learn about cultures and ethnicities dising cla
times, mostly in Social Studies and Art. They described learning about intionigthe Harlem
Renaissance, the Spanish American War and about their families and neigtibers i
community in Social Studies. They noted that their art assignments are often in stipip®rt
social studies content. They make sculptures, drawings, and take neighborhood wajks to hel

understand how art represents various cultures.
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The 8" graders mentioned the respect they had for each other with regards to their
religions. One student stated, “Just because it's a Catholic School, we dondbeat just
Catholics. We learn about Protestants, Jewish, Lutherans and Baptists. Wjitlekgem we
study, we come to understand ourselves.” The girls expressed that they lgant about all
backgrounds and for others to learn about their backgrounds. They mentioned that the school
does not exclude anyone. “They even it out,” was how Brggade student explained the school
culture.

Sample 2 made 8 references to this criterion throughout the interviews. Ond@radua
described the Middle School for Girls as follows: “The Middle School for Girgsgreat
opportunity for girls because it's a school where you do not just learn but you learn about
yourself. You learn who you are, teachers stand up for you, and you learn to stand up for
yourself and become a leader.” She and her fellow participants agreedttirabiaddle School
for Girls, the faculty appreciated diverse ethnicities. The familiesaslahe girls to be proud of
their cultures.

Some of the ways that they recalled the school embracing their sthwasithrough
family meals when everyone would bring ethnic food, students teaching Spanish tsi&auca
teachers and having cultural nights and performances that taught the coyrabonitthe
cultures of the girls and their families. They thought the culture of the schooltheadédeel like
they were wanted because they were different and that being a min®itygead thing. They
remembered the community as a place that liked to celebrate. Any holidajatvatiahem to
celebrate a culture was embraced and it gave them the opportunity to learn.

Sample 3 made 2 references to this criterion throughout the interdibevgrincipal

appeared enthusiastic when responding to questions about the culture and ethnicity of the
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students. She said, “I am West Indian and | am proud. We embrace ethnicity amdbraee
difference. We allow girls to express that and that’s not bad. It's not like ‘nas®paan be
spoken in the school,” the girls will talk to each other in class in Spanish. When thdkiage ta
to each other and explaining things, that is just fine.” She went on to explain that thrahghout
year, as a community, they talk about different holidays and historical moroemtsibus
populations. Rather than celebrate one heritage at a time, the communityriear@mnigoing

way about many cultures and ethnicities. Rather than polarizing populations, thikguian a
everyone to celebrate: “We have a large population of Hispanics. Thereforgyays ay to
include Hispanic perspectives in whatever we talk about in assembly. We allomishe g
express their nationalistic feelings.”

The principal described the importance of recognizing culture and ethnithitparents
too. For conferences, translators are available for the Spanish-speakints pawd guardians.
Throughout the school day and year, Spanish music is played in the hallways. Pameate dec
the building in traditional ways. Salsa and Meringa are heard year round. “The #gndoencls
of our girls, their families, and our staff make us stronger. Of course, weatel¢hem,” the
principal said in closing.

Transcending Theme 4

Social Equity criterion 6 statedzach child’s voice is heard, acknowledged, and
respected.”Sample 1 made 10 references to this criterion throughout the interviews" The 8
grade sample described many times when they thought they could express\taenThose
times included during class, homeroom, conferences, class meeting timeS&ide and

“pretty much anytime you thought you needed to share an idea.” They describatlttyeas
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encouraging them to express their ideas. They expressed their belibétraadutity feels that if

they share their ideas their confidence will increase.

The sample consistently described this quality of the school to be unique because when
they were in public school, they were shy and afraid to speak out. One student mentioned tha
she would hide herself. They expressed feeling very comfortable at thee€gicktbol for Girls
because they know everyone so well. The comfort makes them feel safe thsihadeas,

thoughts, and concerns.

The girls believed some of the ideas for parts of the school come directlyhigom t
students. For example, the school store idea was initiated by a fifth-guddats Now the store
is open. “The teachers encourage us to use our voices” was stated many tinpés 2Saade
12 references to this criterion throughout the interviews. The graduates rereeinéiag very
comfortable talking at school. They mentioned several places where they co@sisetkgir
ideas including homeroom, assembly, classrooms and in social times. They debentssives
as being very expressive and the school as a place where everybody’s piescoaale out.
Unlike during their earlier public school experiences, they expressed that¢heyo longer
embarrassed to speak out. They attributed much of this cultural charactetisésthool’s
motto: “be yourself.”

They mentioned that they were comfortable in the environment and with therseach
They recalled sharing ideas and believed that the school was always openitiediseiThe
graduates mentioned that the teachers and administrators would soli@pth&ns regularly.
One graduate in college mentioned that the faculty was always ieteresthat the girls had to
say. Other ways that they could express themselves included through dance, artssamns de

that needed to be made, for example, selecting the matching graduation dresgesdUdtes
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also agreed that every camp experience gave them the opportunity to get to know their
schoolmates more deeply, which gave each girl the confidence to know that sheedaboat
and that the community valued her.

Sample 3 made 1 reference to this criterion throughout the interview. The principal
mentioned that there are many opportunities for students to share their ideadiagsl. f€lass
meetings are held in homerooms. Students can put whatever suggestions they wargsaondisc
the class or school meeting in a box so that all ideas are regarded importarpr8sscel
confidence that the students of the Middle School for Girls feel comfortable. Thentsttipe
offices of the principal and counselors regularly to share ideas. The gixs@al and feel
comfortable talking to adults about their thoughts. She stated, “I think we have dooe jaly
of making them feel that their opinion matters and that their voice mattera.ait to hear what
they have to say and what they think—kids who have ideas [and] haven’t been afraid to share
them.”

Summary

The three samples told many stories that indicated evidence that the coyrvatiniit
the Middle School for girls is a community that values high quality relationships. The
participants regardless of age consistently remarked on their mutual support oheaemdtthe
loyalty they have to the school along with their perception that the school msititaisame
loyalty to them.

What can we learn about the Quality of Learning from the Student Pergations of the
Practices at their Middle School?
When asking what we can learn about the quality of learning from the studesyitjmers

of the practices, there are five of the transcending themes relatedSchib@s to Watchbriteria

75



that express high quality learning as featured in the Middle School for Giddive criteria

show indication of “high quality learning” as defined by the Doda and Knowles (2@@B) st

The interview participants from the Middle School for Girls appear to desbelresthool as

having those qualities. The sample described teachers who believe in theirsstndiethteir

capacity to learn and who understand their learning styles. The students appeasatsthavg

desire to be actively engaged in their learning, doing what real leaimerfor example,

researching, writing, analyzing, presenting, and collaborating. Trseyikble school as fun, but

not in lieu of learning. The criteria that indicate “high quality learning’udet

Academic Excellence criterion 1, which states, “All Students are exjpectaeet

high academic standards. Teachers supply student with exemplars of high qualit
work that meets the performance standard. Students revise their work based on
feedback until they meet or exceed the performance standard.”

Academic Excellence criterion 5, which states, “Teachers use ayvafrieethods to
assess student performance (e.g., exhibitions, projects, performangamaisks
maintain a collection of student work. Students learn how to assess their own and
others’ work against the performance standards.”

Academic Excellence criterion 7, which states, “Students have the supported¢dey n
to meet rigorous academic standards. They have multiple opportunities to succeed
and extra help as needed.”

Social Equity criterion 1, which states, “Faculty and administrators expéct hig
quality work from all students and are committed to helping each student produce it.
Evidence of this commitment includes tutoring, mentoring, special adaptations, and

other supports.”
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e Developmentally Responsive criterion 10, which states, “the school provides age-

appropriate co-curricular activities.”

Each of the criteria is presented through the perceptions of each sample. These
criteria were predominant within the interviews held with the three sanmpbteder to learn
about the perceptions the samples had about their middle school. They appear to e directl
related to high quality learning in the middle school.

Transcending Theme 5

Academic Excellence criterion 1 statéstl students are expected to meet high academic
standards. Teachers supply students with exemplars of high quality work that meets the
performance standard. Students revise their work based on feedback until they meeidor excee
the performance standardEach sample made specific references to these characteristics at
their school. Sample 1 made 18 references to this criterion.

Students in Sample 1 described high standards as commonplace throughout the school.
Rubrics are provided for most large assignments and the opportunity to make resisions i
expected. All 8 grade groups reported the same process for the usage of rubrics. They
consistently mentioned that the teacher distributes the rubric, the clase aedieiscusses the
rubric, the student uses the rubric to guide her work, the students reviews her own work
according to the rubric, the teacher reviews the student work according to thenabthen the
student can revise as necessary. The students reported that rubrics habe alliogs that are
necessary to include in an assignment. The sample consistently exprestedstuaents are
required to do well. They are expected to meet the standards. One particigant'¥tall, it's
kind of hard, but it’s like a challenge. | need a challenge. You get to learn a lotsthtbad and

you do a lot of work. It prepares you for high school.”
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Sample 2, the graduate sample, mentioned eight times that their middle schaehegper
taught them to strive for the best and understand that they have to achieve. Onestallage
expressed it as follows: “The school really puts a lot of focus on education, but it helps the
students focus on realizing that special talent that each individual has to triggdhatperson
see that they’re capable of doing anything they want and there's nothingtk&d#hem. Each
girl learns to know that she is special and there's something in her that makasé&rshe
best.”

The patrticipants talked specifically about classroom procedures, irupartiee use of
rubrics as a way to ensure that all do well. They described the usage of subil@dy to the
descriptions the Eighth grade sample included. The graduates especially pointed thet t
rubrics made it easy to understand how to earn the maximum points on an assignment. They
referred to the gradations of the rubric that showed various levels of accomplishinent. T
indicated that the intent was to earn the most points on each part of each assignment. One
graduate mentioned, “There was a model, a guideline, for us. There was no wayTodsi
spoke about the various times when teachers used rubrics and gave the students exampl
feedback. Those times included projects, essays, and tests. The graduate sarajed it
the rubrics helped them out and they appreciated that they didn’'t have to guess what should be
on an assignment. In conclusion, one career woman mentioned, “The Middle School for Girls
teaches us to strive for the best and understand that each of the girls has/éothetbest
education and move forward through her education and career.”

Sample 3 made 2 references to this criterion. The participant in Sample Bntngal,
pointedly stated that the teachers are intentional about their expectatitns gots. She

expressed that at the start of every school year the teachers lay outgbetagons in terms of
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behavior and academics. Teachers create a syllabus right at tloé Staryear. Every unit
comes with a rubric. Teachers will give out the rubric saying, “this is ydaheed to produce
for this unit of study that we’re in right now. Teachers are also required to mbdtdver it is
they're asking students to do. Whatever their students are required to produces teaoh¢o
model and teach to.”

There was total agreement amongst the samples that the work of the studgrestedex
to be high quality and the role of the teachers is to help the students meet those stamelards. T
commitment level appears solid by all stakeholders.

Transcending Theme 6

Academic Excellence criterion 5 reads as followisdchers use a variety of methods to
assess student performance and maintain a collection of student work. Students learn how to
assess their own and others’ work against the performance stand&asple 1 (N=13) made
16 references to this criterion. The participants consistently suggestéuethedchers allow
them to use a variety of ways to show what they know. The students are expectedvtthesvie
own work compared to the rubric or the directions provided. The teacher also reviews the work
prior to grading and gives the students feedback for revisions. Students mentioned thid¢they
have pre- and post-tests, which are kept in portfolios. Those documents are used to provide
comments for parents and progress reports. The students themselves prepares;@smerie
teachers. Eighth graders reported that comparing their beginning work to thevertiem
concrete examples of their academic growth. One student reported th&esprottes way:

At the end of the unit, we get the same questions, post-assessment. We take titk test, a

at the end, we see our progress. We're, like, “Oh, | went up five points. That means | did

a lot this unit.” And then the teachers put it in our portfolio; it's part of our report card.
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When we get our report card, it's a green folder with tests and assignmehdstine

quarter. Our parents then say something like, "Oh, she learned somethogaties.

She had a 1 out of 7 on this, and 6 out of 7 on this, so she learned. It makes it clear so

everybody can see how we are doing including us, the students, the teachers, and our

parents.

Several participants referred to the process of getting feedback frona¢hertéen order
to make changes before the final grade was established. Each time, thesseptated, they
have to evaluate their own work first. One described the practice this e teéacher] gives
you the rubrics to self-grade yourself to see if you think you did well and if youybinkid
what was expected, she checks to see if you are right. Then she gradessait'f Another
student referred to the feedback received in study hall, which meets for one todagand is
used to support the class work. They indicated that if they had assignments contieg up, t
could meet with a faculty member during study hall and clear up expectationsedhbm
review the work mid-project. The process was reported to be helpful eatallswed the
students to look over the teacher’s understanding of their work and ask questions when
necessary. The grading process was described as being interasteerbtite student and
teacher. A classmate added, “She'll tell you then how you're doing, and themyuoalea
changes. Sometimes | can have my own draft and | reread my own writing bef&iefou
teacher reads it. | can grade myself and then she’ll grade it and then stle’Nvtiat | have and
what | don’t have.” Another student expressed the interactive process in therfglieay: “We
grade ourselves first. Then the teachers grade us. My grade for mygiaifoe a 98, but when
the teacher reads it, it might be like a 90 according to her understanding of tb@rubr

assignment sheet. Sometimes, | might think | used something properly, but.T didn't
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Students described the protocols for honoring quality work through various levels of
honor roll. They expressed that having these levels helped them to understand the importance of
doing their best and how grades helped them see themselves academicgligpdited that
there were various levels of honor including First Honors and Principal’s Honors; rédadied
the honor levels as a way to indicate how well each student was doing" Grexl® students
appeared to have a clear understanding about their academic progress alidenterevaluate
themselves against the standards as part of the normal daily process.

Sample 2, the graduates, made 5 references to the variety of assessiniasdhehers
use in the Middle School for girls. They recalled taking tests and quizzes. g§ecatie graduate
mentioned, “Oh, they gave us tests and quizzes. You had a test every week. Quizeesred.
A lot of homework. | guess they just wanted to prepare us for that. That's exj@erienced all
the time.” Another graduate, a career woman, remembered the teachersrmgegeh piece of
work to her previous performance. If you were doing better before and you just haoipep, t
they would compare it then and say that you could do better than that. You always had bette
grades or something like if you were worse before and you're better nowhéyawould like
encourage for you to keep doing a good job. The high school age graduates mentioned tests,
projects, and regular assessment of class work. All three levels of gsatheatBoned that the
teachers used games to prepare the students for their assessmentovitiey thre girls a
variety of ways to learn the material in order to be sure they did well on thsir tes

The principal, the Sample 3 participant, made three specific referentes ¢riterion.
She described the rigor of the educational program in the following way: “@iaié/School
for Girls has a program of rigor; that means it is really strong roii$ents and has high

standards and measurable outcomes. We aim to have students who are well spoken and who
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seem to have educated responses and who are able to think about things for themselves.” She
expressed the strong connection between use of rubrics and teacher feedbacleasdite m
establishing a student population that meets the previous description:
Through use of rubrics, we help the students develop metacognition and selkrelianc
The rubrics have levels of performance and the teacher will go over each campibine
the students. The teachers will point out how students earn ones, twos or threks in eac
part of the assignment. Of course, they will emphasize what needs to be done to get a
three. All is delineated in the rubric in addition to the teacher’'s modeling dfswha
expected in the exemplar. Teachers are required to collect drafts ofigmress — they
don’t just assign whatever the assignment is and then collect it. They have to ffigve dra
of it so that the student is getting feedback on what they need to tweak, what they need to
improve on, what they need to change.
The principal specifically mentioned that the staff of the alternatidelsschool tends
to be young and less experienced. She explained, “Well, most of the teachers —theyaese
not so experienced — do a lot of whole class instruction. And then they break class out into
pairings of girls to work together and then come back to the larger group. Ses#tay will
do small group work, which provides time for mini-lessons on specific topics diffettedents
need.” She reported that the differentiation is more obvious in the product than in théiamstruc
The student samples confirmed the principal’s intent to have teachers providekaedba
students on a regular basis. The principal reported that the teacher’s job ¢h tane#o do so
in such a way that the teacher can have some confidence those students will be able to
understand and learn. The teacher has to have a way of checking that the letsharé:glit's

not just stand up and teach and not have any way of receiving data back on how well that’s
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going. And the student’s job is to really pay attention and ask questions and do tloe jrsatti
try to learn what the teacher is explaining.” The three samples show coeuat®ut the
opportunity for uses of a variety of assessment strategies and the in¢eralets that both
teacher and student play in the assessment process.

Transcending Theme 7

Academic Excellence criterion 7 reads as follot#&udents have the supports they need
to meet rigorous academic standards. They have multiple opportunities to succeed and extra
help is provided as neededSample 1 made 23 separate comments about getting support and
help. The school has a study hall, which is an opportunity to get homework finished and get help
if needed. The'Bgrade sample described study hall as a place to do homework and get help
from a teacher, where they can go to that teacher and get help wheneverethéy The
students acknowledged that if they had questions during class or were confused@hiout a t
they could ask questions and get help during class time. One student mentioned that she ofte
asks if the teacher can explain the lesson to her again. She commented on the opporsknity to a
for extra credit if a student struggled with a concept and needed to improve leerTgrad
participants mentioned that they were regularly allowed to make changesassignment even
after the teacher has graded it the first time. They expressed thedi¢thers wanted them to
know the material and would keep giving them chances after tutoring to dertetistia
mastery of a topic. When referring to the help the teachers provide, one partoipkined:
“They don’t turn you away. It doesn’t matter what you are working on; they don’ytur
away.” A classmate mentioned that the teachers were always pawgintgoat to whether the

girls were focused on their work. For example, she states, “Oh, Middle Schoaobgie on,
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you're better than that. Those study minutes you waste on the computer} wasteur
homework.” And she (the teacher) pushes each of us to our best.”

Students indicated that there were opportunities to get tutors in all subgxt Bhere
are local colleges and universities that coordinate tutoring for the studsnt$lfie participants
reported that the college students wanted to give back and were willinghcatehtutor them
for the grade or class the students was doing poorly in.

Students reported about both advanced curriculum and students that were on IEP’s
(Individual Educational Plans) or needed a slower pace. Students referred toyhattetind
classes that give them the extra support that is needed. One stated, “I go [fbelslcher] for
math because | have a learning disability. We learn the same thing as [th&wdkats], but we
learn much slower. Today, we have the same homework as them and the samehesishas t
we just take our time.” Another reported her similar experience:

We will learn the same things as our whole class, but in a slower, more paced. ttanner

just depends on how much help you need or how much help you want. Some help, you

don't necessarily need and you may just ask for it. I know for math, two of the girls in our
class, they stepped out of the class to work with Ms. [Math Teacher]. That doesn't mea
that they don't understand things we do, they just learn it in a different way than we do.
The &" graders mentioned that even after they graduate from the middle school and attend high
school, they can come back to the Middle School for Girls in order to get tutoring. The school
wants the girls to succeed academically, not only during Middle School, but gtsalb©ne
student added, “The Middle School for Girls teaches us to strive for the best and addéesgta

you have to achieve the best education and move forward through your education arid caree
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Sample 2, including graduates attending high school and college as well as wdime
workforce (N=15), made 5 references to this criterion. They consistefdtya@ to the variety
of ways the teachers assessed their learning and how there was alwaysdggorcompare
present performance with past performance in order to establish growthreploeted having
quizzes and tests regularly. They mentioned that pop quizzes were given oftgradilages
recalled having a lot of homework. They reported that teachers would plag gantass in
order to assess how the students had learned the material. The graduates hepedethr
implementation of pre- and post-tests. They recalled knowing exactly whdtatidearned by
comparing the results of the two. A college age participant referred fardicisss: “They, the
teachers, would encourage you to keep doing a good job by showing you how much gtrenger

have gotten academically.”

Sample 3 made 1 reference to this criterion. The principal suggested thiretcslze
expected from the students in terms of their behavior and in terms of their acad®va have
a standard for both of those things. But that most of the time the students feeathleestese
helping them to reach that standard and that even when they falter, if they havera pritible
their behavior or with their academics that they know that there is some perserstatim
person who they could turn to, to get help in getting better at whatever it is.” Ebgatirthat
the leadership has for the school appears explicit and intended to help each gid higjine
quality work and meet or exceed the performance standard.

The three samples note that additional help is provided in order to help each student
achieve. The school systems appear to provide a structure where the studgetem It also
appears that individual teachers are proactive in attending to the individual néselstoflents

in order to ensure academic success.
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Transcending Theme 8

Developmental Responsiveness criterion 10 stalés School provides age-appropriate
co-curricular activities.” This criterion had a total of 26 responses made by Sample 1"The 8
graders mentioned that they have many co-curricular opportunities inclucnggustudy
hours, school trips, community service opportunities, athletic opportunities and othlememtic
opportunities. They specifically recalled the camp experience to bewmoular activity that
really differentiated their middle school experience from others. Thehemgitt experiences
appear to reinforce the sense of “high quality” learning at the Middle Schoolrfer Gi

Sample 1 participants emphasized study hour, community service, enrichment
opportunities and camp. They spoke with enthusiasm about each of the programs that would be
considered co-curricular. The programs take place between 3:00 PM and 6:00&M. A f
programs meet on Saturdays throughout the year. When describing the study htdugraders
consistently expressed how important the study hour was to them. They noted ttiatlgspe
during the early years when they were getting used to the harder acatlrdards, they really
needed the help during study hour. In eighth grade, the girls have a choice abbat tintegt
attend study hour two days a week. Study hour ends at 4:30, at which time the girls can
participate in various enrichment programs. They noted clubs and athletics zsiltide
programs. The girls mentioned that the clubs include yoga, track, flag footbadidgahab,
track, martial arts, digital photography, dancing, choral, swimming, and jogdiey.ékpressed
appreciation that some of the clubs meet off site from the school. The clubs meset for t
guarters. Club participation is self-selected.

Community-service projects were identified as co-curricular &éietvihat the girls

participate in and appeared to value. The participants described theipptdicin the
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community service projects as a way for them to feel good about themselvédgibg bthers.
They consistently described the community service projects as a wiaghoito help others in
neighboring communities. The projects are varied and include Habit for Hupfahilgren for
Children, World’s Prep, and sponsorship for a sister school in Darfur, Africa. Thepzartgi
described the ways they participate as helping to build houses, completing m&hmprab
raise money for cancer, reading to kindergartners and selling braoealaise money for Africa.
The ways that the students participate in community service are diversdancobdus
experiences.

The 8th graders mentioned field trips as another way they participate inricodenr
activities. They go on day trips and overnight trips. Some of the trips are iméaghborhoods
and within the city. Other trips are further away. Most of the trips amgeceto something they
are studying in class.

The patrticipants described their summer camp experience as a calauaxperience
that is meaningful to every member of the school. The entire student population and many
graduates of the school attend a summer camp for 2 ¥2 weeks every year. Tdre giiksed by
grade level in cabins and experience an outdoor itinerary for the duration. Thgpaatsi
consistently identified camp as what brings them together and makes #ienofe like a
family because they actually live with each other for two weeks. The desthibexperience as
community-building; by the end they know each other really, really well.

Sample 2 made 22 references to this criterion. Sample 2, the graduate sammegchent
similar activities to the eighth-grade sample. They mentioned clubs ars, sgonmunity

service and field trips as the co-curricular activities they expaze while in middle school.
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The clubs and sports included track, basketball, drama, art, Big Sisters, danch, Fr
planting club, knitting, origami and church activities. The participants reptirée there were
collaborations with the YMCA and local universities, which gave the girls the myitgrto see
other places, meet other people, and enrich their lives. They mentioned participatademic
competitions as a way to meet students from other schools. Several respondéntechéat
the clubs and athletics allowed them to experience activities they did not thinkéwkegd were
good at. For example, a student who participated in French club went on to study French
throughout high school. Another student who did not think she liked swimming joined a swim
team following her middle-school experience. Finally, a student who thought she could not r
ended up winning events during the track meets. Community service experieraavwasn
among the graduates. They mentioned collecting pennies, hosting food drives agdwmaisey
for women'’s shelters as regular projects for the school.

The graduate sample referred to many fieldtrips. They visited places throtighaoity
attending plays, music events, museums, athletic events and meeting peoplesthiegd the
eighth-grade trip, which lasted several days, as a wonderful scienesHieteiding experience
for the class. Camp was especially important to every participant. The 2k/exmaience,
which started as a five-week experience, was the common denominator as the ¢avori
curricular event in the school. One graduate recalled,

| went to camp every summer; it was mandatory. All of us were so exgitexgoing off

to camp because it was a fun time being away from home and from our moms or whoever

was raising us. But coming back, we were all depressed, all of us. Going to eamp w

what | remember most about the Middle School for Girls. To do this day, ten yeays lat

we totally enjoy remembering all these stories from camp. The aearlaughter that
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come from these great memories are amazing. Camp allows you to have wonderful

experiences and develop incredible friendships. It is the first thing | wdlLidfgenily

that was considering the Middle School for Girls for their child.

The principal, the participant in Sample 3, made 2 references to this oritdnie
describing the co-curricular activities as follows:

The girls do have an after school program, pretty much four days a week. They have

tutoring in after school. They could be in a couple different after school activitiere

IS community service that they can do and that’'s usually done through Student Council.

There are sports, for example; they run track on the weekends and once duringkthe wee

And then every now and then there are arts programs. There was an art phagthe t

8th graders are in and they're going to a Saturday presentation. CaHaunraictivities

happen mainly through the after school program.

The samples agreed that the co-curricular components of the Middle Schoaldor Gi
were an integral part of the school’s structure. It appeared that the stld¢ntsurrent and
graduate, were appreciative of the enrichment opportunities.

Transcending Theme 9

Social Equity criterion 1 states-aculty and administrators expect high quality work
from all students and are committed to helping each student produce it. Evidence of this
commitment includes tutoring, mentoring, special adaptations, and other sup/@atsgle 1
made 33 references to this criterion.

The 8" grade sample described the Middle School for Girls as a place that helps girls be
responsible and well educated. They concurred that attending the Middle Schodlsfor Gi

prepares students for high school and out-of-school activities. They described tleeazitnore
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focused on the students than in public school. One student said, “They basically push you
forward to be a better person academically and personally.” The participamtismed that all
work is to be done neatly, is to be handed in on time and if it is sloppy a do-over is required.
They concurred that it is the responsibility of every student to be a good stndehthey need
help, they must go to the teacher. The students mentioned that at times, they doysdiealva
like they can do some of the things required but the teachers help them and remirgathem t
they can do it. They can be pushed and accomplish the task¥.gkadgr reported that the
teachers come right out and say, “We expect a lot from you!” Another studtkrifif$eey expect
us to be on point, not to slack off or anything. It is like a little pressure for ugodties an easy
challenge but at the beginning of the year you have to get used to it.”

The sample described the ways that they get support from the teacher to inlgude he
during study hall, tutoring, remediation classes and advanced placement diassgsidents
reported that students and teachers initiate extra help for students. Thereeati@lrand
advanced placement opportunities for the girls to grow as much as possibleiealiylem
Outside agencies, including colleges, counseling centers and community graemadditional
tutoring and supports, and help the girls to meet high academic standard¥.gradess
described that the classes emphasize pace more than content. The gjfrithatahe pace allows
each girl to learn in her own style, at her own pace, but they all study the Gaceets.

Sample 2 made 11 references to this criterion. The graduate sample copsistentl
acknowledged their attendance at the Middle School for Girls as a major gegir gluiccess in
high school, college and in career life. One career woman stated, “I f2éklkild probably not
have been in the same place as | am right now if | had not attended the Middle Schatd.for G

They recalled that the faculty pushed them to make more of them and to do well. Tdidedes
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the school as a place that helped them to build confidence and believe that they cou&l becom
whatever they wanted to become. One graduate attending college edphedghe school

wanted every girl to achieve highly, but they were never compared with each-otilg with
themselves.

The graduates mentioned that, in balance with the high expectations for éatkhgir
school, there was tutoring and opportunities to get the extra help that was neededfor orde
each girl to achieve. They reported that even though they have graduated|l tt@ystback
for tutoring or to get help about decisions they need to make. They mentioned that when they
attended the school, they did not hesitate to ask for help and now that they are gradyated, the
still feel comfortable asking for help and sometimes can offer it to youmtgerihey
remembered that at the Middle School for Girls, “the students respectedypouasked for
help and wanted to do your best.”

Sample 3 made 3 references to this criterion. The principal stated exphaitkhe
teachers and administrators expect a lot from the student in terms of behavioteantsiof
academics. She made it clear that there were standards for both. That saehtteed that
even though the expectations are high the girls feel that the teachers arg thelpi to reach
the standards. In order to establish and maintain the culture of high expecthg@thdol has
several levels of Honor Roll and regular progress reports that are intendeddgwistt® use as
benchmarks for their progress and growth. The principal also mentioned that the young
adolescent girls show a great deal of emotional development over the coursetehthrei at the
school. The teachers support the girls in this growth and they tend to outgrow a low ¢otdranc
frustration or the need to be “queen bee.” The principal specifically mentiorigtdlalture of

the school encourages the girls to clarify expectations or to ask for help dussgmia or
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study hall: “Ideally, the questions are addressed during class but the aliudyplirposefully
provided as a" tier of support. If a student doesn’t seek the help herself, then the staff
intervenes. By 8 grade, most students are able to advocate for themselves, which is another
measure of growth related to high expectations for the school.” The principal dethat¢he
support that the teachers and staff provide the girls does not end when they draduatildle
school. The staff helps them apply to high schools and most receive several invitapionate
schools. This is another measure of success attributed to high expectations. Tétegratiurn
to the school regularly for both social and academic support.
Summary

All of the participants that were students at the Middle School for Girlsdimg each
member of Samples 1 and 2, reported that they were positively impacted byttbagielps that
supported their academic progress while attending the Middle School for Girls ancedppear
appreciative of those relationships even post graduation. It was clear fronethiews that
each student perceived it her responsibility to do well and to do what the teachers &s&ed of
The participants expressed belief that the teachers were alwalgbkev/tn help regardless of the
circumstance. There was a strong belief that the teachers wanted tmésstoidi® well. The
relationships extended outside of the students and teachers and were extendedibehe fa
The relational culture appeared to be something all of the participants vahgeprifcipal
appeared to understand the culture of the girls and their families andd¢haézesponsibility to
help the teachers to do the same.

Chapter Five

Discussion
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The purpose of this study was to analyze and evaluate the perceptions of a sample of
current and former students as they relate to the National Forum to Acedliealdte Grades
Schools to Watchriteria. | explored in detail the student perceptions of the operations of the
Middle School for Girls using qualitative methods, including semi-structuredienes with all
samples in order to fully gather the perceptions of the students, alumnae, ansiqrafes
educators responsible for establishing the academic program and school cliimegely, |
explored the congruency between 8ehools to Watchriteria and the qualities students name
as making their school successful for young adolescents. A summary ofetheeines presented,

related to the current literature and the research questions.

Review of research questionslhe research questions of this study asked about the
experiences of the students at an alternative middle school for low-incaimasLd hese
experiences were conveyed through interviews with current and former studentgemhew
guestions specifically sought to learn to what degree student perceptions vggreenbwith the
Schools to Watchriteria, as well as how students perceived the quality of relationships and

guality of learning in their middle school.

Overall, there were ningchools to Watchriteria that all samples repeatedly used to
describe their school. Those criteria identify nine features present indidéeNschool for Girls.
These include high academic standards; providing exemplars of high qualityrwdidealback;
usage of a variety of assessment strategies while having studensstiasgsesvn work against
the performance standards; providing the supports students need to meet rigoroug academ
standards; establishing a personalized school environment with mutuallgthelsgdationships;
creating strong alliances with the families to enhance and support théi@dotaheir students;

having expectations for all students to create high quality work; creating opitied to learn to
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appreciate students’ own and others’ cultures; and a school environment that assucbdais
voice is heard, acknowledged and respected. These nine criteria were preddmmnehout
the interviews. The student samples mentioned all 38 criteria within the intelgwlue to the
scope of this study only predominate transcending themes are discussestingtgreéhe nine
transcending themes can all be classified within the frameworks of higtygakdtionships and
high quality learning as identified by Doda and Knowles (2008) in their explorsticay

reflecting the desires of young adolescents for their middle schools.

Review of Research Question 1: To what degree are the student percepsmfi their

middle school experiences congruent with the schools to watch critafl

The responses from the three samples were consistent when describing tleeSdiraxti|
for Girls. There appeared to be a connection between best practice resegocimdpr
adolescents and the implementation of those practices within the daily opeshtioeschool.
The three samples in the study including current students, graduates and tpalmwieic
comparable in their perceptions of an academic and relational structure intesdegetyoung
adolescents. The perceptions, opinions and beliefs that the participants expfestdtae
structure of the school appeared to be designed in order not only to meet the needs of young
adolescent females in general but also to respond to the specific needs of yowsagatiole
females who are also members of recent immigrant families and haveslovi@economic
status. As Garcia-Preto (2005) reminds those serving at-risk populations, edceatoest
serve all students’ needs when they have knowledge and understanding of cuskunsitiye
practices that honor the ethnicity and culture of their students. The bepeé¢ssad by each of
the samples indicate that he Middle School for Girls appears to be responding &l tHss ¢

evidenced through those practices designed uniquely for the school’s populatienw&her
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predominant themes throughout each of the interviews related to the three dontaens of t
Schools to Watctriteria including Academic Excellence, Social Equity, and Developmental

Responsiveness.

Academic ExcellenceAcademic excellence refers to high performing schools that
challenge all students to use their minds well. The participants in all timgs#es most

frequently referred to the following criteria within the domain of acaderuelkence:

e All students are expected to meet high academic standards. Teachers tsuj@pits svith
exemplars of high quality work that meets the performance standard. Studesggheiri
work based on feedback until they meet or exceed the performance standard.

e Teachers use a variety of methods to assess student performance (eitiprexhi
projects, performance tasks) and maintain a collection of student work. Students learn
how to assess their own and others’ work against the performance standards.

e Students have the supports they need to meet rigorous academic standards. They have
multiple opportunities to succeed and extra help is provided as needed.

All three samples mentioned that the Middle School for Girls has high expastédr
each student at the school. The participants indicated that teachers aiieabqulit both
behavior and academic standards that are to be met. Teachers provide clgatienpeerbally
and using rubrics for classroom work. The use of rubrics allows for revisions of wodemtor
use feedback to enhance the quality of work. They mentioned a variety of ssyntovide the
students with the necessary support to meet high expectations. Those stmchudesdaily
study halls where students can get help directly from a teacher, regatarg for students who
want and need individual help and opportunities for remedial and advanced placement for
reading and math. The samples emphasized that each girl got what she neeelainpla, the
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participants expressed that there was a respect for individual respossivedeéitionally, they
mentioned that the students were not faced with teasing or judgment whemgeadulitional

help and there was consistent evidence that the students are engaged inititgedecle.
Participants reported that they are given opportunities to see evidence ofih@cademic
growth . Some of those opportunities mentioned included pre- and post-tests for each unit of
learning, use of rubrics for large assignments and routine progressirg@ordi portfolio

building. Students described having a clear role in determining their own prageskowing
evidence of their growth. This role creates a disposition of investment itutlents own

personal education. There is interdependency between each teacher and stteldit rela
learning that the participants mentioned as important to their academissaadebelief in their

abilities.

The culture of academic excellence described at the Middle School forefiglsts
gains in student performance beyond what might be expected in light of student denssgraphi
National statistics predict that young adolescent girls with simdé@arographic characteristics
were more likely to drop out and have early pregnancies. Whereas, the sttistecMiddle
School for Girls show a likelihood of both high school and college graduation. It appears as
though the Middle School for Girls is taking deliberate steps to help studentgesitiise
outcomes by making strategic changes in curriculum, teaching, and the schiceksdentified
as a key factor by the National Forum to Accelerate Middle Grades (2008 cHdw bas

created a culture that supports the academic success of each student.

Developmental Responsivenes®evelopmental responsiveness refers to high
performing schools that are sensitive to the unique developmental challengeg of earl
adolescence. The transcending themes throughout the interviews relatedbowied criteria:
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e The school creates a personalized environment that supports each studenttuiztelle
ethical, social, and physical development. The school groups adults and studentk in smal
learning communities characterized by stable, close, and mutuallgtfespe
relationships.

e The school develops alliances with families to enhance and support the well4being o
their children. It involves families as partners in their children’s educatiepskéiem
informed, and assures their participation in decision-making.

e The school provides age-appropriate co-curricular activities.

This domain was given the most attention by all three samples throughout thiewser
especially the eighth grade and graduate samples. When speaking about thy respeatful
relationships between each stakeholder at the school, the students appeareciateatiyme
relationships built within the school community. There was regular mention of thmitoent
to help each student to be well rounded and that the relationships are about the whole person, not
just academic performance. Students appreciated that a cultural tenedafabbemphasizes
grades and not clothes and other stereotypical distractions typically founddle mthools.

They attributed the closeness of the community to the small size of the school esgutae
summer camp experience. They consistently stated that their teaairsknow” them. The
overarching theme was that each girl is meant to be herself and the commamivgrs respect
that. The tone in each sample indicated appreciation for the relationships that théastmolt

with the families.

As a member of the Nativity Miguel Schools, the Middle School for Girls provideg a da
and year that are extended to allow low-income children to have accessam#hersiching

experiences that their peers from middle- and upper socio-economic backgroymdsides.
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The extended school hours and extended year provide the students with co-curtieitiasac
that help the students to build cultural and social capital. Those co-curridiNérescinclude

study hour for homework assistance; community service events that allowtsttalkearn that
they have much to offer others; summer camp which provides an opportunity to fullgplevel
personal relationships across the community; and enrichment activities indlueliags, sports
and other specialty skills. These activities counter some of the at-riskidishancluding

dropping out of high school and early pregnancy, often associated with low-incomesardent
families. The connectedness of the community that is developed through the cokaurri
experiences responds to the desire that Latino populations have for personalisngfa form
individualism that values those inner qualities in people that make them unique and givas the

sense of self-worth (Garcia-Preto, 2005).

Social Equity. Social equity refers to schools that are democratic and fair. They provide
every student with high-quality teachers, resources, learning opportunitiespgadts. They
keep positive options open for all students. The predominant themes throughout the interviews

related to the following criteria:

e Faculty and administrators expect high quality work from all students and aneittedn
to helping each student produce it. Evidence of this commitment includes tutoring,
mentoring, special adaptations and other supports.

e Students have on-going opportunities to learn about and appreciate their own and others’
cultures. The school values knowledge from the diverse cultures representectchotiie s
and our nation.

e Each child’s voice is heard, acknowledged and respected.
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Throughout the interviews, all three samples emphasized the importance b¢goitia
The participants consistently spoke about their access to high qualityteaxperiences and
feeling respected as contributing community members who bring unique atribuhe
community. The student samples referred to their abilities to create higlty gqua@k as a result
of individualized attention, the small size of the school, teacher respectlfostedent’'s own
learning pace and the variety of types of help the students can get in order toessfalicthe
sources of help come from experts in all areas not limited to academigsarficgants
repeated that the pervasive tenet that all students can and will achiev¢éosetsvithin the

school that appears to constitute a sense of pride and “can-do” spirit.

There were consistent reference to the respect attributed to the variaua cult
backgrounds of the students and staff and that each girl’s voice is important to therctym
The student samples expressed beliefs that these cultural tenets &steththirough daily
community assemblies, through the tone of the classroom and through the mantraluddhe s
“Be Thyself.” Current and former students recounted the story of previous pabdol
experiences where they would be too shy to speak and were not confident enoughheiraise t
hands. In the Middle School for Girls, the participants felt like they had, early ambexart of
a community that encouraged the use of their voices and the sharing of their ideas. The
participants consistently mentioned that they were encouraged to share #einildege
community assemblies each morning, during class and at any time they had ahegea. T
expressed their comfort with peers, teachers and administratorsaméebvious that from the
students’ perspectives, current as well as graduates, the adminisindtteachers have
intentionally set out to create a school culture that honors the individualism oteadehtsvhile

at the same time respecting and developing the collective spirit of thewsotpmThe National
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Forum to Accelerate Middle Grades (2009) identifies these qualitieseagiabs order to meet

the needs of all young adolescent learners.

Review of Research Question 2: What can we learn about the quality of relatidnips from

the student perceptions of the practices?

The most common theme throughout the interviews was the relationships built between
the stakeholders in the community. The school, including faculty and administragi@n, w
described as being committed to each individual at the school. This attribute wrésedesy
each sample as the most defining quality of the school. The relationships béievesachers
and students, between students and other students, and between school and family were
emphasized in each interview. Because the population at this school is predominamdlyitlia
no surprise that the community would value this attribute. Latino populations, regaridles
original birth country, tend to be relational and this quality at the Middle Schooltisr Gi
contrasts the national trend, which begins to counter the extant research whieh thgdligirls
of color are invisible (Henderson, 1999). Each current and former student of the Middle School
for Girls interviewed for the study expressed that she felt recognized amedi\®t her

community. This theme was evident in all three samples.

Latino populations, regardless of birth country, tend to be familial. The school
community has developed regular protocols that honor this cultural tenet. Some ofshbeavay
school stays connected with families includes reporting of acadenucgthregular
conferencing and progress reports, making home visits for introductory or contimection
based on the unique needs of the family, and having regular community events. The graduate

population in particular referred to the relationships between students and betuaamtssand
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teachers as invaluable. Those relationships were described as the foundaliem bamlief that
they could achieve their goals. There was an emphasis on both the support thaketits st
provided each other and the support that the teachers gave the girls as role reveekti®es
throughout the interviews, the graduates referenced that they were thretfiest families to
graduate high school or attend college. Therefore, by default, the responsbitigifg role
models had to be assumed by the faculty. The graduates attributed much of theiracadem
success to the culture of the school that sent a clear message that eeahidigchieve
academically. The respondents consistently pointed out that the school was thetarribdt
differentiated their lives from many of their female relatives. Theipated their high school
completion and college admission and graduation to the fact that they attended tlee Middl
School for Girls. The National Forum to Accelerate Middle Grades (2008) emgh sz
importance thatachschool strategically concentrate its energies on important focus areas. As
result, the changes in each school are burrowing deeply into its culture. tsappéaough the
Middle School for Girls has established a culture that supports a strong academiitment
through the relationships between its stakeholders.

Review of Research Question 3: What can we learn about the quality of learnifiggm the
student perceptions of the practices?

The National Forum to Accelerate Middle Grades (2009) suggests that schoolarkchow
articulate the academic outcomes they seek; take deliberatecshegs students achieve those
outcomes by making strategic changes in curriculum, teaching, and schvar#seand set
benchmarks for implementing their strategies, and hold themselves accountapkcffic
results. The interviews held with the students and principal at the Middle Schootl$oagpear

to confirm that those three strategies are in place at their school. The saudpless

101



consistently refer to the philosophy that all students are held accountablectimgrhigh
academic standards and expectations. The principal described the wayectieistare
expected to assure learning for each student. These include the use of strosgmioued and
teaching practices that individualize the curriculum for each student. The stueiggriated that
while they were held to high standards, they were provided opportunities to leamacatthat
was individualized. The samples frequently mention the support structuressbestalbd provide
additional academic help and reinforcement for students who are strugghngj] as the
additional opportunities afforded to accelerated learners. The respondenitsedebe Middle
School for Girls as a place where there is a balance in structure thatedichvstudent to be
recognized as both an individual and as a contributing community member. The expe tati
each student and adult were explicit. The graduates of the Middle School for Gtistgar¢o
fail by national statistical standards, are achieving at a compdétigkas measured by both
national norms and private school norms.

Limitations

This study of the perceptions of inner city Latinas attending an altermdidlcke school
for girls evolved from questions about an alternative school that appeared to befsuandss
was designed specifically for a low-income, inner city, minority population cdlEsnThe
school’s16-year track record demonstrated that the school placed its studentgemtoaytifar
academic success, including graduation from high school and college. Thevasudgsigned to
solicit the perceptions of the students related to their experience at the sutdbl. Including
the principal as a sample allowed for a triangulated data collection toreanfizontradict
whether student perception was part of the school plan or something that was a bigfroduct

this unigue community of students and teachers.
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One limitation of this study is that it includes interviews from one population and one
school only. Another limitation is that there appears to be no other study thatsgigcifi
focuses on the input of young adolescent student perceptions; therefore, it is impossible
compare this data to the data from a similar study. A future study may inclineeiggt
perceptions of a similar school in order to compare the result of this study to aniftier m
school population. Another limitation is that the participants in the graduapgesasare all
volunteers and fewer in number than the participants in the eighth grade sample. An dgportuni
to study the perceptions of more graduates may enliven the themes with atahitaynaation
that may have been missed due to the limit of five participants at each postigrakhva.

Another limitation of the study is the categorization of Latinas. By tgail Latinas as
though their culture of origin were the same, there may be inappropriate bias lieeaugtires
are naturally diverse and do not necessarily have a great deal in common. Yheastud
comprised primarily of Latinas. The Latinas represented many placagiafiocluding
Honduras, Guatemala, Mexico, the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico who attended the same
middle school reported that relationships with various stakeholders in the schbatedtto
their success as a students. Although the Latino ethnicity represents paopheainy places
the general population shares the same quality know as personalism. Therefonsjdsring
the importance of relationships the students attributed to their acaderoéss, other middle
school and policy makers may consider trying to better understand the cultelleiohships
within their school in order to better serve their students from low socio-ecobacskgrounds,

as well as recently immigrated students.

The Latinas representing many places of origin including Honduras, Glatémeaico,

the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico who attended the same middle school expeessed t
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importance of holding each student accountable for high quality work and appreaabedtth

in supports provided. Therefore, regardless of culture or tradition, it appears, sthdefael

like the teachers believe they can achieve at a high level can influerazsattesmic success of a
student. The students expressed that every student must be made to know they can @deed me
high expectations and they can be provided the structures to do so. The relationahpart of t
experience between students and teachers, students and students, and famiéifsaasd s

identified as crucial to their success.

By using theSchools to Watchbriteria to code the participants’ comments, there are
additional comments that were not considered in the analysis. It was intendettify i
congruencies between the comments and best practice criteria which explamitshaf the
analysis to th&chools to Watctriteria.

Finally, the research design did not include triangulation. The study focused omgatchi
the participants’ responses to thehools to Watctriteria. There was not an opportunity to
triangulate the data.

Implications

Gathering and studying student perceptions about their middle school expesieee ¢
beneficial to middle level educators and policy makers. Recognizing the pensepftstudents
who are from low socio-economic backgrounds or who are recent immigrants cam yefgir
practices within the field and increase academic achievement. O’'Bf6i)(and Hammersly
(1995) state “To be of value, research findings must not only be valid but also reteisantt
of actual or potential public concern” (p. 206). Long-term trend data from the National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) show that over the past thigesdacademic

achievement has risen in the United States. At the same time, the UniésdcBtdainues to be a
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place where people from across the world converge to embrace the “Amergzan.D&chools
are challenged to overcome fundamental problems that are associatadadgtiisscoming from
homes debilitated by poverty and economic or educational inequity. By listenhng dtutlents
who have achieved academic success while living with these challengestpesiaan learn
about strategies to begin to overcome these barriers. As middle schools intenttteemeeds
of unique populations, this study becomes worthwhile to teachers, administrat@ng npattiers
and families of recent immigrant, low-income students. A population of learherbave
defied the prediction to fail is evolving. It makes sense to learn from theinexpes and use

those experiences to explore practice.

Previous literature has focused mostly on young adolescent development and best
practice teaching and learning processes. Policymakers have empHasimepddrtance of the
middle school years and note that progress is being made in middle level educairge. Ge
(2009) argues that “Middle schools are better than they ever have been”. fpoiktein (2004)
points out that the problems may be less with the schools and more with the economijc, social
personal, and spiritual supports that are vital to positive child development and schosds.suc
This study offers practitioners and policy makers the opportunity to see how giedseyitions
of their middle school experiences at one middle school describe the charestefigteir
school that helped them find educational successes even though they were memivelys aff fa

low income, girls of color and recent immigrants.

Within this study, students both current and graduated reported commitmeat/adues
embodied in th&chools to Watctriteria. When using th8chools to Watchriteria to analyze
students’ responses, it was clear that they internalized the messages embeatibf the
Schools to Watcdomains. By focusing on providing bdilgh quality learningandhigh
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guality relationshipsit appears that schools can better serve the students of low-income families
and those who have recently immigrated to the United States. The students in the Doda and
Knowles (2007) study suggested that these two criteria are important to naioloiie students.
The populations in this study consistently described experiences that can liedlasigh
guality learning and high quality relationships. At the Middle school for Girlssttiteents
reported that their faculty and administration had respect for their culagiadfound. The
participants expressed their belief that faculties need to have enoughl cainp&tence to
understand the cultures of the students and families they serve. These skadhdstsdeveloped
over and above the basic learning about young adolescent development and teathing
learning best practices. Participants suggested that policy makers in soiebetshool districts
provide the resources and opportunities for their faculties to develop thesetskiWsghin this
study, it appears from the perceptions of the students that creating mreap#ygtful

relationships were memorable for these high achieving students.

Suggestions for Further Research

As with any qualitative study, the study of more participants in differentunshs
could determine whether these themes are supported with greater numbers anutlaerdgpes

of middle schools.

Gathering further perceptions directly from the students that attend othee reathadiols
would add further perspective. Particularly studying schools with populations adusathnic
backgrounds may add further perspective to the extant research. It appkaughslifferent

ethnic groups may respond to different cultures represented in those schools. Gathering
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perspectives students attending middle schools that serve male populations andcmiddide s

that are co-ed may add further perspective.

A study that gathers the perspectives of parents and teachers of undepseriations
may add a unique perspective about those qualities that they believe to be nécetseair

children to meet academic success.

Additionally, another qualitative study would be to use a constructivist approach to
analyze the student perceptions of their middle school experience. In addeogylating the
data with an analysis of school artifacts including communications withiésmabservations of

parent-teacher conferences and observations of student-teacher oniereatild be informative.
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Appendix A

Schools to WatcBriteria

Academic Excellence:

1. Teachers use a variety of methods to assess student performance (bitionsxiprojects,
performance tasks) and maintain a collection of student work. Students learn hosgs$atlasis
own and others’ work against performance standards.

2. The adults in the school have opportunities to plan, select, and engage in professional
development aligned with nationally recognized standards. They have regular opgsrtaniti
work with the colleagues top deepen their knowledge and improve their practice. They
collaborate in making decisions about rigorous curriculum and effective instraianethods.
They discuss student work as a means of enhancing their own practice.

3. Instructional strategies include a variety of challenging and engagtivities that are clearly
related to the concepts and skills being taught.

4. The curriculum emphasizes deep understanding of important concepts, development of
essential skills, and the ability to apply what one has learned to real waolléps. By making
connections across the disciplines, the curriculum helps reinforce important soncept

5. Curriculum, instruction, and assessment are aligned with high standards. Theyarovide
coherent vision for what students should know and be able to do. The curriculum is rigorous and
non-repetitive: it moves forward substantially as students progress throughthe gnades.

6. All students are expected to meet high academic standards. Teacherstsulgpitg with
exemplars of high quality work that meet the performance standard. Studesegsheui work
based on feedback until they meet or exceed the performance standard.

7. The school provides students time to meet rigorous academic standards. Fibgihldirsy
enables students to engage in extended projects, hands-on experiences, and inquiry based
learning. Most class time is developed to learning and applying knowledgd®orakier than
classroom management and discipline.

8. Students have the supports they need to meet rigorous academic standards. They have
multiple opportunities to succeed and get extra help as needed.
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Developmental Responsiveness

1. Teachers make connections across disciplines to help reinforce importaptsamnce
address real world problems.

2. Teachers use a wide variety of instructional strategies to fostesityrexploration,
creativity, and the development of social skills. Instructional strat@godude a variety of
challenging and engaging activities that are clearly related tatteepts and skills being
taught.

3. The school provides multiple opportunities or students to explore a rich variety ofaiogics
interests in order to develop their identity, discover and demonstrate their ownteocepand
plan for their future.

4. The curriculum is both socially significant and relevant to the personal tetefg®ung
adolescents.

5. The school provides students with opportunities to develop citizenship skills, uses the
community as a classroom, and engages the community in providing resources.

6. The school provides age-appropriate co-curricular activities.

7. The school creates a personalized environment that supports each studdatsiadiel
ethical, social and physical development. The school groups adults and students in small
learning communities characterized by stable, close and mutuallgtfespelationships.

8. The school provides access to comprehensive services to foster healthy ,docelal
emotional, and intellectual development.

9. Students have the opportunities for voice-posing questions, reflecting on experiences
developing rubrics, and participating in decisions.

10. The school develops alliances with families to enhance and support the weti{librig
children. It involves families as partners in their children’s education, kedm@nginformed,
involving them in their children’s learning, and assuring participation in decisikimga

Social Equity

1. Faculty and administrators expect high-quality work from all students amdmamitted to
helping each student produce it. Evidence of this commitment includes tutoring, nggntorin
special adaptations, and other supports.

2. The faculty is culturally and linguistically diverse.
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3. Students may use many and varied approaches to achieve and demonstratecmankten
mastery of standards.

4. The school continually adapts curriculum, instruction, assessment, and scheduliagite me
students’diverse and changing needs.

5. All students have equal access to valued knowledge from the diverse culturgsntepran
the school and our nation.

6. Each child’s voice is heard, acknowledged, and respected. The school welcomes and
encourages the active participation of all its families.

7. The school’'s reward system demonstrates that it values diversityycsaslivice and
democratic citizenship.

8. The school’s suspension rate is low and is in proportion to the student population.
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Appendix B

Content Validity Rating Sheet

Possible rating scale

5 = outstanding fit

4

= ok fit

3 —not so great fit

2 = belongs in a different category

(name)

1 = probably shouldn’t ask this question or should reword it (include suggestions)

STW criteria Interview question Fit to category
A. 1. What is the purpose of the Middle School for
Girls?

_ 2. Describe a typical day at the Middle School
Getting for girls.
Acquainted/Student
perspectives about 3. Tell me about being a student at the Middle
the school School for girls.

4. If your were to recommend the Middle Schoo
for girls to a prospective 4" grader, what would
you say?

5. If you were in charge of the school, what
would you change to promote powerful
learning?

6. Are the girls in your school successful? How
do you know? Describe it.

12345

Reworded questions, additional questions
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Additional

Is there something else you'd like me to know?

B.

AE1,3,5,6,7,8
SE14

DR 1,2,3,4

1.What do you think academic excellence is?

2. How do the teachers know what you know and
what you have learned? Give me an example of
two.

3. How do teachers let you know what their
expectations are/were?

4. How do you think the teachers decide what
you should learn and what you should do in
class?

12345

Reworded questions, additional questions

Additional Is there something else you'd like me to know?

C. Describe your classes. How are they organized?1 2 3 4 5
What happens throughout the class periods?

AE 1,3,5,6,7,8
Reworded questions, additional questions

Additional Is there something else you'd like me to know?
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D. What do you do if you have a problem? 12345
SE 6
Reworded questions, additional questions
Additional Is there something else you'd like me to know?
E. How do you share your ideas? 12345
SE 6
DR 9
Reworded questions, additional questions
Additional Is there something else you'd like me to know?
F. How do the people at the Middle School for Girl§ 1 2 3 4 5
get along?
SE 6
DR7

Reworded questions, additional questions
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Additional Is there something else you'd like me to know?

G. How do teachers work with other teachers? 12345

AE 2
Reworded questions, additional questions

Additional Is there something else you'd like me to know?

H. Do the girls get in trouble? Why? What 12345
happens?

SE 8

DR8
Reworded questions, additional questions

Additional Is there something else you'd like me to know?

l. How do people in the Middle School for Girlsgetf 1 2 3 4 5
along?

SEG6
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DR 7

Reworded questions, additional questions

Additional Is there something else you'd like me to know?

J. How do student work with teachers? 12345
How do students work with each other?

SE 4,5
Reworded questions, additional questions

Additional Is there something else you'd like me to know?

K. Is your parent/guardian involved at school? If 12345
so, how and when?

DR 10

SE 6
Reworded questions, additional questions

Additional Is there something else you'd like me to know?
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In addition to classwork, what other types of 12345

L.
experiences do you have at the Middle School far
Girls? Community service, enrichment, other
DR 5.6 activities
Reworded questions, additional questions
Additional Is there something else you'd like me to know?
M. How do you know how you are doing in your 12345
classes? How do the teachers know?
SE 3
Reworded questions, additional questions
Additional Is there something else you'd like me to know?
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Appendix C
Interview Questions
SE= Socially Equitable
DR=Developmentally Responsive

AE=Academically Excellent

l. Getting Acquainted/Student perspectives about the school

Questions:

1. What do you think the purpose is of the Middle School for Girls?
2. Describe a typical day at the Middle School for girls.

3. Tell me about being a student at the Middle School for girls.

4. If you were to recommend the Middle School for girls to a®tgrader who is interested in
coming to this school, what would you say?

5. What could this school change to help girls learn better?

6. Are the girls in your school successful? How do you know? Describe it.

Il. AE

1. Teachers use a variety of methods to assess student performance (bitjonsxipirojects,
performance tasks) and maintain a collection of student work. Students learn hosg$atlaesis
own and others’ work against performance standards.

3. Instructional strategies include a variety of challenging andgergactivities that are clearly
related to the concepts and skills being taught.

5. Curriculum, instruction, and assessment are aligned with high standards. Theyagrovide
coherent vision for what students should know and be able to do. The curriculum is rigorous and
non-repetitive: it moves forward substantially as students progress throughthe gnades.
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6. All students are expected to meet high academic standards. Teacherstsulgpits with
exemplars of high quality work that meet the performance standard. Studesgsheui work
based on feedback until they meet or exceed the performance standard.

7. The school provides students time to meet rigorous academic standards. Fibgithidirsy
enables students to engage in extended projects, hands-on experiences, and inquiry based
learning. Most class time is developed to learning and applying knowledgeoragkier than
classroom management and discipline.

8. Students have the supports they need to meet rigorous academic standards. They have
multiple opportunities to succeed and get extra help as needed.

SE

1. Faculty and administrators expect high-quality work from all students amdmmitted to
helping each student produce it. Evidence of this commitment includes tutoring, nggntorin
special adaptations, and other supports.

4. The school continually adapts curriculum, instruction, assessment, and scheduliagite me
students’diverse and changing needs.

DR

1. Teachers make connections across disciplines to help reinforce importapts@mnd
address real world problems.

2. Teachers use a wide variety of instructional strategies to fostesityrexploration,
creativity, and the development of social skills. Instructional strategobude a variety of
challenging and engaging activities that are clearly related ttieepts and skills being
taught.

3. The school provides multiple opportunities for students to explore a rich variety sfdagic
interests in order to develop their identity, discover and demonstrate their oweteone, and
plan for their future.

4. The curriculum is both socially significant and relevant to the personal tatefg®ung
adolescents.

Questions:

128



1. When you hear the words “Academic Excellence” what do you think of?

2. How do your teachers know what you have learned? How do they know what to teach
you? Do the teachers teach you and your classmates the same thing? Give me an pleam
where they taught you and your classmates the same thing. Can you think of a tirae
teacher taught you something different from your classmates?

3. How do teachers let you know what their expectations are/were? in clasawk,
performance, know and learn, skills and concepts

4. What are the teachers measuring your performance against?
5. Do you know what to do in a class to earn the highest grade?
6. | saw a rubric on the bulletin board, tell me about rubrics.

7. How do you think the teachers decide what you should learn and what you should in
class?

8. Describe the ways the teachers teach. What type of activities do you do in cPass

9. What do you do if you don’t understand something in class? What do you do if you
need help?

10. How meaningful are the various lessons you have in class to life outside of schoaf2 C
you give me an example of a lesson you learned in class that is connected to yoer lif
outside of class? Give an example

11. Do the same topics come up in more than one class or subject at the sime?

I.AE

3. Instructional strategies include a variety of challenging andgergactivities that are clearly
related to the concepts and skills being taught.

5. Curriculum, instruction, and assessment are aligned with high standards. Theyarovide
coherent vision for what students should know and be able to do. The curriculum is rigorous and
non-repetitive: it moves forward substantially as students progress througltthe gnades.

7. The school provides students time to meet rigorous academic standards. Fibgithidirsy
enables students to engage in extended projects, hands-on experiences, and inquiry based
learning. Most class time is developed to learning and applying knowledgeoragkier than
classroom management and discipline.
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Questions

1. Describe your classes. How are your classes organized? What happens durirggdiass
periods?

2. Do you have grades? What do they mean? How do you earn them?

3. What is the responsibility of the teachers in class? What is the responsiti of the
students in class?

IV. SE

6. Each child’s voice is heard, acknowledged, and respected. The school welcomes and
encourages the active participation of all its families.

Question

What do you do if you have a problem? Does the school communicate with your family?
When? Why?

Who really listens to you?
Do your parents ever feel they can'’t talk to the teachers?

When do your parents contact the school?

V. SE

6. Each child’s voice is heard, acknowledged, and respected. The school welcomes and
encourages the active participation of all its families.

Question

How do you share your ideas with adults at the school? About the future? aboutdlpast?
Anything?
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Do adults listen to you ? Is their advice useful? Why?

How often do you talk at your school? — in class? In other group meetings with stents
and teachers or other adults? When do you talk? Why do you talk?

VI. AE

2. The adults in the school have opportunities to plan, select, and engage in professional
development aligned with nationally recognized standards. They have regular oppsrtanit
work with the colleagues top deepen their knowledge and improve their practice. They
collaborate in making decisions about rigorous curriculum and effective instraianethods.
They discuss student work as a means of enhancing their own practice.

Question
Can you give an example of how teachers at your school work with other teachers?

What do teachers do at teacher meetings?

VII. SE
8. The school’s suspension rate is low and is in proportion to the student population.
DR

8. The school provides access to comprehensive services to foster healthy,docelal
emotional, and intellectual development.

Question
Do the girls get in trouble? Why? What happens? Levels of consequence?

Do you agree with the discipline policy? Why?

VIIIl. SE
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6. Each child’s voice is heard, acknowledged, and respected. The school welcomes and
encourages the active participation of all its families.

DR

7. The school creates a personalized environment that supports each studdatsiadiel
ethical, social and physical development. The school groups adults and students in small
learning communities characterized by stable, close and mutualltfespelationships.

Question

How do you express yourself at your school? Describe your comfort level at schoblow
do you develop relationships with people at your school?

Do you feel comfortable at this school? Why or why not? How do you make friends, get
close to teachers and other adults at your school?

Do you feel safe at school?

Think of a teacher that you are learning a lot from and respect, think of a teacher lnose
class you are struggling in (academically or socially). Compare the 2 teachers in youmd
and then answer the question. Why and what is different in the two classoms?

IX. SE

5. All students have equal access to valued knowledge from the diverse culturentegries
the school and our nation.

Question

How do you know your school values your cultural background? The background of
others?
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10. The school develops alliances with families to enhance and support the weti{librig
children. It involves families as partners in their children’s education, ketenginformed,
involving them in their children’s learning, and assuring participation in decisikimgia

Question
Is your parent/guardian involved at school? If so, how and when?

Does your parent/guardian have an active role in your education and school, if so how?

XI. DR.

5. The school provides students with opportunities to develop citizenship skills, uses the
community as a classroom, and engages the community in providing resources.

6. The school provides age-appropriate co-curricular activities.

Question

In addition to class work, what other types of experiences do you have at the MiédSchool
for Girls? Community service, enrichment, other activities

Are they importance? Why?

What do you patrticipate in and why?

XIl. SE

3. Students may use many and varied approaches to achieve and demonstratecmankten
mastery of standards.

AE

1. Teachers use a variety of methods to assess student performance (bitionsxiprojects,
performance tasks) and maintain a collection of student work. Students learn hoeg$atiaesis
own and others’ work against performance standards.

133



6. All students are expected to meet high academic standards. Teacherstsulgpits with
exemplars of high quality work that meet the performance standard. Studesesheui work
based on feedback until they meet or exceed the performance standard.

8. Students have the supports they need to meet rigorous academic standards. They have
multiple opportunities to succeed and get extra help as needed.

Question

Do you ever feel that you're working hard and nobody is noticing?
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Appendix D

Assent Forms
UNIVERSITY OF KANSAS

Minor Assent Document

Project Title: The Middle School Experience, A Latina Perspective

Investigator: Laurie Bottiger Faculty Sponsor: Dr. Reva Friedman-Nimz

| am interested in learning more about ways your school works. | would like soeekquestions about
your experiences and feelings at a successful school in the NMigityel Network. If you don't feel

like answering these questions, you don’t have to, and you can stop speaking withime amng that
will be all right. | will be happy to answer any questions you may have now or wharewaking
together. Do you want to take part in this project?

Procedures:

You will:

a) Meet with me two times along with two other classmates.

b) During our time together, | will ask questions about your school and experagatgsu will have
the opportunity to answer them in any way you wish.

You will not be paid for taking part in this study and there are no risksvietol'o maintain
confidentiality, your name will not be used anywhere.

Remember, taking part in this study is completely up to both you and your parems. If y
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choose to not take part in this study, we will honor that choice. If you agralest
part in it and then you change your mind later, that's okay too. It's alyeays

choice!
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PARENTAL PERMISSION FORM

The Middle School Experience: A Latina Perspective

INTRODUCTION

The Department of Curriculum and Teaching at the University of Kansas supportsdineepof
protection for human subjects participating in research. The following iafamis provided
for you to decide whether you wish your child to participate in the present stimlymay
refuse to sign this form and not allow your child to participate in this study. You should be
aware that even if you agree to allow your child to participate, you armofrathdraw at any
time. If you do withdraw your child from this study, it will not affect yodatienship with this
unit, the services it may provide to you, or the University of Kansas.

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

Your child is being invited to participate in a research study to learn more abouwauays
child’s middle school works. If you and your child decide that she agrees topgad€ici

in the study, your child will be asked to answer questions about her middle school and her
experiences.

PROCEDURES

All Eighth graders and 15 graduates of a successful middle school in the NatigitglMi
Network will be asked to:

e Answer several interview questions during two 45 minutes periods.
e Reply to interview questions which will last about 45 minutes.

e Respond to questions which will vary in difficulty. Some questions will be more than
difficult than others but there are no right or wrong answers.
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e Give their opinions about the way things work at her middle school

e Skip any question that he/she does not want to answer.

¢ Audiotapes of the interviews will be used by the researcher only and stored inda locke
file cabinet.

RISKS

There are no risks associated with this study. Remember your child does nat fiaswer any
guestion that he/she does not want to and he/she may choose to stop participation in the projec
at any time. Your child does not have to be in this study, participation is voluntary

BENEFITS

Choosing not to participate in this study will not affect your student’s grades ohleas s
treated in the classroom. Benefits from this study will help to identify tinisgs that make the
school a successful middle school for at-risk Latinas.

PAYMENT TO PARTICIPANTS

Participation in this project will be voluntary. Students will not be paid for theirvewatnt in
this research.

PARTICIPANT CONFIDENTIALITY

Your child’s name will not be associated in any way with the information t¢tetlegith the
research findings from this study. The researcher will use a study nanmdeode instead of
your child’s name. The researchers will not share information about yddiuchess required
by law or unless you give written permission. "Permission granted on tkisodase and
disclose your information remains in effect indefinitely. By signingfiish you give
permission for the use and disclosure of your information for purposes of this sarytane
in the future.”

REFUSAL TO SIGN CONSENT AND AUTHORIZATION

You are not required to sign this Consent and Authorization form and you may refuse to do so
without affecting your right to any services you are receiving or mesive from the University

of Kansas or to participate in any programs or events of the University ch&ah®wever, if

you refuse to sign, your child cannot participate in this study.

CANCELLING THIS CONSENT AND AUTHORIZATION
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You may withdraw your consent to allow participation of your child in this studpyatime.
You also have the right to cancel your permission to use and disclose informatatedodbout
your child, in writing, at any time, by sending your written request erie Bottiger, 112 High
Street, Andover, MA 01810 or Laurie.Bottiger@EsperanzaAcademy.org. If yoelcan
permission to use your child's information, the researchers will stop cojlectditional
information about your child. However, the research team may use and disclosatiofotirat
was gathered before they received your cancellation, as described above.

QUESTIONS ABOUT PARTICIPATION

Questions about procedures should be directed to the researcher listed at thhismdéént
form.

PARTICIPANT CERTIFICATION:

| have read this Consent and Authorization form. | have had the opportunity to ask, and | have
received answers to, any questions | had regarding the study. | understaiidhiinat any
additional questions about my child's rights as a research participantchih@i85) 864-7429

or write the Human Subjects Committee Lawrence Campus (HSCL), Utywefr&iansas, 2385
Irving Hill Road, Lawrence, Kansas 66045-7563, email dhann@ku.edu.

| agree to allow my child to take part in this study as a research panticiBy my signature |
affirm that | have received a copy of this Consent and Authorization form.

Type/Print Participant's Name Date

Parent/Guardian Signature

Researcher Contact Information

Laurie Bottiger Dr. Reva Friedman-Nimz
Principal Investigator Faculty Advisor
Department of Curriculum & Teaching Department of Curriculum & Teaching
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School of Education
Joseph R. Pearson Hall
1122 West Campus Rd.
Lawrence, KS 66045-3101

Laurie.Bottiger@EsperanAaademy.org

Esperanza Academy
198 Garden Street

Lawrence, MA 01810

School of Education
Joseph R. Pearson Hall
1122 West Campus Rd, Room 349.
Lawrence, KS 66045-3101

785.864.5207
revacf@ku.edu
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Appendix E

Human Subjects Approval
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RESEARCH &
GRADUATE STUDIFS

The University of Kansas

312412009
1ISCL #17945
Laurie Bottiger
112 High St,
Andover, MA 01810

The Human Subjeets Committee Tawrence teviewed your research update application for project
17943 Bottiger/Friedman-Nimz (C &T) A Middle School Bxperience: A Latina Perspective

and approved this project under the expedited procedure provided in 45 CER 46,110 (£) (7) Reseazch on
individual or group characteristics or behavior (inchuding, but not limited to, rescarcly on petception, cognition,
wolivation, identity, language, communication, eultural beliefs or practices, and social behavior) or research
employing survey, interview, oral history, focus group, program cvaluation, human factors evaluation, or qualily
assurance methodologies, As deseribed, the project complics with all the tequirements and policies established by
the University for protection of humen subjects in research, Unless rencwed, appraval lapses one year afler
approval date,

The Office for Human Rescarch Protections requires that your consent form must include the note of HSCL
approval and expiration date, which hes been enfered on the consent form sent back 1o you with this approval,

L. At designated intervals until the projeot is completed, a Project Staius Report must be refurned fo the HSCL
office.

2. Any significant change i the experimental procedure as deseribied should be reviewed by this Committce priot
to altering the project.

3. Notify HSCL, about any niew investigatots not named in original application. Note that new investigators must
take the online tutorial at http:/fwww.ror ku.edwhsclhsp tutorial/000.shiml,

4. Any injury to a subject beczuse of the research procedure must be reported to the Committee immediately,

5. When signed consent documents are requited, the primary investigator must retain the sighed consent
documents for at least three yeats past completion of the rescarch activity. If you use a signed consent form,
provide a copy of the consent form to subjects at the time of consent.

6. Ifthis is a funded project, keep a copy of this approval lettex with your proposal/grant. [ile,

Please inform HSCL when this projoot is terminated. You must also provide HSCL with an arnwal status 1epott to
meintain HSCL approval, Unless tencwed, approval lapses one year afier approval date, I¢ your project receives
fonding which: requests an annual update approval, you must request this from HSCL one month priot to the
annual update. Thanks for your cooperation. If you have uny questions, please contact me.

Stncerely,

Lo hlan
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