Preface

Within the circles of this nation’s educational leadership and policy makers, there has been an ongoing concern with the status of American high schools, i.e., their ability to produce a technologically fluent work force able to compete in a global market with a high degree of literacy and problem solving skills. Educators, researchers and politicians have searched for the reasons why a growing percentage of students fail to graduate or meet the requirements for higher education.  Several reform models have been promoted and implemented across the United States to address these concerns.  In Washington State, the “Small Schools Model” has been a popular model to emulate.  One of the primary assumptions of this model is that schools will develop positive adult to student relationships that will improve the student’s engagement in the learning activities and decrease the drop out rate (Mendes, 2005; Goodlad, 1997; Gootman & DeClaire, 2001). Many researchers have identified positive rapport, empathy and caring as critical elements that adults can demonstrate that will have a positive impact on high school attendance and academic performance (Mendes, Moustakas, Lewis, Schapps, & Watson).
Framing the Inquiry

The purpose of this study was to examine whether reforming a high school into smaller learning academies is enough for positive relationships to occur between teachers and students when they spend more time together. The primary research questions were: 

1. Do all students experience positive communication from adults in a high school that has converted to a Small School?  If so, how often?

2.  Do adults differentiate their use of positive communication practices based on student characteristics?

The study consisted of research assistants shadowing 17 students four different days over a two month period, to observe and tally the number of times each of them experienced any of the eight communication practices defined in the framework of Ernest Mendes, as published in his 2005 journal article, What empathy can do. Education Leadership Journal, 61, 56-59.  A stratified sample was used to select the students for this study (i.e. an equal number of subjects were selected for race, gender, academy representation and grade level). 

 
All of the students in the study were enrolled in a high school that was in its 2nd year of implementing a Small Schools Model. In this model, the school changed from a comprehensive high school in which courses and students were stratified based on academic achievement levels (i.e. remedial, general and advanced courses) to one in which students were grouped into three cohorts based on interests and strengths.  The cohorts were called Arts Academy, Experience Academy and Discovery Academy. The students in each academy had the same set of teachers for the year and there were limited crossover classes.   The Small School theory of action is that if the teacher and the students have more time together, they will develop a positive relationship. The students will feel that the teacher knows them and cares about them. Because of that the students will be more inclined to work to improve their grades and less inclined to drop out of high school Mendes (2005); Croninger,R. (1997); Goodlad,J. (1997); Noddings, N. (1992). 

Major Findings

A close examination of the data raises several questions:

· Do adults communicated more frequently with academically capable students? Most of the students in this study experienced one or more positive adult communication practices from the adults during the four-days of observation.  However, some students received more personal communication while others received communication that was at a polite level (i.e. calling on them by name or acknowledging their comments). Though the sample set was small, there appears to be a correlation between the frequency of positive adult communication practices experienced by the students and the students’ grade point average (GPA). When we put this in context with the behavioral characteristics of highly capable students (Civikly, 1998), this should come as no surprise. Students who are positive and who tend to reach out receive positive affirmations from others more often.

· Do teachers differentiate the frequency of positive communication practices by ethnicity?  Caucasian students received an average of 132 positive interactions over the four day period while African Americans received 103 on average and Hispanics 97 on average.

Conclusions

 
The implications of this study indicate that increasing the amount of time teachers and students spend together does not, in and of itself, result in the adults engaging in relationship building practices with all students. The structural changes that came with converting from a large school to three small academies dominated the time and energy of administration and staff alike at Southend High School.  These changes did not address the teaching practices nor did it address the student make-up within the new structure. Although research from the Small Schools Project, 2002, indicated that the structure of a small learning community led to a deeper, personal and caring relationships, this study did not find that this was true for all students. The results of this study point to a need for school system leaders to explicitly address how teachers can build positive relationships with all students, regardless of their different characteristics or achievement.  Restructuring efforts that focus on increasing the ratio of adults to students and/or the amount of time teachers and students spend together will need to explore how these changes will lead to more positive, personal relationships between adults and students.  Efforts to provide staff development to the adults regarding ways in which to build caring and compassionate classrooms should be part of any school reform strategy.  As Lewis, Schapps & Watson, 1996, point out “Caring classrooms are home to warm, supportive, stable relationships and to the social and ethical dimensions of learning.”

