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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

When economic and employment issues arise in society, education becomes a
focal point of debate. What content should be taught in schools to prepare students
adequately to meet post-secondary education demands, what constitutes acceptable
standards for instruction, and who should set those standards become points for
consideration. Education, government, and private sectors seek to influence decisions
about what is believed best for students and society. For the most part, debate has
centered on the high school curriculum. Statistics indicate many students are not
preparing adequately for postsecondary education. The United States Department of
Education finds only half of all students who enter high school ever enroll in a
postsecondary institution and seven out of ten high school graduates have not completed
coursework necessary for college (as cited in ACT, 2005). These statistics indicate a lack
of student preparation for the changing society of the 21* century and reinforce concerns
about high school academic preparation and its effect on college success.

Two recent national studies report a “disconnect” between the American high
school diploma and what it takes to compete successfully beyond high school. Both ACT
(2005) Crisis at the Core and Achieve, Inc. (2005) American Diploma Project

recommend stronger coursework requirements and rigor in instructional practices for



high school classrooms to prepare students for post-secondary success. Momentum
seems to be building for change in high school academic preparation (ACE, 2005;
Education Grants Alert, 2005).

At the core of these change efforts are curriculum content requirements,
especially core academic courses and content required for high school graduation.
Controversy regarding what subjects and content should be required of high school
students began in Colonial America and continues today (ACT, 2006; Education Grants
Alert, 2005; Houston, 2006; Kristen, 2005; Moses, 2006; Shapiro, 2003; Spelling, 2005).
Significant studies (e.g. Eight-Year Study, ACT Cerisis at the Core, American Diploma
Project) and the historical pendulum swing of educational movements have not clarified
the answer, and questions regarding high school curriculum continue to be asked. There
is a need to understand better how high school academic preparation affects college

performance and graduation.

Statement of the Problem

Within legislated parameters, the Oklahoma Constitution delegates to local boards
of education and administrators the responsibility to determine the most appropriate
course of study for their students (OSDE, 2006). Assuming this responsibility should
conclude with students prepared to succeed in post-secondary efforts and goals.
Determining what coursework and instruction are needed by students to be academically
prepared for college should be, in part, the result of an examination of high school and

college data.



Concern about the United States’ ability to compete in the global economy is
resulting in more legislative pressure and mandates on high schools to change their
curriculum requirements (ACE, 2005; Achieve, Inc., 2005; ACT, 2005). Educators are
expected to offer appropriate courses of high quality and rigor resulting in all students
being prepared for college and the 21* century workplace. However, Houston (2006) and
Moses (2006) believe it is necessary first to understand better and reach a consensus
about what is needed by students before additional reform efforts are implemented.

Local boards of education have the responsibility to provide an appropriate
program of study for students that falls within legislated parameters. In Oklahoma, a
structured system of learning and teaching exists through Priority Academic Student
Skills, commonly known as PASS (Oklahoma State Department of Education, 2006).
This mandatory curriculum provides a set of learning objectives in academic areas that
are to be taught and mastered by Oklahoma students. Given that communities, students,
and faculties are different, it is reasonable to question if a focus on one specific
curriculum meets the needs of all students. “Schools...are replete with different and
divergent purposes’ (Shapiro, 2003, p. 314).

While data have been gathered in large studies on quantitative, measurable
aspects of the relationship between high school academic preparation and college success
(e.g. ACT Crisis at the Core, College Board studies, American Diploma Project), what
has not received sufficient attention is exploration of student academic records and lived
experiences as these relate to high school preparation and its effects on college success.
Case study research is needed by practitioners in education who must understand what is

needed by students.



Purpose of the Study

The purpose of the study was to examine the high school and college academic
performance of a cohort of students and their perceptions as young adults regarding
beliefs about their high school academic preparation and its effect on college academic
success. The research attempted to gain the participants’ perceptions about their high
school and college experiences.

In 2006, the Oklahoma State Regents of Higher Education (OSRHE) reported that
while Oklahoma college graduation rates are improving, only 40.1 percent of college
students graduate within a six-year period. This study examined the high school and
college academic experiences of a cohort of students to determine what connections exist
between their high school courses of study and later success in college. It focused on
members of a 1999 Oklahoma suburban high school graduating class who subsequently
attended Oklahoma public colleges and universities. Information and data were obtained
to determine what patterns exist that may have affected the academic success of students
within this group. The 1999 class was selected based on a recommendation from
OSRHE. Statistics indicate that a time period of at least six years after high school

graduation is needed for valid research involving college graduation rates.

Theoretical Lens

“The overwhelming consensus as the twentieth century closed has been that
knowledge is constructed” (Phillips, 2000, p. 2). Experts in cognition generally agree
with this constructive character of learning. While the theoretical framework varies,

generally all concur that learners are the builders of their own knowledge (Evans, 1994).



People actively receive information and construct knowledge as “they strive to make
sense of their world” (Cobb, 1994, p. 1049).

Constructivism is the theoretical lens guiding the study. It is based on the premise
that “we all construct our own perspective of the world through individual experiences
and schema” (Mergell, 2007, p. 2). “In constructivism, the learner is the active agent,
internalizing, reshaping, or transforming information and constructing meaning or
understanding” (English, 2006, p. 606). Constructivism was important to this study as
the researcher sought to determine, through data reflecting the perceptions of participants,
what connections may exist between high school academic preparation and college
success.

Constructivism as a theoretical lens guided the examination of statistical data and
the stories of students as they have constructed their knowledge and beliefs about their
educational experiences. Constructivism suggests that those who have achieved
sufficiently in high school, attended college, and subsequently graduated would be able to
describe and explain their experiences. Participants would be capable of assessing how
well their high school academic performance prepared them for college and sharing those
perceptions. In addition, through constructivism, the researcher constructs meaning from
the data.

Research Questions

The researcher sought to answer the following questions:
1. What connections exist between high school academic preparation and college
success?

2. What factors seem to contribute to college success?



Significance of the Study

This case study was designed to examine high school academic preparation and
the connections and factors perceived by a cohort of students to have contributed to their
college success. The researcher sought to understand better what young adults believe
was important in their high school academic experiences that may have influenced
college success.

Further, the case study uses OSHRE databases that provide information linking
high school and college progress. Oklahoma school districts previously had limited
access to post-secondary data about their students. High schools provided at least a state
minimum curriculum for graduation and hoped it met the needs of their graduates. Today,
information systems and technology through OSHRE create post-secondary academic
data available to assist districts in decision making and school improvement. Use of these
systems has the potential to provide beneficial information to high schools regarding their

student’s academic preparation for college.

Limitations of the Study

The case study was designed to gather statistical data, stories, and experiences of
individuals within the cohort. A limitation of this type of study is that one cannot create
an empirical finding from a single case study or small sample. However, one can learn
from such a case. This study was confined to the examination of some students from a
single graduating class. While the hope is that the findings will provide insights for other
groups of students, the study is not applicable to all students in all high schools; rather,

the study speaks to the experiences of this specific cohort of students.



An additional limitation to the case study is that only students within the cohort
who subsequently attended Oklahoma public colleges and universities were included.
Data were available for these students, but not for those who may have attended in- or
out-of-state private or out-of-state public universities.

Important to recognize is that multiple factors impact a student’s success in
college. Those factors include student maturation, intellect, motivation, and a student’s
financial resources. This study looked only at the academic experience of students as it
may have affected their college endeavors knowing that other factors can have a
significant impact on student success.

Mertens (1998) stated that it is impossible to design and conduct the perfect
research study. Because of this, the benefits of a small case study as well as its

limitations are acknowledged.

Definition of Terms

American College Testing (ACT): A non-profit organization providing

assessment, research, information, and professional development for education (ACT,
2006).

ACT Exam: America’s most widely accepted college entrance exam assessing
general educational development and ability to complete college-level work. The exam
covers four skills areas: English, mathematics, reading, and science (ACT, 2006).

Advanced Placement (AP) Program: A cooperative educational endeavor

between secondary schools and colleges and universities. It allows high school students

to undertake college-level academic learning in AP courses and gives them the



opportunity to show that they have mastered the advanced material by taking AP Exams
(College Board, 1998).

Cohort: Research participants from the high school’s 1999 graduating class who
subsequently attended Oklahoma public colleges and universities.

College Board: A non-profit membership organization whose mission is to

connect students to college success and opportunities (College Board, 2006).

College Success Rates: The number of students in the cohort attending an
Oklahoma public university, percentage of those returning for their second year (retention
rate), percentage graduating within a four- to six-year time period, grade point averages
at the end of their first year and at graduation, and the percentage of students continuing
to graduate school at Oklahoma public universities.

Grade Point Average (GPA): The mean of the total grades of a student within a

subject; or the mean of the grade point averages of a cohort of students.

Graduating Class: The high school’s 1999 senior class of 87 students (consisting

of 52 males and 35 females).

Interview Participants of the Study: A subgroup of the cohort of students being

studied who participated in interviews.

Oklahoma State Regents for Higher Education (OSRHE): The coordinating board

for Oklahoma’s public colleges and universities. The state system was created in 1941
and is currently comprised of 25 colleges and universities, 10 constituent agencies, and
one higher education center with a current enrollment of more than 238,000 students

(OSRHE, 2006).



Retention Rate: Percentage of students returning to the university for the second
consecutive year of instruction.

Scholastic Achievement Test (SAT): A college entrance exam sponsored by

College Board (College Board, 2006).

Traditional Curriculum: Curriculum that includes four English courses, three or

four mathematics courses, three or four science courses, three or four courses in the social
studies required for high school graduation. This is often termed a college preparatory
curriculum.

Unitized Data System (UDS): The data collection process in existence since 1977

used by OSRHE for collecting information from Oklahoma colleges and universities.
Each semester a minimum of 75 discrete data elements is gathered for every student in

the Oklahoma State System of Higher Education (OSRHE, 2006).

Dissertation Format

The literature reviewed as background and support for the study is presented and
discussed in Chapter II. Methodology for the study is described in Chapter III. Chapter
IV has the data presented, while they are discussed and analyzed in Chapter V. Chapter
VI concludes the dissertation with a summary, conclusion, recommendations, and a final

thought.



CHAPTER 11

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

This case study focused on high school academic preparation and college
academic success experienced by a cohort of graduates from an Oklahoma accredited
high school who attended Oklahoma public colleges and universities. To understand the
issues surrounding this topic, a historical review of the development of American high
schools, a description of current high school curriculum reform efforts, and an
examination of related research are required. Directly and indirectly, each of these areas
gives insight into the development of curriculum and instructional practices of American
high schools and into the research on this topic.

The following literature review through background and support is a foundation
for this study. The first section, a review of the development of American high schools is
a perspective of the longevity of concerns regarding what curriculum and instruction are
needed at this level of education. The next is an examination of current high school
curriculum reform efforts which is relevant to the study’s topic as it focuses on an
examination of high schools’ curricular needs. The literature review concludes with an

examination of related research.
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Historical Review of the Development of

American High Schools

To understand the development of public education in the United States,
particularly American high schools, is to understand the history that has influenced our
school systems. What curriculum should be offered to high school students to ensure their
post-secondary success has been frequently questioned and once again is receiving
significant re-examination. Goodson (1997) stated “one of the striking trends within
educational theory during recent years has been the growing interest in the history of the
secondary school curriculum” (p. 61).

As settlers established colonies in what was later to become the United States,
they questioned how to best educate students. What should be taught in American
schools was an important question then and continues to be relevant almost four centuries
later. Through the years, pendulum swings concerning pedagogy in American schools
have advocated both an emphasis on traditional education as curriculum best for both
college preparation and life in general and, in an opposite direction, an emphasis on
curriculum that provides a broader option of class choices and life skills for students.
During the country’s history, when Americans repeatedly turned to secondary education
to solve profound economic, social, and political problems, they differed in their
diagnoses and solutions. Specifically, they differed in their beliefs of what coursework
should be required of all high school graduates (Tyack & Cuban, 1995).

During the Colonial Era, the assumption among colonists was that few children
needed schooling, and education was limited primarily to those who studied law,

medicine, and the ministry. The purpose of formal education was based on a European
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view of education and directed at bringing conformity to the idea of what constituted an
educated person (Marsh & Willis, 2003). As early as 1642, Harvard College, the first
higher education institution in the colonies, set a secondary school curriculum titled The
Harvard Curriculum. Its primary emphasis was on religion and literary studies, with
lesser emphasis on logic, physics, history, botany, arithmetic, geometry, and astrology
(Marsh & Willis, 2003).

In 1749, Benjamin Franklin opened the Franklin Academy challenging the
exclusivity and narrowness of classical education. The Academy proposed that classical
studies be taught, but not required of all children. Instead, a student’s prospective
profession would determine his studies (Marsh & Willis, 2003). Franklin also advocated
active inquiry as a primary strategy for instruction, rather than limiting learning to the
traditional lecture style of teaching (Marsh & Willis, 2003). Similar educational
philosophies concerning traditional studies and broader options for meeting educational
needs would continued to battle each other in the decades to follow (Aiken, 2000;
Eisner, 2002).

During the nineteenth century, the idea that larger numbers of students should be
educated to protect democracy gained acceptance. The common school movement of this
time period was an important contribution to American school structure (Marsh & Willis,
2003). Toward the end of that century, immigration, industrialization, and urbanization
were changing the nature of the country. Beyond the common school level, only ten
percent of secondary school age children attended high school, but three-fourths of those
students subsequently attended the university. High school curriculum continued to be

driven by the idea of classical studies (Marsh & Willis, 2003).

12



As the Industrial Revolution began and the need to examine high school
curriculum for this new society became apparent, American communities began
changing. In 1893, the Committee of Ten was organized by the National Education
Association (NEA) as a task force to study secondary curriculum. The Report of the
Commiittee of Ten on Secondary Schools was issued. This was the first major national
study on the high school (Tyack & Cuban, 1995) and advocated a subject-centered
curriculum based on classical curriculum studies. While it included more modern
subjects, particularly modern languages, it clearly advocated a college-preparatory
curriculum as best for both success at the university and life in general (Marsh & Willis,
2003). The Committee of Ten “accepted without question that the purpose of education
was mental discipline and held that all recommended subjects were of equal value in
building sound mental habits” (Brown, 2004, p. 1).

During the twentieth century, a notable movement to broaden the programs and
the function of American schools developed. Similar in philosophy to the Franklin
Academy of the Colonies, the Progressive Education Movement sought to offer students
a broader choice of courses beyond traditional subject matter that would best serve
individual students in their post-secondary school efforts. Between 1880 and 1930,
educators pursued reform of the secondary school curriculum by introducing technical
subjects such as industrial education, commercial studies, and domestic science
(Goodson, 1994).

The Progressive Education Movement advocated for a new study of high school
curriculum. As a result of the work of the Commission on Reorganization of Secondary

Education, seven main objectives for the education of all United States students were
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created. These Cardinal Principles included health, command of fundamental processes,
worthy home membership, vocation, citizenship, worthy use of leisure, and ethical
character (Marsh & Willis, 2003). This effort laid a foundation for choice in American
schools that can be seen today as practical, and vocational subjects are evident in class
choices. It is also believed to have laid the foundation for the tracking of many high
school students into career paths which some think reinforced gender, ethnic, and socio-
economic inequalities (Galston, 2005; Goodson, 1994).

Despite the efforts of the Progressive Education Movement to broaden course
work choice for high school graduation, curricula remained subject centered in most
American schools during the early twentieth century. Although more practical and
vocational subjects were added, the new ideas about individual-centered courses of study
seemed outside the ideas of mainstream American education. In 1930, an effort was
initiated to validate the development of these new progressive ideas about curricula and
to examine whether curriculum other than the traditional sixteen Carnegie Units required
at that time could serve as satisfactory preparation for college. A study was organized by
the Progressive Education Committee for two basic purposes. First, it sought to establish
a relationship between the school and college that could permit and encourage
reconstruction of the secondary school. Second, through exploration and
experimentation, it was to find how high schools could serve their students more
effectively. The study, now known as the Eight-Year Study, is considered
comprehensive and credible as it was a large, well-documented example of individual-

centered curricula and research (Aiken, 2000).
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The purpose of the Eight-Year Study was to engage in a long-term study of the
relevance of high school curriculum and education and its impact on success or failure in
college admissions and success (Kreider, 2002). The results of the study seemed to
demonstrate that individual-centered curricula were at least as good preparation for
college as was the traditional subject-centered curriculum and an even better preparation
for life in general. In fact, the more experimental and individually oriented the secondary
curriculum was, the better off students seemed. However, the significance of the study
was not acknowledged as its results were published in 1942 as the United States plunged
into World War II. The Eight-Year Study did have some long-term effect as it
demonstrated the benefits of progressive curriculum practices that would continue to
become an influential approach to curriculum planning and development in the decades
following World War II (Marsh & Willis, 2003).

Progressive Education efforts were significant throughout the first half of the
twentieth century. During the 1930s when the hardships of the Great Depression caused
dissatisfaction with the status quo, discontent with education grew. Later, the Cold War
and the growing belief in the power of science and technology to solve national problems
caused the country to turn against progressive education in general and again toward
traditional academic education. On the heels of the launching of Sputnik in 1957, the
perceived threat to national security caused education reform to center on math and
science. It also resulted in the growing idea that a single curriculum for all schools was
not only desirable, but feasible (Marsh & Willis, 2003).

Since the mid-1950s, prominent scholars have consistently addressed the idea of a

national curriculum. Multiple ideas and definitions regarding curriculum exists (Marsh &
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Willis, 2003). Scholars point to the lack of one set of clearly defined aims for America’s
schools and speak to the need for stability in education as they call for scholars to use
their voice for change (Eisner, 1997; Goodlad, 1964; Hirsch, 1999; Jennings, 1997). The
idea of a national curriculum continues to be discussed and is gaining momentum as
some researchers advocate a college-preparatory curriculum for both college and today’s
changing workforce.

In the mid-1960s, President Lyndon B. Johnson sought to institute programs to
counter the societal problems of the decade. He declared war on poverty and sought to
build the Great Society. He asserted that “the answer to all our national problems comes
down to a single word: education” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 2). Courses to address
problems in society were implemented in schools across the country. These included
alcohol and drug prevention instruction, sex and human development education, home
economics, driver’s education, and vocational courses (Tyack & Cuban, 1995).

By the 1970s, in a period of recession and inflation, growing discontent again led
people to be unsure about what schools should be doing. Expectations of accountability
grew. This era was marked by a significant period of curriculum studies development
and practice (Goodson, 1994). By the early 1980s, the National Commission on
Excellence in Education (NCEE), appointed by the Reagan administration to study the
effectiveness of American schools, issued its report, A Nation at Risk. This report
identified a crisis in public schools, claiming that the nation was being threatened by “a
rising tide of mediocrity” in education (NCEE, 1983, p. 1). While the report stated that
the “average citizen today is better educated and more knowledgeable than the average

citizen of a generation ago—more literate, and exposed to more mathematics, literature,
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and science,” it also reported that the “average graduate of our schools and colleges today
is not as well-educated as the average graduate of 25 to 35 years ago, when a much
smaller proportion of our population completed high school and college” (NCEE, 1983,
p- 4). The inclusion of a statement that the average 1983 citizen was “better educated and
more knowledgeable” than in the past could be interpreted as an indicator of the
improving quality of education (NCEE, 1983, p. 4). Instead, A Nation at Risk was used
as a negative force against United States public schools and created a kind of hysteria and
atmosphere of crisis. It recommended the “Five New Basics,” defined as four years of
English, three years of mathematics, three years of science, three years of social studies,
and one-half year of computer science for all students. Additionally, two years of foreign
language were recommended for college-bound students. It could be noted that this
recommendation bears a significant resemblance to the high school curriculum
recommended almost a century earlier by the Committee of Ten in 1893 and to those
proposed today by other current research projects including Crisis at the Core and the
American Diploma Project (Achieve, 2005; ACT, 2005; Marsh & Willis, 2003). Other
recommendations of the NCEE and A Nation at Risk included the adoption of more
rigorous and measurable standards by schools, colleges, and universities, lengthening the
school day and school year, improved salaries and working conditions in order to attract
and retain better-quality teachers, and responsibility for leadership and fiscal support of
these initiatives (NCEE, 1983).

During the past two decades, the country has seen a trend toward a standards-
based curriculum. While A Nation at Risk authors advocated the setting of minimum

standards in education, the 1990s saw a trend toward setting quality standards for
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education in the academic subjects. Those standards became a foundation for the
expectation of the federal No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. Each student would receive
an education allowing him or her to achieve each standard. This act, aimed at grades
three through eight, has gathered momentum for expansion to the high school level. Our
country’s educational and legislative leaders debate this issue and wait to see what action
may be taken in the nex