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Abstract 

The purpose behind this mixed methods study of qualitative and quantitative data was to 

determine if there are significant differences in student achievement, student attendance and 

student discipline and behavior by  ninth grade students who took a freshman seminar course 

versus students who did not take the course. The study also examined perceptual data of students 

and staff to determine if freshman seminar is meeting the support needs of students entering the 

ninth grade. 

Keywords: transition to ninth grade, freshman seminar course, mixed methods study, 

student attendance, student achievement, student discipline 
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Chapter 1: Assisting the High School Transition for Students  

Through the Implementation of a Freshman Seminar Course 

Over the last decade, approximately 500,000 students left school each year before 

finishing high school (McFarland et al., 2020). The ninth grade is where many students form 

successful habits that set them on the correct path for their remaining years in high school and 

postsecondary years of education. However, ninth grade students fail more than any other grade 

levels (Willens, 2013). The ninth grade serves as a foundational year for many students and high 

schools, and it can also serve as a critical role in defining the culture of a school. (Thames, 2012; 

Habeeb et al., 2009). Johnson reports that 5% of all students drop out of school each year 

(Johnson, 2003).   

In 2015, the U.S. Department of Education instituted the Every Student Succeeds Act 

(2015), a law requiring states to ensure all students have access to excellent teachers, positive  

safe learning environments, and necessary support systems to prepare them for success in 

college, a career and life. The actual reality is that approximately 16% of high school students 

drop out of school every year (Easton et al., 2017; Balingit, 2017). 

Dalton (2013) reported that freshman year is crucial to whether students drop out or stay 

in school. Studies also indicate that ninth graders as having the lowest grade point average, the 

most missed classes, the majority of failing grades, and more misbehavior referrals than any 

other high-school grade level (Willens, 2013). The importance of identifying these outcomes 

may be mitigated by offering more support to ninth-grade students to set a firm foundation for 

the remainder of their high school years. Additionally, each class a student fails and falls further 

behind, the less likely it is for that student to catch up (Reents, 2012). In 2013–14, the high 

school graduation rate reached a record high of 82% (U.S. Department of Education, 2015). 

https://paperpile.com/c/lqOMXp/o9i6V
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However, over one million students will still drop out of high school each year (Miller, 2011). 

The consequences for dropping out of school are catastrophic. A high school diploma equates to 

higher incomes, better health, and longer life expectancy (U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services, 2012). Based on data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, high school dropouts 

are nearly three times more likely to be unemployed than college graduates. Workers with less 

than a high school diploma are the lowest earners on average when examining the average salary 

by education level. The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) indicated the median weekly earnings 

for those with less than a high school degree is $493. That works out to $25,636 per year.  

The unemployment rate for Americans with less than a high school diploma is 8%, the 

highest of any of the educational categories. Earnings are higher for those with a high school 

diploma. Median weekly earnings for workers with a high school diploma equal $678 or $35,256 

per year. The unemployment rate for those with a high school diploma is 5.4% (Gomperts & 

Nagaoka, 2017). The annual earnings of workers with a high school diploma increases by 

approximately $10,000, while unemployment rates drop to around 3%. “Higher educational 

levels will result in higher employment rates and tax revenue, reduced costs for social services 

and prisons, and greater voter turnout” (Gomperts & Nagaoka, 2017). Research by the 

Georgetown Center on Education and the Workforce has found that 65% of all jobs in 2020 will 

require some form of education after high school. The U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics (Harlow, 

2003) reports that 67% of inmates in America’s state prisons, 56% of federal inmates, and 69% 

of inmates in local jails are high school dropouts. Jobs that require relatively little education are 

increasingly done by machines or shipped overseas, and individuals who fail to earn a high 

school diploma are at a great disadvantage. The MacArthur Research Network on Aging 

(Olshansky et al., 2012) has published its latest research showing a widening gap in life 

https://paperpile.com/c/lqOMXp/3IDv2
https://paperpile.com/c/lqOMXp/3IDv2
http://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.t04.htm
http://cew.georgetown.edu/recovery2020
http://cew.georgetown.edu/recovery2020
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expectancy between Americans with higher education and those without a high school diploma. 

The gap has increased dramatically with those who lack a high school diploma suffering 

dramatic declines in life expectancy. The study cautions that failing to achieve a high school 

diploma limits longevity among all groups. Basically, negating recent healthcare advances and 

longevity gains. The precise reasons for the widening gap are not clear, however researchers 

surmise that a higher rate of smoking among the less educated, rising obesity rates, increasing 

numbers of Americans who lack health insurance, and a spike in prescription drug overdoses are 

major factors. The study also reinforces the importance of education and socioeconomic status in 

influencing longevity (Gomperts & Nagaoka, 2017; Columbia University Mailman School of 

Public Health, 2012).  

Statement of the Problem 

Many ninth-grade students entering high school are not prepared for the challenges they 

will face during their high school careers. The U.S. Department of Education has identified the 

ninth grade as an important step on the path toward high school graduation and postsecondary 

success, and students on track to graduation are more than three times as likely to finish high 

school as those who were unable to pass courses or were absent a significant amount of time 

during the ninth grade (Bryk et al., 2009). Ninth grade has many significant challenges for young 

adults that students have not encountered before. These can include new social situations, higher 

academic expectations, and experiences of new emotions. Students can begin to feel pressure 

that their high school careers and academic prowess can open exciting educational opportunities 

or exclude them from reaching their potential. Recent research indicated that many students enter 

high school performing two or even three years below grade level (Johnson, 2003). Research has 

also shown that warning signs in the elementary years including inconsistent attendance, 
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discipline issues, and poor academic performance can often predict high school performance 

(Johnson, 2003).  

  The transition from middle school to high school is arguably the most significant in a 

student’s K-12 years. Students’ academic workloads, independence, and responsibilities 

increase. Consequently, students can find themselves in social and educational situations they are 

not mature enough to handle. They can receive poor grades for the first time in their career and 

they can struggle to find clarity, acceptance, and balance in their lives. In short, students can 

become overwhelmed with managing their busy and ever-changing lives. Educators have 

targeted attendance, behavior, and academic performance to most accurately measure a student’s 

likelihood to successfully transition to college or quit school according to the American Institute 

for Research (Taylor, 2003).   

Although multiple studies have shown the importance of a successful transition to the 

ninth grade, many schools do not have strategies in place to assist students through that process.  

Schools and administrators have to engage in meaningful discussions with their stakeholders to 

explore avenues to support their students. Teachers also have to be aware of the importance of a 

successful transition into high school for students. Analyzing ninth-grade curriculum, staffing 

classrooms with the most effective teachers, and infusing skills to assist students and 

encouraging students to identify strategies that will help them succeed could have a dramatic 

effect on the remainder of their high school years. 

Research Questions 

 

How does the freshman seminar experience influence students’ grades, behavior, and 

attendance? What is the student and staff perception of freshman seminar? Addressing this 

question comprehensively, the study incorporated qualitative and quantitative inquiry. The 

https://paperpile.com/c/lqOMXp/Df5AX
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independent variables were the student participants who had completed a year in freshman 

seminar. The dependent variables were the students’ grades, discipline, and attendance as 

collected through our student information system (Genesis) as well as the students’ self-reported 

perceptions that the course improved their social and emotional well-being. In addition to the 

teachers' perceptions of ninth-grade students entering high school and their perceptions of if the 

course improves students’ academic, social, and behavioral outcomes. This data was collected 

through surveys. 

The purpose of this study was to analyze if taking a class entitled “Freshman Seminar” 

would produce better results as it relates to achievement, discipline, and attendance. Analyzing 

and comparing grades, attendance, and discipline could give the administration a better 

understanding if the class successfully assists in the ninth-grade students’ transition throughout 

high school. 

1) How did the Freshman Seminar course affect student discipline for students (ninth-

grade students in 2017-2018, 2018-2019, and 2019-2020) versus students who did not 

take the course? (2016-2017) 

2) How did the Freshman Seminar course affect student achievement as it relates to 

course failures (ninth-grade students in 2017-2018, 2018-2019, and 2019-2020) 

versus students who did not take the course? (2016-2017) 

3) What was the effect on student attendance for students who took the Freshman 

Seminar course (ninth-grade students in 2017-2018, 2018-2019, and 2019-2020) 

versus students who did not take the course? (2016-2017) 

4) How is Freshman Seminar perceived from the staff and students? 
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Rationale for Investigation 

To investigate if a mandatory class Freshman Seminar affects student attendance, 

discipline rates and student achievement. The class covered (soft skills) such as study skills, 

cyber bullying, character education, service learning, leadership, interpersonal skills, 

organizational skills, time management, dependability, and collaboration among others.  The 

teaching staff has noticed a decline in soft skills, accepting responsibility and overall ability to 

produce adequate student outcomes, as well as expectations on what their high school careers 

should encompass. The decision to introduce Freshman Seminar into the curriculum was in 

conjunction with the board of education, administration, teachers, and community.  

  This study was implemented to address concerns related to students’ ability to transition 

to the ninth grade and set a foundation to excel during their four years at the high school. This 

study investigated whether a significant difference existed between students who were enrolled 

in a freshman seminar when compared to students who did not take the course (because it had 

not been created yet) with regard to achievement, attendance, and discipline. The concerns 

identified for this research could be placed into two themes: 

1) The concerns of key stakeholders such as the administration, board of education 

students, parents, and teachers about how freshmen are transitioning to the high school. 

There is a lot of anxiety among students and their families about the transition to a new 

school. One of the most effective ways to mediate this anxiety is to provide ample information 

beginning early in the middle grades and continuing throughout the transition (Willens, 2013; 

Zeedyk et al., 2003). Parental involvement in students’ transition from middle to high school is 

essential. When parents are involved in students’ transition, they tend to stay involved longer in 

their child’s high school experience (Iver et al., 2015), students achieve more (Linver & 
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Silverberg, 1997; Paulson et al., 1998), and are better adjusted (Hartos & Power, 1997; 

Education Partnerships, n.d.). 

2) The effect of the transition to high school on student outcomes. Including the 

outcomes of achievement, attendance, and behavior.  

 The one thing that defines the most successful transition programs is the shared 

commitment to the academic preparation of students. Educators recognize that an effective 

instructional program, a rich, rigorous, and challenging curriculum, and a commitment to 

providing students with additional time and support if needed, makes students more successful. 

These schools look at every aspect of their operation to assure that it supports student learning. 

For example, administrators modify the schedule to provide longer blocks of time. They assign 

the best teachers to the neediest students. They accept accountability for the success of every 

student and pride themselves on their accomplishments. The strategies are designed to accelerate 

achievement and minimize the disruption to student learning when they move to a new school 

(Beatriz et al., 2008). 

Comparisons of students’ who were not required to take Freshman Seminar were 

collected in order to gain an understanding of the transition students experienced during their 

entire ninth grade year when compared to the students who did take Freshman Seminar. In 

addition to this analysis, the study investigated whether or not a significant difference existed 

between achievement, attendance, and discipline data gathered from the 2016-2017 academic 

year as compared to the 2017-2018 and 2018-2019 academic years.  

Surveys for 10th and 11th-grade students were conducted and analyzed to determine their 

perceptions towards freshman seminar and their experiences taking the class. Surveys for staff 

were conducted and analyzed for their perceptions towards ninth-grade students’ preparedness 



TRANSITIONING TO HIGH SCHOOL            8 
 

and the important areas covered in freshman seminar. Lastly, data was analyzed to determine if 

relationships existed between performance within each division. 

Relevance 

Freshman Seminar is in its third year of operation. This is an ideal time to evaluate the 

effectiveness of the class. If this research shows that freshman seminar is having a positive effect 

on students’ academics, discipline, and attendance, then one should identify those benefits and 

capitalize on them. If, on the other hand, research shows that the class is not sufficiently meeting 

the needs of students, one must identify what is not working and make improvements. Through 

an internal program evaluation using data and surveys, the Freshman Seminar course was 

analyzed using a mixed-methods approach. The surveys used quantitative and qualitative 

analysis. Data collection, and analysis resulted in findings and recommendations for program 

improvements in the future. Those recommendations were used to continue to evolve the 

structure of the class. The results of this study could be beneficial for the success of the students 

and provide insight on student perceptions. Advantages do exist for being an internal evaluator, 

which include being more familiar with organization and program history, understands decision 

making style of organization, is present to remind others of results now and in the future, and can 

communicate results more frequently and clearly (Fitzpatrick et al., 2017). 

Research Context 

  The Belvidere School District (Belvidere High School) was used for this study. Belvidere 

High School is a school of approximately 400 students: encompassing grades nine through 

twelve. Belvidere High School serves students from the Belvidere K-12 district and three 

surrounding K-8 districts: Hope Township, Harmony Township, and White Township. The 

School District is located in Warren County, NJ. The District is 95% white, over 30% of the 
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students are on IEPs, the attendance rate of the district is over 94%, the graduation rate is over 

98%, and over 60% of graduates go on to some form of post graduate work. The district has 

slowly declined to about 100 fewer students over the past 5 years. The superintendent, high 

school principal, and middle school principal have been in their leadership positions together for 

the past 6 years. Criteria for participation required that all individuals, including students, 

teachers, and administrators, were a part of the Belvidere School District.  

Limitations 

Qualitative research often only covers a small number of participants in a singular setting 

(Ritchie et al., 2013). For this study, 50 students and 30 teachers were surveyed. It is the hope of 

the researcher that there was a broad enough sample size and representation to be able to provide 

ample data to support data about the Freshman Seminar course. A limitation in this approach is 

that the study was limited in participation to current stakeholders. 

Limitations and Recommendations Limiting factors to this study include:  

• Sample Size – Although the sample size was acceptable for a qualitative study, it lacks 

the size necessary to satisfy the confidence level for a national study.  

• Participant Selection – The selection of survey participants was not randomized but 

limited to students who are in the school.  

• Model Design – This particular model was based on data and experience from only one 

school, although the strategies and components were drawn from extensive research. 

• Confirmation Bias - Staff and Students may have responded based on what they felt the 

researcher wanted to find. 
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Definition of Terms 

 

Student Attendance: A measure of the number of children who attend school and the 

amount of time they are present. 

Discipline and behavior: Student discipline refers to the rules and strategies applied in 

school to manage student behavior and practices used to encourage self-discipline. 

Course Failures: Student course failures is the number of classes a student has not 

successfully passed to complete the class. 

Student Archival Date: Student information that is not directly available to the user of a 

computer but has been stored on the computer system and can be retrieved through a special 

process such as grades, contact information, and attendance. 

Perception Data: Data collected directly from participants regarding knowledge gained, 

attitudes or beliefs held, and competencies achieved from the lesson, which are usually 

discovered through the use of surveys and evaluations. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

One of the most important aspects of high school is to ensure that students are college 

and career ready after graduating. In many instances, transitioning from Grade 8 to Grade 9 is a 

very difficult encounter for students. Many students are often facing academic, social, and 

emotional issues they have not experienced before. For example, Thames (2012) pointed to 

several reasons why students may not succeed in high school: fear of failure, lack of self-

confidence, poor time management skills and procrastination, the inability to complete tasks, and 

lack of desire. One-way schools can work on improving student success is to look at the 

transitional period from middle school to high school (Turner, 2004). The literature review 

section focused on contributing factors that affect transitioning through high school. Included in 

this section is the focus on attendance, academics (GPA), and discipline (behavior), and their 

relationships to academic success or failure rates. This section focused on school reform and 

transition programs. Specifically, how those reforms create an effective transition through high 

school and several examples of effective transition programs.  

High School Graduation Rates 

In recent years, the graduation track record of public high school students in the United 

States has been increasing steadily. Overall national graduation rates for public school students 

have risen 4.2% from the high 70’s to the low 80’s (Klein, 2016). However, at the current rate, 

close to 700,000 of today’s high school freshmen will not graduate high school. Educational 

leaders are beginning to experiment with programs to assist students in successfully transitioning 

to high school and beyond (Kennely & Monrad, 2007). With more and more schools developing 

such programs, there is a substantial amount of literature addressing this topic. Many researchers 

attribute poor attendance, low student achievement, and negative behavior during the first year of 
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high school to the difficulties associated with the transitioning process and contributing to 

students dropping out of school. 

Additionally, the Everyone Graduates Center at the Johns Hopkins School of Education 

recommended something called the Freshman Seminar for students in their first year of high 

school. The program offers learning materials and training specialists to aid students in study and 

social skills. Some students use it during homeroom or advisory periods, some during special 

enhancement periods. 

Where Does Ninth Grade Belong? 

The issue of where the ninth-grade student appropriately fits within the school continuum 

has been a struggle to the point that the ninth-grade year seems like an unwanted year. The 

complexity of a young person at this age contributes to this challenge. More specifically, 

educators believe that the high schools are not addressing the needs of students at the ninth-grade 

level. This discussion has fueled the movement toward ninth-grade centers. The idea is to 

develop a building just for ninth-grade students or developing a ninth-grade school-within-a-

school concept. These ninth-grade centers would also focus on teaming and transition to high 

school concepts. Research on younger adolescent students has focused on middle school 

students. Research surrounding high school students fails to consider or address the unique issues 

regarding this younger age group (Legters & Kerr, 2001). 

  The dilemma of figuring out the appropriate strategies for meeting the needs of the ninth-

grade student is not a new one. The philosophical struggle about the placement of ninth grade 

students has resulted in various attempts at correctly placing these students. The majority of 

schools in the United States place the ninth-grade student with 10th through 12th graders in a 

traditional high school model. Back in the 1960’s, the idea of grouping the ninth grade with 
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seventh and eighth grade had become by far the most popular plan. The plan gave way to the 9-

12 model in the 1970’s (Craig, 2006). High school leaders have become acutely aware of the 

importance of a successful transition from middle to high school (Van Rens et al., 2018). In 

schools with strong transition programs, specifically focused attention on a student’s successful 

transition from eighth grade to high school, the dropout rate is 8%, and in schools without such a 

program, the dropout rate is 21% (Reents, 2012). Schools and districts have implemented many 

different types of transition programs in attempts to help rising ninth graders make their way into 

high school (Healey & Carter, 2010). All transitions in a student’s educational career are 

important, however research indicates that the transition to high school has become the most 

critical.  

The Struggling Ninth-Grade Student 

Educators continue to examine rising ninth grade students to search for the best ways to 

ease students' transition into and through high school. Over the last decade, ninth grade early 

warning indicators have shifted the way that educators perceive and address the issue of 

dropping out of high school. Educators are proactively working to help prevent students from 

failing (Allensworth, n.d.). Even though the number of schools offering transition assistance to 

ninth graders has increased during recent years, educators need to do more (Anderson, 2008). 

Well-intentioned educators have been experimenting with different programs (freshman 

academies, introducing new curriculum) that attempt to address the transition to high school 

(Dedmond et al., 2006). Educational administrators need a source that identifies the essential 

ingredients of a researched-based and results-proven transition program.  
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Ninth-Grade Bulge 

The “ninth-grade bulge” refers to students dropping out of high school and never 

graduating. The bulge or the bottleneck, is the name education researchers give to the percentage 

increase in students in the ninth grade over the number who were enrolled in eighth grade. 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics, U.S. public high schools report having 

many more ninth graders than eighth or 10th graders. This “bulge” is not the product of 

population trends or some sort of one-year anomaly; it is consistent from year to year. In every 

year since 1993, public school enrollment from kindergarten forward has peaked in ninth grade 

and then has taken a decline, and that trend is projected to continue through 2025 (Grant & 

Torres, 2017). 

Nationally, the evidence suggests that a larger number of students are being retained 

(Haney et al., 2004). The national average for ninth grade failure has tripled from 4% to 13% 

over this same 30-year period (Cook et al., 2008). Dropout rates are even worse for African 

American and Latino students (Reents, 2012). “The single most predictive indicator of high 

school dropout is the student’s academic standing during the ninth grade” (Williamston, 2010, p. 

1). The importance of ninth grade cannot be understated. Statistics generated from freshman year 

are concerning. Ninth graders have the lowest grade point average, the most missed classes, the 

majority of failing grades, and more misbehavior referrals than any other high school grade level 

(McCallumore & Sparapani, 2010). Success at ninth grade leads a student to graduation and 

many students are not making it past this hurdle. Ninth grade is a critically important year where 

teens find themselves trying to navigate large, impersonal, and competitive environments (Cook 

et al., 2008). The complex needs of the ninth-grade students are so unique that transitional help, 

as they navigate to a new school environment, demands attention. Teens deal with this major life 

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d15/tables/dt15_203.10.asp?current=yes
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transition at the same time they experience the normal challenges of adolescence. These normal 

challenges, combined with moving to a larger physical building, reducing the amount of personal 

support, and increasing the academic rigor often becomes too difficult for a ninth-grade student 

(Smith et al., 2008). Ninth-grade students have difficulties because they must make decisions 

that come with long term consequences and they often lack the maturity and experience to make 

sound decisions (Willens, 2013). The period during eighth and ninth grade is a monumental 

defining time in a person’s life where several adjustment issues can surface including decreases 

in grade point average, poor attendance, feelings of lack of connectedness, and reduced co-

curricular participation (National Center for Education Policy, 1995). Experts also indicated that 

students can experience increased anxiety concerning school procedures and older students, 

social difficulties, and changes in relationships with parents (Huberty, n.d.). 

Attendance 

In a study of Baltimore's public schools reported by the Baltimore Education Research 

Consortium, researchers found that “increasing ninth grade attendance and course passing rates 

is the most important lever for increasing the graduation rate” (Iver, 2011, p. 1). The probability 

of graduation increases steadily as ninth-grade attendance rates increase. More than 8 in 10 who 

attended school at least 95% of the time in ninth grade went on to graduate. By contrast, the 

graduation rate was lower than 20% for those ninth graders who attended less than 70% of the 

time. Ninth-grade course passing declines with attendance. 

The Georgia State Department of Education found a strong relationship between 

attendance in the eighth, ninth and 10th grades and graduation rates, controlling for student 

demographics. It found that moving from missing up to 5 days to missing 6 to 10 days was 

associated with 7 to 10% drops in graduation rates. Moving from missing 6 to 10 days to missing 
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11 to 14 days resulted in 11 to 14-point declines in graduation rates. Finally, there was as much 

as a 50% difference in the graduation rates of students who missed 0 to 5 days of school 

compared to those who were absent 15 or more days (Barge, 2011).   

Attendance is the precursor to engagement, learning, academic success, and graduation. 

The Chicago Consortium found that each week of absence per semester in ninth grade is 

associated with a more than 20% decline in the probability of graduating from high school 

(To&Through Project, n.d.; Coca et al., 2012).  

A significant building block that must be in place to meet student achievement and high 

school graduation goals is attendance. Physically being present in school is one of the 

most basic conditions for a student’s success – if students are not in school, they are not 

learning what is being taught and could be falling behind in earning the course credits 

needed to graduate. (Bauer, 2018, para. 2)   

Students who are chronically absent are missing critical instruction time and are at the greatest 

risk of falling behind and dropping out of school. 

Student Achievement 

In 2007, the Chicago Public Schools launched a major effort, centered on keeping more 

ninth graders on track to graduation. The effort was a response to research from UChicago 

Consortium of School Research, which showed that students who end their ninth-grade year on 

track were almost four times more likely to graduate from high school than those who were off 

track (Roderick et al., 2009). The district initiative promoted the use of data to monitor students’ 

level of dropout risk throughout the ninth-grade year, allowing teachers to intervene before 

students fell too far behind. The diversity of strategies was notable—from calls home when 

students missed a class to algebra tutoring to homework help. The goal was to match the 

https://paperpile.com/c/lqOMXp/koNi
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intervention to the specific needs of the student and prevent the dramatic decline in grades and 

attendance that most CPS students experience when they transition to high school. Since that 

time, the CPS on-track rate has risen 25%, from 57% to 82% (Krone, n.d.) 

Grades improved at all ends of the achievement spectrum, with large increases in the 

percentage of students getting B’s and the percentage of students receiving no F’s. Thus, 

evidence suggests that on-track improvement was driven by real improvement in achievement. 

Another key finding of the report indicated that between 2007-08 and 2012-13, system-wide 

improvements in ninth grade were dramatic, sustained, and observed across a wide range of high 

schools. 

The consortium research suggests that the ninth-grade GPA may be very significant in 

predicting future academic success for students. The report studied grades of 187,335 students in 

the Chicago Public Schools who were freshmen in high school from 2006 through 2013. The 

researchers then followed these students for up to six years, to look at relationships between 

ninth-grade grades and high school graduation and college enrollment. Grades for ninth grade 

students predicted their likelihood of graduating. According to the report, "Very few students F 

students ended up graduating in four or five years” (Easton et al., 2017, p. 14) as compared to 

freshman students with an A, B, or C-average GPAs who ended up graduating within 4 years. 

The report continued to predict whether a student will go to college identifying “approximately 

18 percent of students who had an F, 35 percent of students with D's and 50 percent of students 

with C's went on to college. Whereas students with high grades fared better with 60 percent of B 

students and 70 percent of A students attending college” (p. 15). 
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A research report produced in September of 2017, entitled “The Predictive Power of 

Ninth-Grade GPA” (Easton et al., 2017) conducted by the Chicago Public Schools, showed that 

freshman GPA continues to be a strong predictor of future academic success.  

This study examined the degree to which ninth-grade GPA predicted later outcomes, 

using rigorous statistical models that took into account differences in grading practices across 

schools and cohorts, as well as the background characteristics of students entering Chicago 

Public School high schools. The study looked closely at how grades were related to test scores to 

address questions about the subjectivity of grades. This study focused exclusively on freshman 

grades.   

Keeping students on track during the freshman year predicts student success in the 

transition to high school. This factor has been extensively studied at the Consortium on Chicago 

School Research. The Consortium developed an indicator to gauge whether students make 

sufficient progress in their first year of high school to be on-track to graduate within four years. 

The Consortium has been able to predict who will make the progression to graduation by looking 

at data points that include attendance rates, grade point averages, total credits earned, and failing 

24 grades earned (Allensworth & Easton, 2005). The three factors that are most often recognized 

in the research for why students do not stay on track in high school include: academics, 

attendance, and behavior (Allensworth & Easton, 2005, 2007; Fulk, 2003).  

At times, students entering the ninth grade do not have the skills to become successful at 

the high school level. Students who struggle in math and reading are even more challenged by 

the academic demands of high school (Balfanz et al., 2002).  

To summarize research conducted by Allensworth and Easton (2007), The majority of 

students who drop out of high school do so because they are already behind in credits. Students 
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who drop-out are struggling in most of their classes and they are not on-track to graduate. 

Students that complete their freshman year in good standing are much more likely to graduate 

than students who are not. The overwhelming majority of students that complete their ninth-

grade year with a “B” average or higher year graduate within 4 years.  

Allensworth and Easton (2007) reported that “40 percent of freshman students miss more 

than four weeks of school” (p. 4). They also pointed out in the same research document that 

several researchers have found that “high absence rates are a strong predictor of dropping out” 

(p. 6). These students are largely disengaged from school – they remain enrolled, but have 

marginal attendance, and they have less than a 10 percent chance of graduating. Even moderate 

levels of absences are a cause for concern. Furthermore, Allensworth and Easton (2007) reported 

that just “one week of absence is associated with a much greater likelihood of failure regardless 

of achievement” (p. 16). 

  Due to the importance of student achievement and the link to attendance, many schools 

have policies that are punitive regarding attendance in hopes of motivating students to come to 

school. Analyses of data from multiple states and school districts, many conducted in partnership 

between the Everyone Graduates Center at Johns Hopkins University and the National 

Governors Association, have consistently found chronic absenteeism to be among the strongest 

predictor of dropping out of high school, stronger even than suspensions, and test scores (Byrnes 

& Reyna, 2012; Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012). 

The consortium recommended and gave examples and ideas of what can be implemented 

to improve student outcomes beginning with the principal and continuing to the teacher. They 

recommend creating and sustaining engagement with parents and members of the community 

(view parents as partners to improve the school). Engaging staff in discussions of ways to 

https://new.every1graduates.org/the-importance-of-being-in-school/
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involve parents in roles beyond the surface level tasks. Principals can support teachers’ capacity 

to engage with families by providing professional development on parent engagement strategies. 

Principals can provide resources and extra supportive measures for students who are behind. 

Principals can support teachers in accessing training and resources around understanding the 

influence that trauma has on student behaviors and experiences. Classroom teachers can support 

positive academic mindsets by connecting learning to students’ identities, cultures, and interests. 

They can design engaging and supportive classrooms. Teachers can ensure learning 

environments are developmentally appropriate and that staff are responsive to the needs, assets, 

and cultures of the specific children who inhabit those learning environments. 

Chicago Public Schools (CPS) instituted a program that hosts a month-long Freshman 

Connection for incoming students who are at risk of not graduating. The program features 

lessons on topics such as goal setting and time management, as well as subject areas like English 

and math. Freshman Connection also gives students an opportunity to build relationships with 

teachers with the idea that staff can recognize potential problems immediately (De La Rosa 

2019). 

Discipline and Behavior 

  The final element to review tied to successful transition is behavior of the students. 

According to a recent study from the University of Georgia, student aggression and weak study 

skills contribute to a student’s decision to drop out of school. The study found that for students 

with high levels of aggression and low study skills, the dropout rate was 50%. That compared to 

less than 2% among students with the lowest levels of aggression and the strongest study skills. 

“What we find in our study is that the students who are dropping out have complex behavioral 
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and academic problems,” according to Pamela Orpinas, the author of the study (Baggett, 2018, 

para. 3).   

Students who struggle to behave in the learning environment are often removed from the 

learning environment and placed in a suspension room in the school or removed from school. A 

variety of strategies have been employed to exclude disruptive students from the regular 

education setting. One of the most common strategies is to suspend a student from school 

(Turner, 2004; Christle et al., 2005). The achievement gap, traditionally measured by test scores, 

also can be documented by dropout behavior (Carpenter & Ramirez, 2007), found that even 

when considering a range of individual, family and school factors, the number of suspensions a 

student received was directly linked to the likelihood a student would drop out. 

Exclusion from school for disciplinary reasons may increase students’ sense of 

disconnection and alienation from school which may culminate in their giving up on high school 

graduation altogether. According to a report from the Alliance for Excellent Education (2013), a 

single ninth-grade suspension doubles the risk that a student will drop out of high school. But 

students are not the only ones bearing the costs of suspensions. A study from the Center for Civil 

Rights Remedies (CCRR) at the Civil Rights Project at UCLA finds that student suspensions cost 

the nation more than $35 billion in lost tax revenue and increased social expenditures combined 

(The Center for Civil Rights Remedies, 2016). Daniel J. Losen, director of the Center for Civil 

Rights Remedies at UCLA said that “Schools don’t need to rely on suspension. There are many 

alternatives that teach good behavior and hold students accountable for their conduct while 

keeping them in school” (para. 4), he continued that “We looked at data from just one cohort of 

tenth-grade students. Multiply that with tenth-grade cohorts from additional years and costs 

easily exceed $100 billion” (para. 9).  
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The author of the report encouraged educational professionals to consider the real cost of 

suspensions, as states submit new accountability plans under the federal Every Student Succeeds 

Act (2015). The act (ESSA) suggested designating school climate one of the accountability 

factors and requires all states to review district data and address the overuse of suspensions. 

States that actively pursue this federal requirement and reduce suspensions most aggressively 

will reap the greatest economic benefits.  

The study offers three core recommendations for policymakers to include suspension 

rates when evaluating school performance. As fewer suspensions should be considered an 

indicator of school success. Reviewing and collecting suspension data. As a means to identify the 

most effective school discipline approaches, schools and districts should collect and report 

information about suspension and expulsion rates. Finally, direct resources toward effective 

discipline practices that keep children in school. The study demonstrated that investments in 

alternatives to suspension will pay for themselves many times over.  

  The result of students being removed from class can have an impact on learning as the 

student does not have the benefit of classroom instruction. In addition, the result of zero 

tolerance policies has been an increase in both behavior problems and dropout rates according to 

the American Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force (2008). Public schools in 

the United States expel over 100,00 students and suspend over 3 million each year, along with 

tens of millions of detentions (Center for Civil Rights Remedies, 2016). These punitive practices 

have not proven to increase student behavior. Consequently, those measures increase the 

likelihood that students will fall behind academically and drop out of school which has a 

negative impact on the school and community at large. These statistics illustrate a need to 

address behaviors in school and the impact that they have on the academics of students and their 
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attendance. The literature demonstrated that classroom behaviors may have a negative impact on 

students and could be a precursor for why some students fall off track (Allensworth & Easton, 

2007) 

In a 2006 report conducted by Civic Enterprises in association with Peter D. Hart 

Research Associates for the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation (Bridgeland et al., 2006), based on 

four focus groups of ethnically and racially diverse 16- to 24-year-olds who did not complete 

high school and on interviews, primarily face to face, found 467 ethnically and racially diverse 

students aged 16 through 25 who had dropped out of public high schools in 25 different 

locations—including large cities, suburbs and small towns—with high dropout rates. Forty-five 

percent of the students surveyed said they started high school poorly prepared by their earlier 

schooling. They reported that additional supports in high school that would have made a 

difference (such as tutoring or after school help) were not there (Bridgeland et al., 2006). In 

addition, programs like Freshman Academies, Peer Leaders, and courses like Freshman Seminar, 

were suggested as solutions to aid struggling students and lower the risk of dropping out of high 

school. 

A study by Smith et al. (2008), explored student and stakeholder perceptions of the 

transition to high school. According to the study, school staff expressed concerns with students 

transitioning from middle school to their freshman year. They referenced the students’ lack of 

understanding about how the school operates in regard to earning credits, academic expectations, 

and attendance policies. The study referenced how high school students earn credits towards 

graduation as compared to middle school/junior high students who typically receive grades each 

quarter. High school students are awarded credits towards graduation for each course they pass. 

If they fail to pass an academic course, they do not receive a credit and must retake the course. 
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The study reported that the school staff believed that first semester freshman students are not 

aware of differences in academic policy at the high school level until they see their transcripts.  

Furthermore, high school grade recording is very different in high school from the report card 

they have received in prior years. (Smith et al., 2008) 

School personnel in the same study referenced the school’s attendance policy as another 

concern for freshmen transitioning into high school. The policy states that students who have ten 

unexcused absences in a class may not receive credit for that class. Although that information 

was shared with the students and parents. The staff believed that the students did not truly 

understand the seriousness of missing school. The middle school did not have that same policy 

and students would not “lose credit” for attendance in their middle school years (Smith et al., 

2008). 

The Society for Research on Educational Effectiveness Spring Conference (2015) 

presented findings involving ninth-grade students, their core academic teachers, and their school 

counselors. The student data was collected from a total of 11 schools restructuring the ninth 

grade into blocks of three-person teacher teams working with shared groups of students. Teams 

engage in collaborative assessment, problem solving, and planning on a weekly basis. The model 

includes on site coaching, quarterly site-to-site mentoring visits, and technology enabled learning 

opportunities. This study randomly assigned approximately 4,200 ninth-grade students to 

experimental conditions (treatment and control) and included approximately 113 teachers (half 

receiving BARR training, and half not receiving training) across 11 schools, located in 

California, Maine, Minnesota, Kentucky, and Texas. The student sample is comprised of 

approximately 75% minority students, nearly 80% are economically disadvantaged, and 

approximately 30% are classified as English learners. Student surveys measuring six constructs 

https://paperpile.com/c/lqOMXp/Q6Wxp
https://paperpile.com/c/lqOMXp/Q6Wxp
https://paperpile.com/c/lqOMXp/Q6Wxp
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(i.e., expectations and rigor; student engagement; supportive relationships; socio-emotional 

learning; sense of belonging; and grit), Student performance data: standardized tests scores, 

grades and credit data for core academic courses, and student behavioral data: attendance 

records, discipline referrals.  

Preliminary analyses of outcome data (from cohort 1 and cohort 2) suggested that BARR 

had a positive and statistically significant impact on a student's reading and mathematics scores 

and that students assigned to receive BARR supports earn more credits than students assigned to 

the control condition. Analysis of student survey data from all cohorts suggested that BARR has 

a positive and statistically significant impact on three measures of student experience: 

expectations and rigor student engagement, and supportive relationships. 

Transition Programs 

Not all schools have the resources for implementing comprehensive ninth-grade 

transition programs. Therefore, schools can make the decision to focus on specific areas rather 

than developing a total comprehensive model to fit their needs. Schools can prioritize transition 

activities that would meet a specific student need and produce positive student outcomes. Many 

schools have incorporated several of the grade nine transition activities into a structured 

transition program or have created their own grade nine transition activities unique to the needs 

of their students and school. Some of the examples of transition programs listed are from studies 

that have shown promising results in attempting to address the academic and social needs of 

ninth grade students as they transition to high school.  

Findlay High School in Ohio developed a Freshman Wing Program. Findlay High School 

decided to create the program because 29% of freshman students were failing either one or more 

classes. After reviewing the research and visiting other high schools with transition programs 
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they developed their own program. The Freshman Wing was designed to make incoming 

freshman students feel more welcomed. Findlay added classrooms, offices, and teacher work 

areas to the wing. Classrooms were designed to incorporate more 21st century skills and project-

based learning. The school increased intervention and support services for at-risk students and 

added additional staff to assist the transition. In addition, courses were added to emphasize 

academic achievement and social emotional learning for all freshmen. Common planning time 

was scheduled for teachers for professional and development and learning communities as well. 

Findlay’s Freshman Wing housed 500 students and they discovered there was an increase in 

academic performance, a reduction in discipline and behavioral occurrences and an increase in 

student attendance. Student and parent perceptions, attitudes, and feelings about the Freshman 

Wing were all positive and teacher morale was high. (McIntosh & White, 2006). The Freshman 

Wing concept is similar to a school-within-a-school model and the freshman academy model.  

There are other grade nine transition programs designated for helping students transition 

successfully to high school. One program is called the Talent Development School model. It is a 

federally designated comprehensive school reform model developed by Johns Hopkins 

University. The Talent Development High School model is an education reform initiative 

working to improve the academic achievement of students in larger high schools. The model is 

operating in 33 high schools throughout 12 states across the country. The approach emphasizes 

these main categories: small learning communities, interdisciplinary teacher teams sharing the 

same students and common planning time, curriculum leading to advanced English and 

mathematics, academic extra-help sessions, staff professional development, and parent and 

community involvement in focusing students towards career and college development. 
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The high schools in the study have low student engagement among entering ninth-

graders, low ninth-grade promotion rates, and continued problems in the upper grades. Each 

Talent Development high school focused its initial implementation on the ninth grade. It is 

promising, but more difficult to implement because it requires a comprehensive school reform. 

The model addresses several key problems such as low student expectations, poor preparation, 

limited capacity to implement comprehensive reform, and school's isolation from families, 

communities, and local institutions (Kemple & Herlihy, 2004). The Talent Development School 

model is the Ninth Grade Success Academy. The academy is comparable to a School Within-a-

School model where interdisciplinary teachers share the same students and a common planning 

period in small learning communities. An advisor is also appointed to each student and will serve 

as their advocate for their last three years of high school (Kemple & Herlihy, 2004). Ninth-grade 

students in the model receive double course loads in math and English with class periods of 90 

minutes. A Freshman Seminar class is offered to incoming grade nine students during the first 

semester emphasizing life skills and developing strategies to support social and academic skills. 

The Talent Development School model also offers remedial courses, which are offered to grade 

nine students with weak skills. Staff receive support and professional development opportunities, 

a support team, and access to a talent development network. The model encourages school-

family-community partnerships, which enables families and communities to be involved in their 

children's education. Parents are provided with classes and encouraged to volunteer and stay 

involved with their children in school activities. There is also collaboration with social agencies 

to provide the necessary resources (Kemple & Herlihy, 2004). Talent Development reported 

increased gains in academic course credits and promotion rates and modest improvements in 

attendance. The percentage of ninth graders completing a core academic curriculum increased 
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from 43% to 56%. Talent Development recognized improvements in ninth-grade course credits 

earned, promotion, and attendance. The schools sustained improvements into the second and 

third years of implementation as well (Kemple & Herlihy, 2004). Although the results were 

based on a small sample size, the initial evidence of keeping ninth-grade students on track for 

graduation is promising. 

Summary 

This literature review began with a summary of the research on some of the issues 

associated with the transition to high school and how they relate to the student achievement, 

attendance, and disciplinary and behavioral problems. The literature review also touched upon 

how districts are identifying and supporting struggling students. Successful effective transition 

programs, including small class sizes, flexible scheduling, freshman wings and academies, 

academic support and collaboration amongst stakeholders were then identified. Best practices 

within support courses were also identified. Finally, a variety of program examples from around 

the country were identified to recognize the different ways schools and districts are supporting 

their students. Chapter 3 outlines research methods and questions and provides an overview of 

data collection, participants, and research questions in more depth. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology  

 The purpose of the study is to measure the impact of Freshman Seminar in assisting 

students with their high school transition and to compare student achievement, discipline, and 

attendance of students who took freshman seminar versus students who did not. The intent of 

gathering this information was to provide primary source data for additional study and 

development of effective transition experiences for students entering the ninth grade. More 

specifically, this study sought to examine strategies and components of the freshman seminar 

course. As the first year of high school, ninth grade is a critical time for students in the 

development of an educational trajectory that will carry them through high school and beyond.  

This program review research was designed to analyze the impact of freshman seminar as 

an effective means to assist students in being better prepared and successfully navigating the 

many obstacles students face moving through high school. In order to answer this question, data 

and surveys with students and staff were utilized to gain an in-depth understanding of how they 

felt about the class and the progress that students were making as a direct result of taking the 

course. Chapter 3 outlines the methodology, instruments, the participants involved, data 

collection and data analysis methods.  

Research Design 

This study utilized a mixed method design. A mixed methods research design is a 

procedure for collecting, analyzing, and “mixing” both quantitative and qualitative research and 

methods in a single study to have a better understanding of a research problem. “Mixed methods 

research is the type of research in which a researcher or team of researchers combines elements 

of qualitative and quantitative research approaches (e. g., use of qualitative and quantitative 

viewpoints, data collection, analysis, inference techniques) for the broad purposes of breadth and 
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depth of understanding and corroboration” (Schoonenboom & Johnson, 2017, p. 123). 

There were three quantitative research questions that helped to guide this evaluation 

study and a qualitative research question investigating the student and staff perception of 

freshman seminar. The assumptions and hypotheses were made in the hopes that the course 

could and would produce the desired outcomes that would support the hypotheses. The purpose 

of this evaluation was to find answers to the following questions: The number of classes failed 

among students who participated in Freshman Seminar versus students who were not offered 

Freshman Seminar. 

Question 1 

Are there differences in Grade 9 course failures and among students who participated in 

Freshman Seminar versus students who did not have the course in place? In order to answer 

Question 1, Grade 9 failed courses were analyzed by using a one way ANOVA test to determine 

statistical significance between the four group’s post test scores at the .05 alpha level. 

Question 2  

Are there differences in the number of discipline incidents by students who participated 

in Freshman Seminar versus students who did not have the course in place? In order to answer 

Question 2, the amount of discipline referrals received in Grade 9 was analyzed by using a one 

way ANOVA test to determine statistical significance between the four group’s post test scores 

at the .05 alpha level. 

Question 3  

Are there differences in school attendance among students who participated in Freshman 

Seminar versus students who did not have the course in place? In order to answer Question 3, 

total absences were recorded vs total number of days was analyzed using a one way ANOVA test 

https://paperpile.com/c/lqOMXp/cA828
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to determine statistical significance between the four group’s post test scores at the .05 alpha 

level. 

Question 4  

What is the staff and student perceptions of Freshman Seminar? In order to answer 

Question 4, staff and students completed a survey asking for their perceptions through several 

questions pertaining to the course. 

Participants 

Prior to the collection of data, the researcher met with the superintendent of schools and 

gained permission to conduct the research study. A copy of all forms, letters, and questions were 

presented to the superintendent for review and approval. The superintendent gave permission for 

all contact information for potential participants to be shared with the researcher. A recruitment 

email and Google Form were sent out to staff members. The staff members were asked to sign a 

consent form and answer questions on the form (Appendix C). The researcher surveyed ninth, 

10th, and 11th grade students to seek their participation in the study. They were given a parent 

consent (Appendix D) form and they were also asked to sign an assent from before participation 

(Appendix E).  

Prior to participant recruitment, the researcher obtained permission from Centenary 

University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) to conduct this study. The purpose of this was to 

make certain that the rights and well-being of the participants involved were not infringed upon. 

Written approval was received from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) ensuring that the 

safety and well-being of all participants was indeed intact, and that the study would not cause 

any physical or psychological harm to the participants. Participants were informed that they 
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could withdraw from the study at any time. Only the researcher had access to the actual 

participant list.  

The teacher/school personnel participants surveyed breaks down as follows:   

Figure 1 

Teacher School Personnel 

 

16 General Education teachers                 5 Special Education Teacher 

6 Administrators                                       3 Elective Teachers 

 

Note. School personnel was varied from general and special education teachers as well as 

administrators and counselors in the Belvidere School District  
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Figure 2 

Grade Level of Students 

 

8 Respondents do not have students in grades 9-12       2 Respondents teach Grade 12 

8 Respondents teach Grade 11                       5 Respondents teach Grade 10 

7 Respondents teach Grade 7 

Note. School personnel were asked to select the grade level off the majority of students that they 

teach. Student grades were only Grades 9-12  
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The student participants surveyed breaks down as follows: 

Figure 3 

Student Participants Break Down 

 

Note. The respondents represented a good sampling of ninth, 10th and 11th grade students who 

had taken the Freshman Seminar course. 
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Figure 4 

Gender Response 

 

Data Collection 

This particular study was designed to provide more detail, and personal voice to the 

survey data. By combining student and teacher opinions with the survey data collected, research 

participants were able to describe and define their own experiences, which has produced a better 

understanding of their experience more fully. The study has shown clear, concrete numerical 

data and comprehensive understanding of the program’s strengths and weaknesses. Proponents 

of mixed methods research believe that it provides balance for the pros and cons of qualitative 

and quantitative methods.  

Quantitative methods emphasize objective measurements and the statistical, 

mathematical, or numerical analysis of data collected through polls, questionnaires, and surveys, 

or by manipulating pre-existing statistical data using computational techniques (Labaree, 2009). 

The qualitative data collected for this study included 2 different surveys (one for school 

personnel and one for students). Students and school personnel were surveyed during the 2019-

2020 school year. The survey was administered in May. Students and school personnel were 
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asked a variety of questions related to the Freshman Seminar course and their perceptions of a 

variety of areas such as problem solving, forming healthy relationships, academic achievement, 

social/emotional skill development, as well as the extent to which they believe the class was 

helping them be successful in high school and beyond. The survey was administered through a 

Google Form students and school personnel could access through their email. Fifty students and 

30 staff members took the survey. Students were assured that their answers were anonymous and 

urged to share their honest opinions. Teachers, counselors, and administrators were also invited 

to complete a survey at the end of the 2019-2020 school year. The survey asked teachers to 

describe their understanding of the Freshman Seminar course and its impact on student learning 

(Appendix B).  

Perception Data as an Evaluation Tool Mixed methodology acknowledges the importance 

of gathering data from more than one source or method. Using both surveys and data has helped 

in gathering precise numerical data while also gathering more in-depth, detailed descriptions of 

the program’s efficacy. The study centered on the most important stakeholders and that the 

voices of those impacted by the program was elevated. Rather than relying solely on numerical 

data such as course failures and attendance. It is important to highlight the students and staff 

members perceptions of the Freshman Seminar course. “Students have the greatest stake in their 

education but little to no say in how it is delivered. This lack of agency represents a lost 

opportunity to accelerate learning and prepare students for a world in which taking initiative and 

learning new skills are increasingly paramount to success” (Benner et al., 2009, para. 1). 

When it comes to student engagement, there is a predictable and well-documented 

downward trajectory as students get older. According to a 2016 Gallup poll that measured 

student engagement, in high school there is a precipitous drop in engagement, with just about 
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one-third of students reporting being engaged. This study utilized stakeholder perceptions as an 

essential evaluation tool and contributed to the general body of educational research on the 

importance of ninth grade.   

Comparisons of students’ who were not required to take Freshman Seminar were 

collected in order to gain an understanding of the transition students experienced during their 

entire ninth grade year when compared to the students who did take Freshman Seminar. In 

addition to this analysis, the study investigated whether or not a significant difference existed 

between achievement, attendance, and discipline data gathered from the 2016-2017 academic 

year as compared to the 2017-2018 and 2018-2019 academic years.  

Surveys for staff were conducted and analyzed for their perceptions towards ninth-grade 

students' preparedness and the important areas covered in Freshman Seminar (Appendix A). 

Surveys for ninth, 10th, and 11th grade students were conducted and analyzed to determine their 

perceptions towards freshman seminar and their experiences taking the class (Appendix B). 

Lastly, data was analyzed to determine if relationships existed between performance within each 

division. Each participant was asked a series of Likert scale responses and open-ended questions 

that allowed the researcher to better understand strategies, practices, and resources. 

This data, along with the consent forms, were all stored on a password-protected 

computer and paper hard copies of data were stored in a locked file cabinet. At the conclusion 

and final approval of the dissertation, all documents that were collected were destroyed. While 

the goal of this research was to inform Belvidere High School, the literature, theory, empirical 

data might be applicable to other contexts.  

The quantitative data retrieved from student records was from the Genesis Student 

Information System. The archival data was collected in the summer at the end of the participants' 
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completion of grade nine. The demographic and performance data collected was classes failed, 

ninth-grade attendance, and the number of ninth-grade discipline referrals entered. Student 

identification numbers were removed, and new numbers were reassigned for purposes of 

anonymity. To gather the remaining quantitative and qualitative data, a survey was conducted, 

and a Google Form was given to students at the High School along with a Google Form to their 

parents (see Appendix D). The letter to parents included information on the study and the 

process/action steps for parents to opt their child out of participating in the survey. Parent 

Permission forms were used (see Appendix E) but student assent was still required. Further 

information about the study was provided to the subjects in the student assent section prior to 

beginning the self-report survey. The assent to participate was obtained from the minor prior to 

starting the self-report survey. The study was completed with students in Grades 9-11, totaling 

50 participants. Surveys, student assent forms, were emailed to students in Grades 9,10, and 11.  

The researcher collected the surveys and student assents through the Google Form.  

Instrumentation 

The instrument used to help gather archived school related outcomes such as ninth-grade 

attendance, number of course failures, and number of discipline referrals received is the Genesis 

Student Management Program. The archival data collected provided specific individual and 

summary reports. The reports helped to uncover the answers for Question 1, Question 2 and 

Question 3 of the research questions. Google Form surveys were used to collect information on 

course perception from students while another Google Form was used to collect school personnel 

perception of students' high school readiness. The surveys provided critical qualitative analysis 

on the effectiveness of the course in the perception of the students. The surveys also provided 

understanding of staff ideas and perceptions pertaining to the course. 
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Data Analysis 

The quantitative measures used in collecting information about program outcomes were 

ninth-grade attendance, courses failures, and the number of discipline referrals received. The 

ninth-grade data was compared between the groups who had taken Freshman Seminar versus the 

group who did not. The primary statistical method of evaluation was analysis of a one way 

Anova, which was administered since there was more than one independent grouping variable or 

factor of interest being examined. The means would be compared between the groups across all 

dependent variables to determine if there was any statistical significance at the .05 alpha level. 

Any statistically significant difference would indicate a relationship between the independent 

and dependent variables.  

Summary 

The purpose of the study was to determine the effectiveness of the Freshman Seminar 

course at the High School. The research design was centered on the three research questions and 

survey results from students and staff involved in the study. The study used quantitative data to 

analyze and explain any differences or similarities that existed across the subjects that were 

studied. The primary statistical method of evaluation was a one-way ANOVA test, which was 

administered to determine statistical significance at the .05 alpha (α) level. Purposive sampling 

was used to select subjects with two specific characteristics: 1) The subject was a first-time 

ninth-grade student in Belvidere High School between the 2016-17 school year through the 

2019-20 school years. The two instruments used for data collection were a student survey 

(Appendix B), teacher survey (Appendix A) and archival data from the school student 

information system (Genesis). The surveys were administered in May before the 2019-202 

school year ended. Surveys were collected as well as archival data from the school division 
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database. The results and findings of the data would help to determine if Freshman Seminar was 

effective or not and provide answers to the research questions.  

  Chapter 3 described the research rationale and methods, participants, and timeline as well 

as some limitations in this particular research study. A mixed methods approach was employed 

in order to gain a wide breadth as well as depth of data. Both students and teachers were 

consulted in an attempt to understand how the people most impacted by the course felt about its 

efficacy in supporting student development and whether the course is helping to ensure 

successfully transition into high school. Chapter 4 provides an analysis of the three data sets 

collected and results of the qualitative and quantitative data utilized. 
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Chapter 4: Analysis of Data 

The research questions for this project examined students and staff perceptions of 

freshman seminar, ninth-grade attendance, academics, and discipline and if freshman seminar 

assisted ninth-grade students through the high school transition. Using both surveys and archival 

student data to inform the findings, the research attempted to highlight the perceptions of the 

most important stakeholders, the students and teachers impacted by the course. Current students, 

teachers, administrators, and other school personnel were surveyed and student failures (for the 

year), attendance and discipline/behavioral problems were analyzed. The results of the surveys 

and data are presented in this chapter. The surveys asked for feedback from students and 

teachers. The teacher surveys asked their perceptions of ninth-grade students as it related to 

preparedness for the ninth grade and how they believed Freshman Seminar would assist those 

students. For example, both student and teacher surveys asked separate questions about 

developing good study habits and how freshman seminar assisted students with that.  

Finding 1 

Forming Healthy Relationships from Staff Perspective 

The staff respondents overwhelmingly felt that students need assistance in forming 

healthy relationships with their peers and overall. Staff respondents noted that in high school, 

peer interactions become less supervised and the impact of positive relationships can greatly 

affect student decisions and behaviors.  
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Figure 5 

Feelings on Ninth-Grade Students Needing Assistance in Forming Relationships with Peers 

 

10 Respondents strongly agree                                           18 Respondents agree 

2 Respondents disagree                                                        0 Respondents strongly disagree 

 

Ninety-three percent of staff respondents felt students need strategies in developing 

healthy relationships. Respondents addressed this area in their surveys: “I think by targeting this 

area, which so many students are lacking, it helps improve the two other areas as well. When 

they understand that people care for them and have a better handle on their own emotions and 

relationships, students can give more of themselves to school by showing up and doing their 

best.” 
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Figure 6 

Feelings on Offering a Freshman Seminar Course 

 

11 Respondents strongly agree    18 Respondents agree 

1 Respondent disagrees     0 Respondents strongly disagree 

 

The staff respondents felt that the course does help students to form healthy relationships 

with their peers and with adults. Ninety-six percent of respondents agree or strongly agree that 

the course is beneficial to our students in this regard. Teachers noted in the area of forming 

healthy relationships: “I would put forming healthy relationships as the most critical piece of the 

course,” “Forming healthy relationships and understanding your emotions is an extremely 

important aspect of learning about yourself.” 
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Forming Healthy Relationships from Student Perspective 

Eighty-four percent of the student respondents felt the Freshman Seminar course helped 

improve their relationships with their peers. 

Figure 7 

Freshman Seminar and Relationships with Classmates 

 

 

The students respondents referenced relationships in many responses in the survey: “I 

made more friends and I liked that the class was small,” “I wasn’t really friends with a lot of 

people out of my town (Belvidere) but having people in that class from other towns helped find 

more friends,” “This class helped me get to know my peers and have stronger relationships,” 

“Seminar helped me socially because we did lots of bonding games that helped me have a better 

connection and relationship with the kids in my class.”  
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Figure 8 

 

Freshman Seminar and Relationships with Teachers 

 

 

Ninety percent of student respondents felt the Freshman Seminar course helped them 

improve relationships with their teachers. Students referenced how the course: “influenced me 

academically because I was taught the grade expectations, and teachers expectations of you” and 

“it gave me a better understanding of building relationships with my teachers.” 

 Ninety six percent of student respondents felt the Freshman Seminar course helped them 

form healthy relationships. This students’ response was particularly impactful, “Freshman 

seminar was a basis of how I became the person that I am. I became closer with my friends and 

was taught the importance of knowing those around me to have connections later in life. I was 

taught how to enjoy being with the people around you, and how to be confident and love the 

person I am.” Clearly, forming and maintaining relationships has proven to be a significant 

finding from both the student and staff perspective.  
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Finding 2 

Student Understanding of Academic Expectations from Staff Perspective 

Respondents were split on how well students understand the academic expectations at the 

high school level.  

Figure 9 

Understanding Academic Expectations in High School 

 

2 Respondents strongly agreed                                             15 Respondents agreed 

1 Respondent strongly disagreed                                          11 Respondents disagreed 

 

Over 40% of respondents felt students need a better understanding of high school 

academic expectations. A teacher noted that, “I feel academic readiness is where the focus 

should be. They don't know how to handle all the different classes and lack understanding of 

how difficult academic expectations can be.” 

  



TRANSITIONING TO HIGH SCHOOL            47 
 

Finding 3 

Students’ Study Habits from The Staff Perspective 

Over 70% of respondents felt students need better study habits upon entering high school.   

Respondents believed having good student habits would decrease anxiety and could help 

students with organization and time management. 

Figure 10 

Ninth-Grade Study Habits 

 

2 Respondents strongly agree                                                        7 Respondents agree 

1 Respondent strongly disagrees                                                   20 Respondents disagree  

 

The respondents felt that students do not enter ninth grade with good study habits, and 

they need assistance in this area. This comment from a teacher addresses students’ study habits, 

“I believe the actual freshman seminar class is very beneficial to helping students build better 

study habits, grow their knowledge and expectations of the school, classes, and teachers, and aids 

tremendously in social emotional growth and learning.” 
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Finding 4 

Students’ Problem-Solving Skills for the Staff Perspective 

The respondents unanimously agree that students need assistance in solving problems. 

100% of reported respondents strongly or agree students need more skills in solving their 

problems. 

Figure 11 

Ninth Grade Assistance in Problem Solving 

 

9 Respondents strongly agree                                                 21 Respondents agree 

0 Respondents strongly disagree or disagree 

 

Many teachers addressed problem solving in the open ended portion of the survey:  

“Many students lack sound problem-solving skills which are critical to maneuvering successfully 

through high school,” “I also feel that having multiple teachers teaching the class could be 

beneficial because the different approaches to problem solving,” “I also think it's critical that our 

students begin to understand that their choices in 9th grade can have a lasting impact on their 

next three years of high school and beyond.” 
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Finding 5 

Students Developing Academically, Socially, and Behaviorally from the Staff Perspective 

Respondents unanimously agree that Freshman Seminar assists students with their 

academic, social, and behavioral issues. 

Figure 12 

Freshman Seminar Helps Develop Students Academically, Socially, and Behaviorally 

 

9 Respondents strongly agree    21 Respondents agree 

0 Respondents strongly disagree or agree  

 

One hundred percent of respondents felt the course can assist students in these areas. 

Teachers noted: “that the social emotional benefit is much needed for our 9th grades, having this 

class allows for students to feel safe in delving deeper into social emotional situations,” 

“Students need to be able to cope with our ever changing world.” 
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Finding 6 

Student Understanding of Overall Expectations from Staff Perspective 

Ninety percent of reported respondents felt the course helps or students have a better 

understanding of general expectations of the high school.  

Figure 13 

Ninth-Grade Academic Expectations 

 

12 Respondents strongly agree    15 Respondents agree 

3 Respondents disagree     0 Respondents strongly disagree 

 

The respondents felt the course gave our students a better understanding of expectations 

of our high school. Respondents addressed high school expectations in the open ended portion of 

the survey with these responses: “Many of our freshman students do not understand the overall 

expectations of high school, both academically and socially/emotionally,” “this course can help 

students understand expectations for the high school for incoming freshmen.”  
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Finding 7 

Students’ Perspective of Freshman Seminar that it was a Positive Experience 

Ninety-six percent of student respondents felt that the Freshman Seminar Course was a 

positive experience. They referenced the social aspect of the class as a contributing factor for 

their positive response to the class. 

Figure 14 

Freshman Seminar as a Positive Experience 

 

 

Many of the reported respondents acknowledged their appreciation for their teacher. The 

following is a shared response from a student, “Seminar class helped me meet people, feel more 

comfortable with the school, and learn valuable character traits and how to be a positive leader 

and person.” 
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Finding 8 

Students’ Perspective of Freshman Seminar Impacted Them Academically 

Seventy-eight percent of respondents felt the Freshman Seminar course helped them 

academically. 

Figure 15 

Freshman Seminar Helped Academically 

   

 

Many of the respondents who felt the course did not impact them academically were 

students who felt that they were already prepared for the academic rigor of the high school. 

Those students felt academically prepared upon entering the school.  
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Finding 9 

Student Perspective of Freshman Seminar Helping Their Decision Making 

Seventy-four percent of respondents felt the Freshman Seminar course helped them make 

better decisions in school. 

Figure 16 

Freshman Seminar Helped Make Better Decisions 

  

This comment taken from the student survey: “The course was helpful to learn a few 

skills that can help in all sorts of ways from note taking to presenting and decision making” 

summarized the many skills that he had taken from the course. 
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Finding 10 

Student Perspective of Freshman Seminar Helping Improve their Attendance 

Sixty-six percent of respondents felt the Freshman Seminar Course improved their 

outlook on attending school. 

 

Figure 17 

Outlook on Attending School After Freshman Seminar 

 

Note. In the open response at the end of the survey the students did not really address attendance 

when referencing the course.  
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Finding 11 

Student Perspective of Freshman Seminar Helping Them Feel More Comfortable with the 

High School 

Seventy-eight percent of respondents felt the Freshman Seminar Course made them more 

comfortable with the high school. Students became more comfortable with their surroundings, 

their peers, their expectations, and the overall high school environment. 

 

Figure 18 

Freshman Seminar and Comfortability with High School 

 

This sample from the survey addressed this question: “When I took seminar, I was new to 

the area so I did not know anybody, the seminar class helped me meet people, feel more 

comfortable with the school, and learn valuable character traits and how to be a positive leader 

and person.” 
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Finding 12 

Student Expectations from The Staff Perspective 

“Many of our freshman students do not understand how to handle the pressures of high 

school and they are not prepared for the high school experience.” 

 

Figure 18 

Ninth-grade Students are Prepared for Freshman Year 

 

1 Respondent strongly agreed                                        17 Respondents agreed 

1 Respondent strongly disagreed                                   11 Respondents disagreed  

 

This question elicited a good disparity on whether ninth grade students are prepared to 

enter high school. Fifty six percent of those surveyed agreed that students were prepared for their 

ninth-grade year while 36% disagreed.  

The findings in this section of the qualitative data from both the staff and students were 

very positive. It speaks to the importance of offering such a course to students and confirms the 

research of providing support in the ninth grade. The super majority of students felt that 
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Freshman Seminar was a positive experience (96%) and helped them feel more comfortable with 

the high school. They believed that the course helped improve decision making, attendance, and 

academics. Students and staff also agreed that freshman seminar has a significant impact on 

building relationships with peers and with teachers. The staff unanimously agreed that students 

need support in decision making. They need assistance in the social and emotional aspect of 

entering high school and the pressure that can come with student achievement. The findings in 

the qualitative surveys are significant to the relevance and importance of this course and 

providing additional support for ninth-grade students entering the high school. Furthermore, the 

findings in this study support the literature that the ninth grade is a critical time in a students’ life 

and has a great impact on their educational career. It is clear from the findings that the issues 

covered in freshman seminar are needed from the staff perspective and welcomed from the 

student perspective. 

Quantitative Data 

The data included the 2016-2017, 2017-2018, 2018-2019, and 2019-2020 school years. 

Data was entered and analyzed to inform three evaluation questions of the study. Tables 1-3 

compares student outcome data collected on course failures, attendance, and discipline for the 

number of Freshman Seminar students and Non-Freshman Seminar students who were 

analyzed.  

Does the Freshman Seminar course have a significant impact on course failures? Total 

course failures were analyzed in years 2016-2017 and compared to 2-17-2108, 2018-2019, and 

2019-2020 using an ANOVA one-way test. The results are in Table 1. 
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Table 1  

Total Course Taken and Course Failures of Freshman Seminar (FS) and Non-Freshman 

Seminar (Non-FS) Students  

Year / Group Category Courses Taken Courses Failed % 

2016-17 (group 1) Non (FS) 840 21 .25 

2017-18 (group 2) (FS) 752 34 .45 

2018-19 (group 3) (FS) 744 41 .55 

2019-20 (group 4) (FS) 744 35 .47 

 

Note. Comparing 2016-2017 as a baseline it had the lowest failure rate when compared to years 

in which students were taking Freshman Seminar. Non-Freshman Seminar students scored the 

lowest in course failures, which goes against the hypothesis that Freshman Seminar Students 

would have higher student achievement. 

Table 2 

Analysis of Variance Results 

Groups N Mean Standard Deviation Standard Error 

Groups 1 2 430.5 579.1205 409.5 

Groups 2 2 393 507.7207 359 

Groups 3 2 392.5 497.0961 351.5 

Groups 4 2 297.5 371.2311 262.5 

 

Note: F- Statistic Value = 0.02637; P- Value = 0.99333  
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Table 3 

 

Anova Summary 

Source Degrees 

of 

Freedom 

(DF) 

 

Sums of Squares 

(SS) 

Mean 

Square 

(MS) 

F Stat 

(MS) 

P Value 

Between 

Groups 

 

3 19342.376447.4583 0.0264       0.9933    0.0264 

Within 

Groups 

 

4     978059.6473 244514.9118   

Total 7    997402.0223    

 

The Differences Between the Means are Not Statistically Significant, the Test Fails to 

Reject the Null Hypothesis  

The p-value of 0.9933 is greater than the significance level of 0.05, there is not enough 

evidence to reject the null hypothesis that the population means are all equal. Failing to reject 

the null indicates that the sample did not provide sufficient evidence to conclude that the effect 

exists. 

The Freshman Seminar Course Does Not Have a Significant Impact on Course Failures  

Does the Freshman Seminar course have a significant impact on discipline/behavior? 

Student discipline and behavior was analyzed in years 2016-2017 and compared to 2017-2108, 

2018-2019, and 2019-2020 using an ANOVA one-way test. The results are in Table 4.  
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Table 4   

Total Discipline referrals of Freshman Seminar (FS) and Non-Freshman Seminar (Non-FS) 

Students  

Year / Group Category Incidents % Students 

2016-17 (group 1) Non (FS) 84 (.82) 102 

2017-18 (group 2) (FS) 20 (.21) 94 

2018-19 (group 3) (FS) 43 (.44) 96 

2019-20 (group 4) (FS) 65 (.69) 94 

 

Note. Comparing 2016-2017 as a baseline, it had the highest discipline infractions when 

compared to years in which students were taking Freshman Seminar. Freshman Seminar 

students had the lowest amount of overall discipline infractions.  

Table 5 

Analysis of Variance Results 

Groups N Mean Standard Deviation Standard Error 

Groups 1 2 43 57.9828 41 

Groups 2 2 10 14.1421 10 

Groups 3 2 21.5 30.4056 21.5 

Groups 4 2 33.5 44.5477 31.5 

 

Note. F- Statistic Value = 0.25447; P- Value = 0.85503 
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Table 6 

Anova Summary 

Source Degrees of 

Freedom 

(DF) 

 

Sums of 

Squares 

(SS) 

Mean 

Square 

(MS) 

F Stat 

(MS) 

P Value 

Between 

Groups 

 

3 1235  411.6667 0.2545 0.855 

Within 

Groups 

 

4 6471.0022 1617.7505   

Total 7 7706.002    

 

The Differences Between the Means are not Statistically Significant, the Test Fails to 

Reject the Null Hypothesis  

The p-value 0.855 is greater than the significance level of 0.05, there is not enough 

evidence to reject the null hypothesis that the population means are all equal. Failing to reject 

the null indicates that the sample did not provide sufficient evidence to conclude that the effect 

exists.  

The Freshman Seminar Course Does Not Have A Significant Impact on Student 

Discipline and Behavior 

Does the Freshman Seminar course have a significant impact on course student 

attendance? Students’ attendance was analyzed in years 2016-2017 and compared to 2017-

2108, 2018-2019m and 2019-2020 using an ANOVA one-way test. The results are in Table 7. 
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Table 7  

Total days Absent Versus Total Overall School Days 

of Freshman Seminar (FS) and Non-Freshman Seminar (Non-FS) Students  

Year / Group Category (N) Days 

Absent 

 

Total # of Days % 

2016-17 (group 1) Non (FS) 838 18018 4.65 

2017-18 (group 2) (FS) 829 16764 4.95 

2018-19 (group 3) (FS) 758 17070 4.44 

2019-20 (group 4) (FS) 626 16607 3.77 

 

Note. Comparing the 2016-2017 year as a baseline, absence rate was higher in 2017-2018, but 

lower in 2018-2019 and 2019-2020 

Table 8 

Analysis of Variance Results 

Groups N Mean Standard Deviation Standard Error 

Groups 1 2 9428 12148.0945 8590 

Groups 2 2 8796.5 11267.7466 7967.5 

Groups 3 2 8914 11534.3258 8156 

Groups 4 2 8616.5 11300.2735 7990.5 

 

Note. F- Statistic Value = 0.00181; P- Value = 0.99987 
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Table 9 

Anova Summary 

Source Degrees of 

Freedom 

(DF) 

 

Sums of 

Squares (SS) 

Mean 

Square 

(MS) 

F Stat 

(MS) 

P Value 

Between 

Groups 

 

3 728116.5  242705 0.0019       0.9999 

Within 

Groups 

 

4 978059.6473 244514.9118   

Total 7 535275166.2581    

 

The Differences Between the Means are not Statistically Significant, the Test Fails to 

Reject the Null Hypothesis  

The p-value 0.9999 is greater than the significance level of 0.05, there is not enough 

evidence to reject the null hypothesis that the population means are all equal. Failing to reject 

the null indicates that the sample did not provide sufficient evidence to conclude that the effect 

exists.  

The Freshman Seminar Course Does Not Have A Significant Impact on Student 

Discipline and Behavior 
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Chapter 5: Discussion of Findings and Recommendations  

  Chapter 5 suggests conclusions and recommendations based on the findings. A brief 

review of the problem statement and purpose of the study, key issues that emerged in the 

literature, research questions and hypotheses, and current findings are further discussed. Also 

included are implications for implementation and practice and recommendations for future 

studies. 

The purpose of this research study was to evaluate the Freshman Seminar course at 

Belvidere High School (NJ) as it relates to assisting ninth grade students’ transition to high 

school. Grade 9 students at the high school were characteristically the largest at-risk group, who 

typically accrued the most discipline referrals, attendance issues, and course failures which 

resulted in grade retention. Grade-nine retention often led to students falling behind their peers 

and not being able to graduate on time or dropping out of school. The program was in its third 

year of implementation, and this was the first time the program has been formally evaluated.  

Key issues that emerged in the literature was the number of students dropping out of 

school having a direct relation to success in their ninth-grade year. Students who have been 

retained increases the likelihood of them dropping out of school. In addition, retention has a 

significant impact financially on taxpayers, which is estimated to cost billions annually. Another 

key finding was the unemployment rate for Americans with less than a high school diploma is 

8%, the highest of any of the educational categories. Earnings are higher for those with a high 

school diploma. Although the research was primarily focused on assessing whether the Freshman 

Seminar course impacted course failures, attendance and discipline infractions, this study 

affirmed the research as to the importance of these types of courses and programs and their 

benefits on students. 
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The literature review established that students experience physical, emotional, and social 

changes while transitioning to Grade 9. Ninth-grade students are adjusting to new school settings 

that are usually larger, with more challenging academic expectations and different procedures 

and schedules. Ninth graders have the lowest grade point average, the most missed classes, the 

majority of failing grades, and more misbehavior referrals than any other high-school grade 

level.  

The literature additionally supports the concept of schools and administrators as having 

some sort of transition program in place for ninth-grade students. Schools that have a course, 

program, academy, or wing are better prepared to support their incoming freshman. Having that 

type of support can assist ninth-grade students with academic, behavioral, and social supports 

they often need. Having a program in place can promote the success of transitioning students. 

Districts can implement various strategies to support ninth-grade students without spending a lot 

of money on curriculum, purchasing new products, or hiring additional staff members. School 

districts can implement a simple intervention once a week to be used with their students. 

Teachers can choose from a list of lessons concerned with developing social and emotional 

skills, addressing issues like bullying, substance abuse and developing good study skills.  This 

type of strategy will also give students a chance to get to know both their peers and their teachers 

in a more relaxed, social environment. These types of strategies are devised to increase student 

engagement in the school community and enhance the culture and improve the climate. Students 

need exposure to more than what core subject areas and electives are offering. Courses or 

programs that introduce students to different everyday situational skills can have a tremendous 

impact on their success.  

The research study was guided by three quantitative questions on the impact of the 
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Freshman Seminar Course on student achievement, discipline/behavior and attendance and one 

qualitative question about the perception of freshman seminar from both the students and staff 

surveys: 

Question 1 

Are there differences in the number of classes failed, among students who participated in 

Freshman Seminar versus students who were not offered Freshman Seminar?  

Freshman year counts toward cumulative GPA calculations and impacts class rank. Those 

two factors play a significant role in college admissions. It is important for students to start high 

school strong to project students on a successful path towards successfully navigating high 

school. Students can become easily frustrated trying to recover from a low grade point average 

and can cause students to drop out. Course failures can easily knock students off course and is a 

strong predictor if a student will graduate.  

Question 2 

Are there differences in the number of discipline incidents by students who participated 

in Freshman Seminar versus students who did not have the course in place?  

The Literature Review indicated being suspended just one time in the ninth grade is 

related to an increased risk of dropping out. That same study found that suspension increased the 

chance of leaving school prior to graduation from 16% to 32%. Research continues to show that 

suspension and disciplining students does not result in positive outcomes and does not change 

behavior (Roderick et al., 2009). 

Question 3 

Are there differences in school attendance among students who participated in Freshman 

Seminar versus students who did not have the course in place? 

Attendance plays a major role in student success. Just one to two weeks of absence per 
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semester, can significantly affect the probability of graduating (Roderick et al., 2009; 

Allensworth & Easton, 2007). 

Poor student attendance is a clear sign that students are losing interest in school or 

struggling with their schoolwork. Regular attendance is a better predictor of graduation rates than 

test scores in ninth grade. Attendance is an important life skill that will help your child graduate 

from college and keep a job. Students who attend school regularly are more likely to graduate 

and find good jobs. High school graduates make significantly more money than students who 

dropout throughout the course of their lifetime. 

Question 4 

What is the staff and student perceptions of freshman seminar?  

Qualitative questions in both the teacher and student survey did overlap and provide 

some excellent perceptual data concerning decision making and forming healthy relationships, 

socially, emotionally, and academically related issues. 

The relationship with a teacher can be critically important to how well students learn. 

Educational Research analysis of 46 studies found that strong teacher-student relationships were 

associated with improvements on practically every measure schools emphasize including  higher 

student academic engagement, attendance, grades, fewer disruptive, and lower school dropout 

rates (Sparks, 2019). Additionally, teachers also benefit from their relationships with students in 

regard to joy versus anxiety.  

Significant Findings 

In comparing related questions in the student and teacher survey there were a few 

noteworthy findings: 

1) 100% of teachers agreed or strongly agreed that students need help with problem solving 
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and decision making while 74% of students agreed or strongly agreed  that Freshman 

Seminar did help them with better decision making as it relates to their behavior. 

2)   93% of Teachers agreed or strongly agreed that ninth-grade students need assistance in 

forming healthy relationships while 96% of students agreed or strongly agreed that 

Freshman Seminar helped the form overall healthy relationships in the building with their 

peers and staff. 

3)   84% of students agreed or strongly agreed that Freshman Seminar helped them improve 

relationships with their peers and 90% of students agreed or strongly agreed that 

Freshman Seminar helped them improve relationships with their teachers. 

Conclusion Based on Research Findings 

From the results of the research questions, there appears to be no distinct advantages for 

students who completed Freshman Seminar versus students who did not. Students who were 

mandated to take the course did not demonstrate any significant difference in course failures, 

number of absences or number of discipline referrals received. 

The results indicated that all variable scores were similar for students who took the 

course and students who did not take the course. From the results of this study, it can be 

concluded that the course did not produce advantages for students in regard to the quantitative 

questions studied. The school personnel could further examine the results of the survey and 

archival data to determine specific strengths and weaknesses in the course and focus on primary 

areas of concern. Conclusions based on these findings indicate that Freshman Seminar does not 

significantly impact student achievement, student attendance or student discipline. The impact of 

the course was much more significant in the perceptual data of the students and staff. The 

Literature Review indicated several reasons why students may not succeed in high school which 

include the fear of failure, lack of self-confidence, poor time management skills and 
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procrastination, the inability to complete tasks, and lack of desire.   

The qualitative analysis of the student and school personnel surveys suggests many 

benefits for students taking Freshman Seminar. Clearly, the impact the course had on the 

majority of students academically, emotionally, and socially was very positive. The social 

emotional aspect of the course seemed to have a great impact on students. Problem solving, 

developing confidence, and learning valuable character traits makes a significant impact on the 

students and the school. Overall, the research showed that a large majority of students and 

teachers believed Freshman Seminar is helping students develop academically, socially, and 

emotionally. 

The perceptual data found lends credence and credibility to the conclusion that Freshman 

Seminar has clear benefits for students transitioning to high school. Students overwhelmingly 

enjoy the class and feel that it does support them in critical areas of social emotional learning. 

Teachers and staff overwhelmingly feel that students do need help in social emotional learning 

and the data proves the worth and importance in providing a class that provides such supports.  

The Freshman Seminar course is successful at Belvidere High School and a course like it would 

have merit in every high school in our country. To summarize: 

1) From the results of quantitative analysis there appears to be no distinct advantages for 

students who completed Freshman Seminar versus students who did not. Students who 

were mandated to take the course did not demonstrate any significant difference in course 

failures, number of absences or number of discipline referrals received. 

2) There was a significant evidence to support the impact of the Freshman Seminar Course 

through the qualitative analysis and results of the teacher and staff surveys (Perception 

Data) 
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Implications for Practice 

The following section is dealing with recommendations for future research. The 

conclusions from the research study serve as a basis for these recommendations with the intent to 

guide educational leaders in creating policies to ensure that students are provided with a 

structured and comprehensive transition program or course to assist with the ninth grade 

experience.  

1)  It is clear from the research findings that more collaboration with colleagues would 

greatly strengthen the course and its impact on students. The staff and students have 

excellent ideas of what the future of the course should look like. Articulation could be 

implemented with staff to staff, staff to peer, and peer to peer to dig deeper into the 

aspects that are important to the staff, students, and school. These articulations could 

introduce and explore different initiatives to be introduced to the school that could impact 

school culture and climate. They could also narrow the focus and curriculum on more 

specific areas and instructional strategies.  

2)  Although Freshman Seminar does not encompass major structural initiatives 

recommended in the literature such as a Freshman Wing or Ninth Grade Academy, 

supporting students with a course has proven to be an effective measure for students. The 

findings of the study indicate that schools do not have to make major changes in their 

structure or curriculum to support students during this important year in their lives. There 

needs to be support for students. Especially students entering the high school to introduce 

them to different topics, give them direction in overall expectations, and help them 

navigate their high school years. Students will struggle without extra levels of support in 

place. Freshman Seminar is an extra support for students. Students in Freshman Seminar 
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were encouraged to share their experiences in the high school and could openly engage in 

conversations to help them adjust to high school life. High schools do not have to spend a 

lot of money to introduce a course that can assist students. High schools should offer a 

similar course for ninth grade students to support them through their freshman year. 

3) Perception Data is an extremely important measure in determining course/program 

success. Although the quantitative research questions did not yield the expected results, 

the qualitative analysis findings through perception data clearly indicates a need for this 

type of course offering and overwhelmingly positive results from the students and school 

personnel. Building healthy relationships was a significant impact for students in the 

course for both their peers and their teachers. This area has a positive impact on peer to 

peer relationships and can be responsible for a lower number of discipline issues related 

to inappropriate behaviors. The significance can also be part of the positive culture in the 

school between peers. The research also makes clear the importance of social/emotional 

skill development and reinforces the research that skills such as problem solving, 

decision making, and conflict revolution need to be taught to students. 

Recommendations 

1)   Involve the students and faculty in the future direction of the course 

Articulation could be implemented with staff to staff, staff to peer and peer to peer to dig 

deeper into the aspects that are important to the staff, students, and school. These articulations 

could introduce and explore different initiatives to be introduced to the school that could impact 

school culture and climate. They could also narrow the focus and curriculum on more specific 

areas and instructional strategies.     

2)   Continue to mandate the course for all freshman students 
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There needs to be support for students. Especially students entering the high school to 

introduce them to different topics, give them direction in overall expectations and help them 

navigate their high school years. Students will struggle without extra levels of support in  

place. Freshman Seminar is an extra support for students. 

3)   Continue to Improve and Strengthen the Freshman Seminar Course with topics related 

to social emotional learning 

Perception Data is an extremely important measure in determining course/program 

success. The qualitative analysis findings through perception data clearly indicates a need for this 

type of course offering and overwhelmingly positive results from the students and school 

personnel. The research also makes clear the importance of social/emotional skill development 

and reinforces the research that skills such as problem solving, decision making, and conflict 

revolution need to be taught to students. 

Future Research 

The results from the research study serve as a basis for the recommendations for future 

research. Researchers interested in building on or expanding on ninth-grade supports such as a 

Freshman Seminar course should consider including parent perceptions. It was not included in 

this study but could offer great value in understanding how they view the course. They could 

offer valuable insights about the positive and negative aspects of this course from a parent 

perspective. The research in this study focused on total course failures in regard to student 

achievement. Future research could include other indicators that could influence quantitative 

research such as Grade Point Average, PSAT and SAT testing. Future research could also 

separate male and female participants to gain a better understanding of progress between groups. 

Further research could include analyzing the impact of positive peer to teachers’ relationships. 
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There is a great deal of research that shows the significant impact relationships have on positive 

student outcomes. Teachers with high levels of positive relationships experience much less 

disruptive behavior and more on task time from students. America’s Promise recently released a 

new report, which highlights relationships with supportive adults and peers can increase the 

nation’s high school graduation rate (America’s Promise Alliance, 2019). Ultimately, 

relationships matter. Relationships with family, friends, teachers, mentors, and other supportive 

adults are a key factor in a student’s likelihood to succeed. By building these strong relationships 

early on, students feel supported and important. Knowing they have a support system they can 

rely on helps to boost their confidence and pushes them to success. School leaders face 

constantly changing and ever evolving education reforms that aim to raise academic results and 

boost high school graduation rates. They need to evaluate whether research around positive 

outcomes of ninth-grade transition support programs can be beneficial to their students. They 

also need to investigate the costs of implementation. Districts should ask and answer the 

following questions before they put supports in place for ninth graders:  

• What are the implementation costs to their school districts?  

• Does faculty and staff support and believe in implementing a transition support program?  

• What ninth-grade supports or transition programs will work best for our school? 

Answering these questions will help determine costs, narrow down what specific skills 

are important to specific districts, and will identify what type of transition program will be 

implemented such as a course, academy, or freshman wing. 

Conclusion 

Entering high school presents difficulties and challenges for many students. Students who 

struggle during the transition to Grade 9 are more susceptible to academic failure and to 
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eventually dropping out of school altogether. The impactful statistics and costs to our society 

make educating our students a national concern.  

From the onset, the study focused on learning more about Freshman Seminar and how it 

was impacting ninth-grade students. Was the course supporting students through the critical 

transition year of ninth grade? Did the course impact student achievement, attendance, and 

behavior? The findings identify the importance of offering a course of this nature and how it can 

impact students and the school. Did the course have the impact that was expected in regard to 

achievement, attendance, and behavior? It did not.  

From an administrative standpoint, Freshman Seminar has had a significant impact at 

Belvidere High School. The data obtained from the teacher and student surveys indicates the 

need for the course and the impact the course is having. As an example, students indicated how 

helpful the course has been with forming relationships with their peers. Had the course not been 

offered and those activities and strategies about forming healthy relationships were not 

presented, there may have been more negative interactions between students. Teachers indicated 

how important they felt the course was to teach students the critical skills they need to be 

successful in high school. Additionally, teachers are working to cover content standards and do 

not necessarily have the time to cover topics that a specific course like Freshman Seminar can.  

The course also exceeded expectations from the student’s standpoint. The course supports 

them emotionally, socially, and academically and it gives them the tools necessary to become 

successful in their high school years. Freshman Seminar is meeting the needs of the students. 

The course continues to evolve and has proven to be an essential course offering at Belvidere. 

The data collected supports the need for this class and it also can provide direction for the future 

of the class. One thing is for certain, the skills being taught to ninth-grade students is impactful 
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and is helping to prepare students for success in high school and beyond. On one final note, 

never underestimate the importance of truly caring and passionate educators, their influence can 

change the world! 
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Appendix A 

Survey Questions: 

To guide this study students and staff were surveyed. The following questions were surveyed for 

staff: 

1. 9th grade students in our high school are prepared for Freshman Year? 

2. 9th grade students understand the academic expectations in high school? 

3.  9th grade students come to our high school with good study habits? 

4.  9th grade students need assistance in forming healthy relationships with their peers? 

5.  9th grade students need assistance in problem solving? 

6.  Freshman Seminar helps students develop academically, socially and behaviorally? 

7.  Freshman Seminar helps students to form healthy relationships? 

8.  Freshman Seminar helps students to better understand overall expectations of high school? 

9.  What would you identify to be the most critical area to address in Freshman Seminar 

Academic pressure and expectations), (Social and Emotional Behavior and learning) or (school 

attendance and how it relates to academic achievement and anxiety)?  
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Appendix B 

The following questions were surveyed for Students: 

1. Freshman seminar was a positive experience? 

2.Freshman Seminar helped my problem solving skills?  

2. Freshman Seminar helped me academically, socially and behaviorally? 

4. Freshman helped improve my outlook on school? 

5. Freshman Seminar helped me develop healthy relationships?  

6. Freshman seminar helped me improve my relationships with my classmates? 

7.  Freshman seminar helped me improve my relationships with my teachers? 

8. Freshman Seminar helped me to have a better understanding of expectations in high school?   

9. Freshman Seminar made me more comfortable with the high school?  
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Appendix C 

 

Faculty Member Permission  

 

Dear Faculty Member, I am conducting a research study on successfully transitioning students 

through high school and the impact of Freshman Seminar. More specifically, if the class has a 

positive impact on academic achievement, attending school and behavior.  The objective of this 

study is to analyze grades, discipline and behavior records of our students after taking Freshman 

Seminar. This study will utilize collected data to determine whether there is any correlation 

between these three variables. The study involves collecting data from Belvidere High School 

students and teachers. You can ask the researcher questions about the research study or about 

being a participant at any time via e-mail at elazzara@belvideresd.org.  You may also contact 

Tara Veerman, Chair of Centenary University's Institutional Review Board, at 

IRB@centenaryuniversity.edu. You may also contact my dissertation committee chair, William 

Carpluk, at William.Carpluk@centenaryuniversity.edu. Participation in this study is completely 

voluntary. It will involve an online survey approximately 10 minutes in length and utilize Google 

Forms. Participants may decide to withdraw from this study at any time without any negative 

consequences by advising the researcher. All responses collected will remain confidential. 

Signing your name below indicates that you have read and understand the contents of this 

Consent Form and that you agree to participate in this study. Thank you very much for your 

consideration. Please put your name in the space provided. 

 

 

Faculty Member consent: 

 

Consent: I have read the above information and I fully understand the nature of my participation. 

I understand that my involvement in this study will be confidential, and that if a summary of the 

results is used for educational or publication purposes, my individual results will not be 

identified. I also understand that I have the right to terminate my participation at any time during 

the study. Lastly, I understand the risks of participating in the study, including the self-

consciousness I may feel while participating.  
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Appendix D 

 

Parent Guardian Permission: 

Dear Parents, 

   

I am a graduate student at Centenary College. I am conducting a research study with our 9th, 

10th and 11th grade high school participants. Belvidere School District has allowed me to 

contact you to request permission for your child to participate in the study. I will send students in 

the 9th,10th and 11th grade a google form to ask for their agreement to participate. 

 

Title of Project:   

Assisting the high school transition for students through the implementation of a Freshman 

Seminar Course  

 

 Researcher(s): Edward Lazzara - Your permission is being sought to have your child participate 

in this study. Please read the following information carefully before you decide whether or not to 

give your permission.  

Purpose of the research: The purpose of this study is to investigate how taking Freshman 

Seminar correlates to attendance, discipline rates and student achievement.  

 

Procedure to be followed: your child will be asked a series of questions pertaining to his/her 

experience in the class through an online survey 

 

Discomforts/risks: The risks in this study are minimal (i.e., no greater than those ordinarily 

encountered in daily life or the performance of routine physical or psychological examinations or 

tests). There are no foreseeable discomforts or dangers to either you or your child in this study.  

 

Incentives/benefits for participation: There are no direct benefits to your child. The results of this 

study, however, will increase our knowledge of the impact the course has on our students. 

 

Time duration of participation: Participation in the study will not exceed 15 minutes. 

 

Statement of confidentiality: All records are kept confidential and will be available only to 

professional researchers and staff. If the results of this study are published, the data will be 

presented in group form and individual children will not be identified.  

 

Voluntary participation: Your child’s participation is voluntary. At the time of the study, your 

child will once again be reminded of this by the researcher.  

 

Termination of participation: If at any point during the study you or your child wishes to 
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terminate the session, we will do so. Students are not required to participate. 

 

Questions regarding the research should be directed to: Edward Lazzara  

Questions or concerns regarding participation in this research should be directed to:  Edward 

Lazzara at elazzara@belvideresd.org. You may also contact Tara Veerman, Chair of Centenary 

University's Institutional Review Board, at IRB@centenaryuniversity.edu.  You may also contact 

my dissertation committee chair, William Carpluk, at 

William.Carpluk@centenaryuniversity.edu.  

 

Again, Participation in this study is completely voluntary. 

 

SIGNING THE FORM BELOW WILL ALLOW YOUR CHILD TO PARTICIPATE IN THE 

STUDY THROUGH A GOOGLE FORM WITHOUT YOUR PRESENCE 

  

Please SIGN the form. If you do not sign and return this form, the researcher will understand that 

you do not wish to allow your child to participate. 

Thank you for your time  

 

 

Ed Lazzara  
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Appendix E 

 

 

Student Permission 

 

Dear Student, I am conducting a research study on Freshman Seminar and if the class has had a 

positive impact on your grades, attendance and discipline.  The objective of this study is to 

analyze grades, discipline and behavior records of our students after taking Freshman Seminar. 

This study will utilize collected data to determine whether there is any correlation between these 

three variables. The study involves collecting data from Belvidere High School students.You can 

ask the researcher questions about the research study or about being a participant at any time via 

email at elazzara@belvideresd.org.  You may also contact Tara Veerman, Chair of Centenary 

University's Institutional Review Board, at IRB@centenaryuniversity.edu.  You may also contact 

my dissertation committee chair, William Carpluk, at 

William.Carpluk@centenaryuniversity.edu. Participation in this study is completely voluntary. It 

will involve an online survey approximately 10 minutes in length and utilize Google Forms. 

Participants may decide to withdraw from this study at any time without any negative 

consequences by advising the researcher. All responses collected will remain confidential. 

Signing your name below indicates that you have read and understand the contents of this Assent 

Form and that you agree to participate in this study. Thank you very much for your 

consideration. Please put your name in the space provided. 

 

 

Student Assent: 

 

I have read the above information and I fully understand the nature of my participation. I 

understand that my involvement in this study will be confidential, and that if a summary of the 

results is used for educational or publication purposes, my individual results will not be 

identified. I also understand that I have the right to terminate my participation at any time during 

the study. Lastly, I understand the risks of participating in the study, including the self-

consciousness I may feel while participating.  

 

 

 


