
 

ABSTRACT 
 

WARREN, THOMAS PERRINE. Early College High School Philosophy and Policy: How 

Q-Methodology Reveals Form, Process, and Leadership. (Under the direction of Dr. 

Matthew Militello, co-chair, and Dr. Lance Fusarelli, co-chair). 

 

 This two phase mixed methods study examined how national to local Early College 

High School (ECH or ECHS) philosophy and  policy shaped the form, process, and 

leadership of three local ECHs.  Phase One interviewees included leaders of national and 

state-level ECH-related organizations and school leaders from three local ECHs.  In Phase 

Two of the study, Q-Methodology was used to determine how administrators and teachers 

from three local ECHs perceived their educational form and process to function. 

Phase One of the research included eight semi-structured interviews of organization 

leaders from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, Jobs for the Future, The North Carolina 

New Schools Project, and ECH administrators from three local ECHs.  The questionnaire 

used in Phase One of the study was generated by the principal investigator, with open-ended 

questions drawn from an extensive review of the professional literature on ECHs serving as a 

knowledge base.  Data from Phase One interviews was used to link Phases One and Two of 

the study by serving as a background and contextual source of information for the natural 

concourse set of statements sorted in the second Q-Methodology phase of the study. 

Phase Two of the study utilized Q-Methodology to determine four model Q-Sorts that 

provided snapshots of ECH process as reported by 40 participants of administrators and 

teachers from three local ECHs.  Phase Two participants sorted 40 items of a natural 

concourse set of statements derived from findings of the Phase One interviews and literature 



 

review.  The set of natural concourse statements was member checked by Phase One 

interviewees and the leaders of the participant ECHs prior to use.  The four model Q-Sorts 

were named The Tutor, The Mentor, ECH Core Values, and Popular Secondary Instruction.  

The names were derived from the positively valued natural concourse item statements that 

embodied the essences of the four solution model factor array. 

In this mixed-method design structure, the findings from the qualitative Phase One 

interviews and the quantitative Q-Methodology model sorts complemented each other in 

providing multiple perspectives on how ECH philosophy and policy shape the form, process, 

and leadership of three local ECHs around the Triangle Region of North Carolina.  Study 

findings and discussion addressed: the alignment between national, state-, and local-level 

ECH-related organizations and local ECH process; a contemporary secondary reform model 

that serves traditionally underrepresented higher education demographic subgroups, i.e., 

progeny of first-time aspiring college attendee families; an educational reform model and 

process that reaches, supports, and promotes secondary and post-secondary academic 

attainment on the part of underrepresented higher education demographic subgroups; and 

four viewpoints for understanding the successful educational philosophy, policy, structure, 

process, and leadership of ECHs at the local level.  The study augments the growing 

dissertation-strata body of research on ECHs, and is the first to examine local ECH process 

with Q-Methodology. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Study Background 

Public high schools are a cornerstone of the American education system.  One right 

that the public holds high in their value system is the opportunity for citizens to receive an 

appropriate and adequate education.  Historically and today, this core American ideal has not 

been and is currently not being met by secondary education services for a number of high 

school aged adolescents.  National demographic-based and global achievement gaps; drop-

out rates; adolescent criminal involvement; 21
st
 Century educational and workforce skill sets 

development; and preparing graduates for the work-force or continued post-secondary 

education; are some of the many complex challenges facing contemporary public high 

schools.  The question of addressing successfully these types of challenges that perennially 

confront the secondary education system is one of public high school reform. 

There are intangible and difficult to measure consequences of failing to address 

current definable challenges to the secondary education system.  Education theorists, leaders, 

and policymakers periodically mention the greater social consequences of failing to address 

current challenges to public high schools.  They use terms and phrases to describe these 

challenges such as “threat to the nation,” “failing America’s youth,” “crisis in education,” 

and the like.  The fact that ideological jargon has historically draped these recurrent 

educational problems is a sign of their deeply embedded and apparently inextricable nature 

with the bureaucratic function and process of public schooling. 
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The perennial nature of secondary school challenges is manifest in their histories.  

Take for example job skill preparation alignment between secondary curricula and work-

force employment.  This theme could be argued to be an archetypal Achilles heel in public 

high schools.  It has been reborn like a phoenix in refocused educational skill development 

jargon of the day as defined by policymakers since at least the 1970s focus on vocational 

education, the 1980s and 1990s focus on science and technology, and now in the 21
st
 Century 

with 21
st
 Century skill sets. 

Another similar issue is cultivating and maintaining student interest in high school 

and post-secondary curricula.  What career doors a high school diploma can open is another 

aspect of the secondary education system that loses many students to other pursuits in life.  A 

growing number of educational theorists, leaders, and policymakers perceive a widening gap 

between secondary skill set development and the actual workforce skill sets necessary to 

succeed in emerging 21
st
 Century jobs.  The prospect of increasing numbers of adolescents 

not buying in to the opportunity and potential for success in life that formal education has 

been proven to provide the individual across their lifetime, presents another serious perennial 

problem to the economic and social prosperity of our country from the local on up to national 

levels.  What’s more, in today’s global village of a world, America’s hold on top features of 

sociological, scientific, military, democratic, business, and educational constructs would 

loosen with a less educated workforce performing day-to-day functions in these respective 

domains of society. 
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The greater social and financial costs of losing large numbers of adolescents to other 

pursuits in life, such as criminal involvement in the form of gang membership, reifies the 

penalization of these individuals in a society that does not offer an educational avenue that 

supports and addresses adolescents who need more direct and visible routes to work-force or 

post-secondary academic opportunity.  The question of a balanced, socially-just educational 

system is gaining currency and attention in education and policy-making circles.  What 

educational structures, forms, processes, and leadership might provide the chance to improve 

the public high school model to produce better-equipped and trained students, ready to enter 

the work-force or to proceed with post-secondary education?  One model, the Early College 

High School, is gaining momentum and notoriety. 

A successful secondary reform model in recent education history has been the Early 

College High School (ECHS or ECH).  Despite: 1) positive formative evaluation data 

emerging from third-party research organizations on ECH educational process and 

performance; 2) the substantial national growth of the ECH model in terms of states 

participating in and the sheer growth in number of ECHs under the Bill and Melinda Gates 

Foundation’s (BMGF) Early College High School Initiative (ECHSI) of 2001; and 3) the 

need for innovative secondary reform models to address perennial problems facing the 

secondary education model; the majority of the public is unfamiliar with ECHs and the 

solutions they can offer for contemporary secondary education challenges.  Today, ECHs are 

growing in number in traditionally strong education states such as California, New York, and 

Texas.  However, the vanguard of the ECHSI movement has been taken up by states such as 
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North Carolina, where visionary political leadership and a climate of favorable policy has 

made possible an explosive growth in the number of ECHs serving underrepresented college-

aspiring students since 2001.  The nascent success of the ECH reform model and the nature 

of the challenges facing high schools today make for a strong case to research what it is that 

ECHs are and do. 

To answer the study’s overarching descriptive research goal of investigating what 

philosophy and policies shape the form, process, and leadership of local ECH organizations, 

this study utilized a two-phase mixed research method that: 1) examined the national- and 

state-level philosophy and policies of ECH institutions as reported by ECH-related 

organization leaders; 2) how these policies and philosophy were put into action at the local 

ECH level as reported by study participant school leaders and teachers; and, 3) what ECH 

philosophy and which policies, infrastructure, and processes were perceived to be most 

effective in three local ECH schools.  Phase One of the study relied on eight interviews that 

procured data about the national and state-level philosophy, policy, and history of the 

ECHSI.  Phase two of the study utilized Q-Methodology that investigated the specific 

philosophy, policies, form, and processes endemic to the ECH institution as perceived by 

participant ECH leaders and teachers.  Findings related to the study’s overarching descriptive 

research goal and sub-questions provided in-depth research on the philosophy, policies, 

structure, processes, and leadership of three local participant ECHs. 
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Statement of the Problem 

The history of high school reform could be traced back to as early as the one-room 

schoolhouses of the 19
th

 Century.  The modern high school as we know it in 2012 has not 

changed much but in appearance, despite changes to structure and process, since its inception 

in the early 1900s.  For those that can gain entrance, education reform models such as charter 

or magnet schools offer some form of relief to the problems confronting secondary 

education, but every school cannot have a charter or magnet designation.  Contemporary, 

main stream high schools still group students by ability and age; core-content coursework is 

standard curricula within and across states; students are graded with report cards on 

standardized scales; and high school curricula is considered to prepare students for 

employment in the work-force or for success in post-secondary education avenues. 

Opportunity for successful educational attainment for some youth has expanded 

during the course of the 20
th

 Century’s secondary school history.  Yet, an unacceptable 

portion of high school aged adolescents continue to: 1) drop out; or, 2) graduate from high 

school minimally- or under-prepared to succeed in the workforce of the 21
st
 Century.  In 

general, it is not the progeny of affluent or even middle-class families that disengage or reap 

less than satisfactory benefits from the public education system.  It is the children of the 

impoverished that most often fail to take advantage of the educational opportunities 

presented them by the public education system.  It is those who most need to take advantage 

of the benefits that formal education brings to one’s life who fail to do so on the whole. 
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Due to this fact and the persistence of secondary education challenges, education 

researchers, leaders, and policymakers all find themselves reexamining the structures, 

processes, and administration of secondary education models in the early 21
st
 Century.  

Within the current public educational climate of standards-based achievement measures, and 

calls for ever-increasing percentages of students consistently and reliably measured as 

proficient in a given subject, high school reform models such as the ECH offer 

underrepresented, college-aspiring youth a direct avenue to potential secondary, post-

secondary, and/or work-force opportunity. 

Contemporary education and social problems facing the nation have spurred research 

studies that inform on the efficacy of the high school institution.  There is a large body of 

research devoted to determining successful, best practice models, programs and structures for 

the high school system.  Many of the insights from these studies are integrated into the 

secondary reform model known as Early College High Schools.  The Bill and Melinda Gates 

Foundation established the National Early College High School Initiative in 2001.  Since, the 

ECHSI has gained traction in select states where it has been implemented and sustained.  

Formative data analyses carried out by independent research organizations for the Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation in 2005-06, indicated that the ECH institution was successful and 

effective in preparing traditionally underrepresented students for post-secondary, continued 

education or entry into the work-force.  Although data continues to be collected for further 

summative results on the ECH movement, continued funding from the Gates Foundation and 

the level of educational attainment demonstrated by students who graduate from ECHs, casts 
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a positive and hopeful light on the futures of those who could benefit most from ECH 

programs: underrepresented, college-aspiring adolescents of non- university-educated 

families. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The overall descriptive research purpose of this study was to describe the Early 

College High School and what drives its process and leadership.  A two-phase research 

design included eight semi-structured interviews of ECH-related organization leaders and a 

Q-Methodology sort by 40 ECH leaders and teachers from three separate local ECHs.  Phase 

One interviews provided the data for the natural concourse of statements that participants in 

the Q-Method phase of the study sorted according to their perceptions of ECH-related 

efficacy of concourse statement items.  The philosophy, policy, form, process, and leadership 

as reported by national- and state-level members of the ECH movement culled in Phase One 

interviews were considered in light of the perceptions of ECH leaders and educators as 

revealed in four Phase Two model Q-Sorts.  Three research sub-questions provided answers 

to the overarching descriptive research goal of investigating what philosophy and policy 

shape the form, process, and leadership of three local ECHs.  Findings from the research sub-

questions informed on the overall descriptive research goal of describing ECH model form, 

process, leadership, and efficacy. 

Research Questions 

 The aim of this study was to discover what philosophy and policy affects the form, 

process, and leadership at work in ECH schools, and why they are successful from the 
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vantage point of their school leaders and teachers.  The research fit into a mixed method 

conceptual framework that utilized semi-scripted interviews to collect Phase One data, and 

Q-Methodology to focus on examining school leaders’ and teachers’ perceptions of process 

at their respective local ECH.  The school-level focus of the research was couched and nested 

in Phase One interview data.  Phase One interviews of national and state-level ECH 

organization leaders and local ECH school administrator participants generated a natural 

concourse of statements that was analyzed via Q-Method sorting by three Phase Two 

participant ECH school educators and leaders.  The study served to fill a gap in the research 

literature by examining the process and performance of local ECHs while answering the 

overarching descriptive research goal: investigate current, local ECH secondary reform 

models in order to reveal structure, process, and leadership elements. 

 The study’s methodology answered a primary descriptive research goal: investigate 

what philosophy and policies shape the form, process, and leadership of local ECHs. 

Answers to the three research sub-questions provided a balanced, deep explanation to the 

study’s overarching goal: 1) How is ECH design unique? 2) What characterizes ECH 

leadership? 3) How do ECH leaders and educators perceive their school process to be 

successful?  Data from the qualitative Phase One interviews and from the quantitative Phase 

Two model Q-Sorts complemented each other in providing findings that explained the 

philosophy, policy, form, process, and leadership inherent to the ECH organization and 

school model from the national down to local levels of operation.  Furthermore, the four 

model factor array solution extrapolated from the Q-Method phase of the study provided 
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snapshots of local ECH administrator and teacher perceptions of successful ECH model 

process: The Tutor, The Mentor, Popular Secondary Instruction, and ECH Core Values. 

Study Significance 

 The academic relevance of this educational research bears on the fields of education 

leadership; secondary school reform; reaching underrepresented segments of the higher 

education population; and effective form, process, and leadership at the secondary level as 

revealed through a focus on the ECH model.  Findings from the research study filled a gap in 

the literature that described ECH philosophy, policy, form, process, and leadership against 

the backdrop of secondary school reform and historic challenges that face the high school 

system.  Phase One interview and Phase Two Q-Method findings pointed to potential 

modifications of policy, process, practice, and leadership in the secondary education system. 

 This study also reported on the potential for ameliorating greater social problems 

associated with long-term issues of lifelong success or failure that can be linked to formal 

educational attainment or the lack thereof.  An undercurrent in the education arena that low-

aspiring learners may not achieve high standards of academic quality and attainment is 

contradicted by the educational processes and leadership of the ECH model.  From another 

angle, when the conditions, structures, and social supports for academic success are right, 

traditionally underrepresented groups from higher education systems attain as well as 

progeny from affluent families who may hold formal educational attainment in greater value 

to lifelong success.  These results are a breath of fresh air in the current picture of secondary 

education, they point to potential avenues for solutions to perennial challenges associated 
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with achieving the high standards set forth by philosophic and policy goals in public schools 

today. 

Study Overview 

 The seed for this study’s development was planted when I realized in my doctoral 

coursework in the fall of 2008 that for any state, North Carolina had the most ECHs in the 

country.  When I looked into the professional literature on ECHs, I discovered that there was 

a dearth of it out there on ECHs (at the doctoral, university, and professional research 

organization levels).  At the time, in my methods courses I was being exposed to various 

approaches to conducting education and social science research from both sides of the 

qualitative and quantitative research paradigm.  I also found myself in courses with 

practicing administrators who were working at local ECHs.  This confluence of factors set 

the stage for my dissertation research study.  I found myself interested in an emergent model 

of high school reform, with a growing network of classmates and colleagues who worked in 

ECHs, and a developing understanding of how to go about conducting education research. 

 The study’s final two-phase and mixed methods research approach stemmed from the 

fact that I wanted to investigate what the key players from national and state-level ECH-

related organizations had to say about ECHs, as well as to examine what form and process 

local ECHs followed in their day-to-day educational operations and process.  In retrospect, 

this was a fairly broad research net to cast for a dissertation study.  After taking a leadership 

course with Dr. Militello, he graciously recruited me to work with him as a research assistant 

on one of his ongoing Q-Method studies.  He encouraged me to conduct a Q-Method study 
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for my dissertation research to determine what local ECH leaders and teachers would report 

about their school process.  Conducting semi-structured interviews with key members of 

ECH-related organizations seemed like the logical manner in which to collect data that could 

be used in turn to create the natural concourse item statements that ECH educators would sort 

in the second, Q-Method phase of my dissertation research.  In consult with Dr. Militello, I 

discovered that a sample of roughly 35 or more participants would be necessary to conduct a 

valid, reliable Q-Method phase of my study.  I realized that my intended dissertation project 

could be regarded as mixed method in essence as the layout of my research approach 

developed. 

 The study participant recruitment procedures were an obstacle to navigate in my 

dissertation process.  Fortunately, I found myself with a good convenience sample of two 

lead ECH administrators as classmates with whom I had developed strong professional 

relationships and friendships.  In the spirit of professional and friendly conviviality, they 

informally agreed to participate in my proposed dissertation research, given that their school 

districts and superiors might subsequently when the time came to formally agree to 

participate as well.  These inside members of the school districts and schools in which I 

intended to conduct research were invaluable contacts while applying to conduct dissertation 

research in their school districts.  They knew who to email for research application requests, 

etc..  I found myself having to cold approach just one local school district with an ECH in the 

region.  Ultimately, this school would not participate in my dissertation research, a lesson I 

learned at the eleventh hour of the dissertation data collection process. 
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The Phase One vector of my data collection required establishing contact with and 

gaining approval to conduct interviews with leaders of ECH-related organizations at the 

national and state-levels.  My review of the literature on ECHs had provided me with insight 

into the names of these organizations and who their leaders were.  I was graciously permitted 

time to interview leadership personnel from The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, Jobs for 

the Future, and The North Carolina New Schools Project.  A total of eight interviews were 

set up to complete the Phase One, qualitative stage of my dissertation research.  Since I could 

not travel to meet these individuals for face-to-face interviews because of financial and 

scheduling constraints, I opted to utilize a Voice Over Internet Protocol (VOIP) calling 

program, Skype, which conveniently included a record add-on option for future interview 

transcription.  Although the call quality via Skype was not that of a landline, the interviews 

were able to proceed satisfactorily and I was able to collect Phase One interview data. 

The interview protocol I generated for the Phase One interviews was created with 

capturing a wide arrange of ECH-related data in mind.  To this end, I wrote a brief 

questionnaire, mainly with open-ended, leading questions designed to capture a breadth of 

data about ECHs.  For example, one of the six questions was, ”What is the mission of 

ECHs?”  I member checked the Phase One Interview Protocol with my dissertation chair and 

the members of the Phase One interviews for appropriateness and clarity. 

 I completed and submitted four research applications in order to secure the three 

intended participant school districts’ and university’s research conduct requirements.  There 

were four separate timelines required for each application.  Once these applications were 
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submitted, I maintained regular email contact with the appropriate personnel and school 

district departments, awaiting word on approval or rejection.  I finished the last two 

semesters of coursework as a full time doctoral student at this time and taught an 

undergraduate course for the department these semesters.  Two of the three intended school 

districts replied favorably, while the third curiously did not provide feedback on my research 

application.  The week before the intended third school district’s research application cycle 

closed, I contacted by phone the department in charge of research applications: they had no 

record of my application on file.  They told me I had submitted my application to an 

employee who had been transferred to another department. 

I hastily resubmitted my research application with the school district before the 

deadline passed, but learned the next week that another local university-sponsored research 

project was already approved and underway with my intended participant ECH, and that my 

application to conduct research with them was thereby rejected.  I was in a crisis at this point 

of my study participant recruitment process.  I had to have enough participant ECHs in order 

to reach the satisfactory number of 35 plus participants for Q-Method sampling requirements.  

Fortunately, there were ECHs in other close-by school districts, so I began the reach-out and 

application process directly by phone with principals of several ECHs in the area.  Luckily, a 

principal at a local ECH in a school district with which there was a strong relationship of 

cooperation for education research with my university agreed to make time for me to conduct 

my interview and Q-Method sorts with her school.  It is no exaggeration to say that she saved 

my dissertation research’s life.  Without the third ECH, I would have had to go back to my 
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committee and amend or propose again my dissertation research.  Of course the ramifications 

of having to do so would have been negative not only for my full-time student financial aid 

needs, but also for degree completion purposes, not to mention my mental health. 

I transcribed Phase One interview data into Word documents as soon after conducting 

the interviews as possible.  As a member check, I emailed Phase One interviewees copies of 

the transcripts, so that they could review them for accuracy and clarity.  No Phase One 

interviewees replied back to me with revisions to their interview transcripts.  Data analysis 

proceeded with my examination of the Phase One data for ECH-related themes and facts that 

would be recognizable to ECH personnel who would participate in the Phase Two Q-Sorts.  

Findings from the Phase One interviews comprised Chapter Four of the dissertation paper. 

Phase Two data collection consisted of administering the Q-Method instrument to 

participant ECH administrators and teachers.  After transcribing and coding Phase One 

interview data thematically, I compared the existing research literature and my Phase One 

interview data to determine what features, structures, procedures, instructional approaches, 

policies, and philosophy from the interviews aligned with salient ECH operations as reported 

in the professional literature.   I generated a list of 45 concourse item statements and emailed 

it to the Phase One study participants in order to member check the validity and reliability of 

the list.  In consult with these individuals and my dissertation chair, I discarded five 

statements that were ambiguous, and began Phase Two Q-Sorts with a 40 concourse item list 

of statements for ECH leaders and teachers to sort.  I composed a brief post- Q-Sort 

questionnaire that utilized follow-up questions that I had seen Dr. Militello use in Q-
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Methodology studies on which I had worked with him.  This questionnaire was designed to 

find out why participants had sorted statements as they did, relying on questions such as, 

“Why did you place statement X in spot + 5?” and “Which cards were the easiest to place?  

Why?”  This data would add another layer of depth and greater feedback to my study’s Phase 

Two Q-Sorts, as well as to provide some basic demographic data if needed to describe study 

participants later on in the Findings and Discussion chapters of the paper. 

 Administering the Q-Sorts was a fairly smooth process due to the fact that I had 

worked previously with Dr. Militello on Q-Sort studies under his tutelage.  I had copies of 

the numbered statement list, their respective cards cut out and rubber-banded together in 

sequential order, along with a study description and research participation consent form, all 

ready for participants to use in individual folders.  In the Q-Sorting process, I was able to 

collect numerical data on what participants perceived as the spectrum of importance the list 

of concourse item statements represented when placed in the Q-Sort figure.  Once the 40 Q-

Sorts were completed, I tallied and transcribed the data into electronic format, inputting the 

data into Word documents and Excel spreadsheets.  Summaries of the Q-Sorts would be 

inputted into PQ Method 2.11, a software program that performed the Q Factor Analysis and 

matrix rotations of the raw Q-Sort data. 

 The PQ Method 2.11 data output pointed to a mathematical best-fit four factor model 

sort solution.  I utilized best-practice Q-Method procedures as reported by Q-Method 

professional literature for determining a four-factor solution.  These checks and procedures 

included evaluating the results of a scree plot of un-rotated factor Eigenvalues, results of 
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following Humphrey’s rule for significant factor identification, factor correlation data, and 

the number of significant factor statement loadings at the p < .01 and .05 levels.  The four 

model factor array solution that Phase Two data indicated were subsequently named 

according to the most important concourse item statements reported in each model factor 

array.  They included The Mentor, The Tutor, ECH Core Values, and Popular Secondary 

Instruction.  These four snapshots of ECH process provided a high resolution picture of how 

and what ECH leaders and teachers in the study perceived their school process to exemplify.  

Findings from the Q-Method phase of the study comprised Chapter Five of the dissertation 

paper. 

 Once Phase Two data analysis was completed and the Q-Method findings were 

reported in Chapter Five, I was able to write Chapter Six, the Discussion section of the 

dissertation paper.  My discussion chapter tied back the Phase One and Two findings in terms 

of thematic similarities and contrasts to the professional literature available on high schools 

and ECHs as a secondary reform model.  Chapter Six discussion focused on what philosophy 

and policy informed on ECH form, process, and leadership, as reported by Phase One 

interview findings and Phase Two model Q-Sorts.  In this fashion, the dissertation augmented 

what then existed in the research literature on ECHs in terms of philosophy, policy, form, 

process, and leadership from the national down to the local ECH levels. 

Chapter Summary 

 The goal of the Introduction chapter of this dissertation was multifold: 1) to provide 

an adequate background to and statement of the problem; 2) to state formally the purpose of 
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the study and its descriptive research goal and sub-questions; 3) to offer an overview of the 

study; and, 4) to situate the study’s academic significance in the larger body of professional 

research.  At this point of the paper, I trust that the reader can reasonably agree that: the 

problem of student persistence in terms of academic achievement at the high school and 

continued levels of education or in the workforce is a real and serious problem; the 

overarching goal of the research could be answered adequately by the study’s tiered and 

nested research questions and design; and that the qualitative and quantitative instruments 

utilized in the study’s mixed methodology are appropriate and satisfactory for collecting data 

on educational phenomenon of study. 

Chapter Two of the dissertation focused on reporting what I found in a thorough 

review of professional literature on the history of high schools.  Tracing this history was 

necessary in order to place the ECH reform model properly in the context of contemporary 

high school structure, process, and leadership, but also to set the stage for how the study’s 

findings augmented and developed the extant research on public school reform and ECH 

process and leadership in particular. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Public High Schools in 20
th

 and 21
st
 Century America 

The history of high schools is indissoluble from the history of public schools in 

America.  The public high school has been affected by the structuring of public schools by 

various dominant education policy groups since at least the turn of the 20
th

 Century.  From 

the administrative progressives, who were primarily in charge of establishing U.S. public 

school structures at the beginning of the 20
th

 Century through the 1950s, to the rise in power 

of special interest groups in education since the 1960s, American public education, and in 

turn the U.S. high school, has been formed and reformed by many policy elites with 

contrasting agendas and value systems. 

A thorough grasp of the history of American education policy through the course of 

the 20
th

 Century is fundamental to a quality understanding of the nature of the U.S. public 

high school today.  This chapter highlights major education and historic events, policies, and 

reform moments in American public education history that have impacted the development 

of the U.S. high school.  Those who have questioned how features of the mainstream public 

high school have developed: student grouping structures; durations of classes, school days, 

and school years; grading policies and achievement metrics; personnel certification 

standards; school building design; school and district organizational structures; all have 

implementation histories that can be traced to moments of novel education policy adoption.  

The regular, normal, traditional public high school that citizens of the country know well is 
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an amalgamation of varied contributions from policy elites who set the developmental course 

for U.S. education and high schools throughout the 20
th

 Century. 

First Portion of the 20
th

 Century: 1900 - 1959 

The Administrative Progressive Policy Elites 

 Perhaps the most influential policymakers that have impacted the direction of public 

education in the U.S. over the course of the 20
th

 Century were the administrative 

progressives.  Stereotypically-defined, these university-educated White men were the 

predominant forces for policy creation, adoption, and implementation from roughly 1900 to 

1959.  Although this chronological portion of the 20
th

 Century is an arbitrarily selected time-

frame, it corresponds closely enough with historic trends that bore directly on the path of 

American public education policy changes during these years.  The first 59 years of public 

education in America in the 20
th

 Century were dynamic times of policy creation, operational 

implementations, experiments and reform.  Educational changes during this time frame were 

orchestrated by a triage of successful education (local and university educators), business, 

and bureaucratic (government) moguls who believed in an adherence to the “brightly lit path 

of progress” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 16).  Progress and regress, as the administrative 

progressives would determine, came to be defined for American citizens by the value 

systems and perspectives of the policy elites in power at a given point during this time 

period. 

 At the turn of the 20
th

 Century, social theorists stylized themselves as expert 

engineers who could design out the social and economic challenges that faced America 



20 
 

(Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 2).  One core value of these early administrative progressives was 

the belief that society could be improved via the process of education.  This more to improve 

the quality of American society was a morphed holdover from earlier educator-reformers 

who maintained in the 19
th

 Century that the salvation of social hell lay along the path of 

better educating the public. 

The immediate social ills of turn-of-the-century 1900s America were disturbing to 

many contemporaries.  Child-labor; literacy and language problems with immigrant 

populations; poverty and a dawning urban infrastructure and culture that were driven by the 

rise of the American industrial machine; created a period in American history where new 

social ills could flourish.  It was also a place where university-educated individuals carved 

out “lifelong careers in education as city superintendents, education professors, state or 

federal officers, leaders in professional organizations such as the National Education 

Association (NEA), and foundation officials” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 17).  Indeed, the 

prosperity of these societal leaders-local and national-was apparent to the public.  These 

street level administrative progressives were the people who would collaborate “with 

business and professional elites to transform the character of urban school politics” (Tyack & 

Cuban, 1995, p. 18).  At the grassroots level, the administrative progressive reform 

movement in American public education was beginning to gain traction. 

An egalitarian trust placed in the capacity of the average American citizen and the 

basic, innate desire to climb the capitalist social and financial chain towards greater 

economic prosperity was central to the emerging value system of administrative progressive 

policy elites.  Those with a stake in the game of improving their socio-economic class status 
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and quality of life would theoretically buy into the practice of better educating themselves so 

that they could perform more complex and novel job skills in the emerging American 

industrial economy.  Administrative progressives believed that “education [was] the prime 

means of directing the course of social evolution” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 17).  Since the 

comfort of university-educated, successful leaders of local and national sectors of society’s 

lifestyles were something to be emulated, the administrative progressives cast the system in 

which they believed they could mint freshly educated members of the American citizenry 

somewhat after their own images.  The logos of the early administrative progressives 

included a rationalist bent that assumed what success meant to the capitalist ideology would 

bring prosperity to all members of American society.  Of course, this meant that the public 

school system had to provide more access to achieving an education for its citizens.  In turn, 

an educated citizenry would perform better the emerging complex work demanded by 

industrial industry.  Financial success down the whole trough would follow the efforts of a 

better educated public. 

 The manner in which administrative progressives enacted this social policy goal was 

in a structured, orderly fashion.  University leaders liaised with business moguls to determine 

what product the American education bureaucracy should produce.  Business leaders such as 

Carnegie were consulted by universities like Harvard, to determine what form the developing 

American public school should take (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 18).  Education policy elites 

looked to the business world for an organizational model that could be emulated and built in 

the education sector.  This approach would be integrated and reified into subsequent 

education reform movements in the 20
th

 and 21
st
 Centuries. 
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Local school boards were highlighted as critical links in the tiered hierarchy that 

came to form the school governance structure of the education system as we know it today.  

There-to-fore, local school boards had been comprised predominantly of community 

members and few specialists or experts in the field of education.  Administrative progressives 

wanted to eliminate the older ward school committees, revamp the manner in which school 

board membership was established, and cut the size of central school boards (Tyack & 

Cuban, 1995, p. 18).  As university systems produced greater numbers of college-educated 

members of society, in turn, these leaders created education policy that would strengthen 

their control of local education systems.  Administrative progressives maintained that, 

“School governance would be more efficient and expert if it were more buffered from lay 

control” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 18).  In urban areas at this time, the population growth 

was soaring, and high-profile experts who held powerful positions in city school 

bureaucracies were looked to more often to establish efficient and successful structures for 

the delivery of education services to the public.  Some educators, such as Charles H. Judd of 

the University of Chicago, went as far as to claim that, “local school boards should be 

abolished.  Education should be controlled as much as possible by specially trained 

professionals certified by the state” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 18).  These types of policy 

visions for the American education system were radical to be sure.  The beginnings of 

personnel certification standards, school board membership policy, and street level 

governance structures are a few of the issues addressed at this stage of the administrative 

progressive education reform movement.  Readers may note that these policy issues continue 

in some form or another in contemporary education dialogues today.  Ultimately, the form of 
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local education bureaucracy governance envisioned by the administrative progressives 

followed an organizational structure that included a “Board [that] delegates decisions to [a] 

superintendent and central staff, experts assumed to serve the interests of all children” (Tyack 

& Cuban, 1995, p. 18).  This pattern of centralized, tiered, hierarchic governance is the 

dominant model of local school organizational structures to this day. 

Some of the policy propositions of the administrative progressive education reform 

movement were pragmatic also.  For example, educators and business leaders alike 

recognized the importance of a varied curriculum for a diverse body of people with varying 

skill sets.  Administrative progressives advocated, “Greater differentiation: curriculum to fit 

the backgrounds and future destinies of students” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 17).  In this type 

of a public education system, graduates with different skill sets could be produced for work 

in emerging industrial business settings. 

Administrative progressives believed that a science of education could be mastered to 

produce better educated members of society.  In order to do so, schools had to be structured 

in a specific way.  The administrative progressives knew that they had to partner with local 

and national groups, institutions, and bureaucracies, in order to create the efficient, quality 

public school that experts in the education field envisioned (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 18).  

At the school level, administrative progressives advocated, “Greater standardization: 

buildings and equipment; professional qualifications of staff; administrative procedures; 

social and health services and regulations; [and] other educational practices” (Tyack & 

Cuban, 1995, p. 17).  During this time, the American economy was expanding in its 

industrial age, and a larger governance footprint was not a concern for policy elites.  The 
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impact of administrative progressive policy creation and implementation from 1900-1920, 

were to be felt through at least the end of the 20
th

 Century 

One of the strongest education-related organizations during the early 1900s and teens 

of the 20
th

 Century was the National Education Association (NEA).  The philosophy of 

gradual reform over time was a central tenet to the growing value system of the 

administrative progressive movement.  At the time, the NEA maintained that, 

 

state affiliates were the most powerful lobbyists for school legislation in the state 

capitols. An efficient state school system cannot be created overnight, nor does it 

spring up as the result of incantations and the waving of a magic wand.  It is the result 

always of persistence during a long period of steady effort. (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 

18) 

For the few-but growing-number of experts in the field of public education in the first 20 

years of the 20
th

 Century, an “Educational ideology of progress through science, efficient 

management, and professionalism gave the appearance of turning educational policy into a 

process of rational planning, surely not political bargaining” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 18).  

The agenda-setting thrust of the administrative progressive movement is a successful and 

indispensable feature of education policy reform movements that future groups of such ilk in 

the latter 20
th

 Century would adopt in their own policy initiatives. 

The U.S. Bureau of Education is an example of the centralized, top-down, hierarchic, 

chain-of-command structure for which the administrative progressive reform movement 

advocated at the turn of the 20
th

 Century.  Administrative progressives believed that the U.S. 
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Bureau of Education “should lead in informing state legislators about what the modern 

school should be” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 19).  The administrative progressive policy 

dream would become reality in 1919, when the U.S. Bureau of Education “issued A Manual 

of Educational Legislation, addressed to state legislators who served on education 

committees” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 19).  Specifically, this policy manual advocated: 

 

A whole program of state legislation designed to standardize schooling to match the 

program of ‘reorganization’ (their version of systemic reform) favored by the 

administrative progressives, treating such topics as school consolidation, increased 

state funding, physical education, improved school construction, state certification for 

teachers, and standard textbooks and curriculum. (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 19) 

Now, the stage was set in terms of tangible, national education policy that would drive 

reform on down to the street level in the American public education system.  Curiously, 

Tyack and Cuban note that, “A comparison of that plan with a summary of ‘state legal 

standards for the provision of public education’ in 1978 shows that most of the 

recommendations of 1919 were put into practice in the following six decades” (1995, p. 19).  

This observation is clear and strong evidence of the reach and influence of the policy reform 

that the administrative progressive movement set into motion during the 1
st
 half of the 20

th
 

Century. 
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Public School Organization and Operations Structure, 1919-1930 

 In order to understand well the complex dynamic of education reform in America 

from 1900-1950, one need consider the impact of the dialogue between policy elites, 

educators, legislators, and the lay public from 1900-1930.  The policy created, established, 

and implemented by administrative progressives, the U.S. Bureau of Education, state 

Departments of Education, and local school districts, was trickling down to the street level by 

the mid-1920s.  Although there continued to be adjustment, tinkering, and even 

experimentation with the public education governance and operational systems since A 

Manual of Educational Legislation of 1919, the core values of the administrative progressive 

movement drove tangible school reform and made an impact on the structure and day-to-day 

operations of public schools in America during this time period. 

 The detail to which the administrative progressives planned out their education 

reforms for public schooling in America is critical to understanding the impact of the policy 

reforms that they enacted.  At the heart of the administrative progressive reform movement 

was the philosophy that, “children had different abilities, interests, and destinies in life.  

Hence, schools should treat them differently; this was their concept of equality of educational 

opportunity…Progress to these experts meant a place for every child and every child in their 

place” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 20).  On the facie, this seemed to be a plausible and 

egalitarian approach to differentiating educational opportunity for the diverse American 

public of the time.  It is worth mentioning that this type of egalitarian standard continues to 

exist in education policy today, albeit modestly reformed to include many more special 

interest groups’ needs. 
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 The administrative progressive public school template followed a model of top-down, 

hierarchic organizational structure from the national on down to the street levels of education 

service delivery.  The Bureau of Education and legislators created laws that would govern 

state Departments of Education, which in turn would set policy requirements for local school 

districts.  School district boards of education could influence policy requirements that school 

district superintendents would pass along to local school leaders, who would disseminate 

operational procedures and requirements to their subordinate personnel. 

Administrative progressive education reforms focused on: 1) upgrading the quality of 

the school plant; 2) upgrading the qualifications of teachers; 3) standardizing city school 

systems to include large staffs of certified specialists and administrators; 4) elaborate fiscal 

accounting; 5) uniform student record cards and guidance procedures; 6) standardized 

intelligence and achievement tests; 7) diversified curriculum that included vocational 

training; 8) physical education; 9) a host of elective courses at the secondary level; 10) length 

of the school term; 11) and a policy of grouping children by ability (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 

20).  Perhaps the single most influential driving force requiring administrative progressive 

policy to be adopted, implemented, and followed, was the legal caveat of adhering to the 

policy set for public school education by the federal level of governance in order to receive 

federal funding for state and local school district operations (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 20).  

In effect, local school district operational monies were tied to compliance with national 

policy standards.  This is a feature of American public education policy that endures in the 

field to the current day. 
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 The last strand of the dialogue that comprised public school education reform during 

this time period was the voice of the public or lay reformers.  This portion of the education 

reform movement of the early 20
th

 Century was more concerned with expanding and 

providing greater equality in social service delivery through the mechanism of public 

education for citizens of the country.  The public wanted more social and health service types 

of programs to be included in the American public school institution.  Not only were classes 

in physical education, recreation, and health interwoven into high school curricula, but 

school lunch programs, and medical and dental care were implemented in various urban 

school districts across the country “especially for the children of working class immigrant 

families” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 20).  Mentally and physically handicapped students were 

identified at this time as a group of individuals that needed “special schools or classes” 

(Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 21).  Although incorrectly many of these students were deemed 

uneducable, at least recognition of the special interest group had broken the surface of the 

standardizing administrative progressive education reform movement.  Other reforms for 

which the administrative progressives pushed were changing “vacation schools” into 

“summer schools,” and increasing the average school size (Tyack & Cuban, p. 20).  In effect, 

administrative progressives established and reified the monolithic structure of the American 

public school, the high school institution, school systems, school boards, and state and 

federal education organization structures. 

There are important ancillary facts that readers should consider with respect to 

ensuing discussion.  For example, Gallop Polls were not conducted regularly in the U.S. until 

1940 (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 13).  This major source of American public opinion leaves 
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local, state, and federal education organizations as primary sources of data on education 

during the time period of 1900-1939.  Since record-keeping across these bureaucracy 

branches was not centralized, a spotty picture of the progress that administrative progressives 

espoused as real can be determined.  Of course, in line with a rationalist, business-modeled 

approach to education reform, administrative progressive policy elites tracked data on the 

costs of educating students, the sizes of local and state level education organizations, 

graduation numbers, and in some cases student achievement. 

Administrative Progressive Empirical Footprint 

 The tenets of the administrative progressive education reform movement centered on 

an autocratic hierarchy of centralized power and control in their education organization 

structures.  Since the standardization of schools and school districts was a paramount policy 

goal for the administrative progressives, it is no surprise that they tracked the number of 

school districts during the course of their tenure in power.  In 1932, there were 127,531 

school districts in the U.S..  By 1973, this number had fallen to 16,960.  This decrease 

indicates an 87% decrease in the number of school districts in the U.S. during this time 

period.  It also demonstrates the far reach of administrative progressive policy. 

Another measure of change in local schooling was the fact that in 1930, there were 

130,000 One-Room Schoolhouses.  By 1980 in America, there were less than 1,000 (Tyack 

& Cuban, 1995, p. 19).  One telling source of growth in the American public school 

bureaucracy during and since the administrative progressive tenure of power was the positive 

trend of State Departments of Education’s growth.  Tyack and Cuban note that in 1890, there 



30 
 

was “one staff member to every 100,000 pupils” on average in America.  By 1974, this 

proportion had risen to 1:2000 (1995, p. 19).  This data points to a 4900% increase in the 

personnel size of the average State Department of Education since roughly the beginning of 

the 20
th

 Century.  The management of education exploded in this time frame.  The bloated 

nature of education administration continues to be an issue in education reform to this day. 

More data that define the administrative progressive education reform movement is 

the fact that in 1925, “thirty-four state departments of education ‘standardized’ more than 

40,000 schools in accord with legislation, regulations of the state board, and rulings of the 

state superintendents” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 20).  The spotty picture of the empirical 

footprint of the administrative progressive education reform movement continues to be 

portrayed by data from this time in an unsystematic fashion. 

 The size of schools and numbers of students served by the education bureaucracy in 

the U.S. was another critical measure of the administrative progressives’ conception of 

progress.  Tyack and Cuban report that in the “Early 20
th

 Century,” the “modal high school 

had about 100 students.”  In 1986, they cite that “greater than 50% of schools enrolled more 

than 1,000 students” (1995, p. 21).  This data indicates a 1000% increase in the volume of 

students served by the education bureaucracy of the U.S. during this time period.  Of 

important note is the fact that there are other factors that could come into play with these 

numbers too, such as the population growth during this time. 

Of particular importance to this literature review is the fact that the “Total number of 

high schools between 1930 and 1980 hovered at about 24,000, but the number of high school 

graduates jumped in those years from 592,000 to 2,748,000 (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 21).  
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These data indicate that a 364% increase in the number of high school graduates occurred 

over this time period.  Not only were a larger volume of students being served by high school 

education services in the U.S. during this time, but greater numbers of at-risk students were 

benefitting from the U.S. education bureaucracy as well.  Tyack and Cuban write that the 

“Creation of special schools or classes for physically and mentally handicapped students 

[increased] (separate state or district schools for such children increased from 180 in 1900 to 

551 in 1930)” (1995, p. 21).  This change represents an increase of 206% more physically or 

mentally handicapped students receiving services from the U.S. education system during this 

time frame. 

One other kernel of information that also informs on the progress related to the 

administrative progressive education reform movement is the California state education code.  

Tyack and Cuban note that in 1900, the California state education code was 200 pages.  They 

contrast this document size with that of the same code in 1985: 2,600 pages.  This is a 

significant increase in the amount of legislation required to run the education bureaucracy in 

California during this time period, and reflects a 1200% increase. 

There are some data from the administrative progressive period of tenure over the 

American public education system that inform readers in a way more salient to today’s 

education research paradigm.  The following four categories of education service 

measurement continue to be major sources of data on the performance of public schools 

today.  Administrative progressives wanted to increase the number of schools in the U.S., and 

to increase the access for the public to educational opportunities that these schools could 

provide.  Accordingly, administrative progressives tracked school enrollments.  In 1900, 
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“40% of the population five to nineteen years old was enrolled in school.”  In 1950, the 

“proportion had increased to nearly eight in ten.”  By 1990, the “proportion had increased to 

more than nine in ten” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 21).  In effect, the administrative 

progressive policy had reformed student enrollment to include a greater portion of the public 

over time. 

American public school students were also required to be in school for greater 

durations of time during the year.  Tyack and Cuban note that in 1900, the average number of 

“days student[s] spent in school” was 99 days.  By 1950, the school year had increased by 59 

days to include 158 days in school on average for students enrolled in American public 

schools (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 21).  This change represents a 60% increase in the time 

the average student spends in school during the school year over this time period. 

The cost of educating the public has always been a national concern, especially in 

light of the fact that just about everyone who pays taxes assists in the financing of the 

American public school bureaucracy.  Administrative progressive policy elites touted the fact 

that per-pupil expenditures tripled from 1920-1950 as evidence that financial resources were 

being appropriated to improve the education of the American public (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, 

p. 21).  Interestingly, Tyack and Cuban note that from 1950-1980, per-pupil expenditures 

tripled again (1995, p. 21).  If allocating money for the problem of public education in the 

U.S. wasn’t a solid enough statistic for critics, administrative progressives could cite the fact 

that literacy rates had increased in the U.S. under the tenure of power as well.  The literacy 

rate in the U.S. in 1900 was 89%, but by 1950 had jumped to 97% (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 

21).  It is prescient to realize that the administrative progressive definition of literacy had not 
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begun its shape-changing phase of the latter 20
th

 Century.  If this statistic points to anything, 

it is the fact that an increase in the metric over the time period can be observed. 

In consideration of these facts from the first half of the administrative progressive 

period of education reform, progress and not regress appears to be the overall impact of the 

movement.  One of the greatest and most lasting impacts that the administrative progressives 

had on the public education system was the exponential growth of the management 

bureaucracies that determined policy for and operated the public education system.  Other 

lasting design and policy structures include: standardization efforts across school buildings, 

personnel, and districts; top-down management hierarchies; and a rationalized philosophy of 

education, As with any bureaucratic service though, there were members of the public who 

did not benefit from the opportunity provided by the administrative progressive method of 

running American public school education.  The next section of this literature review traces 

the overlooked, under- and non-served members of the American public school system 

during the administrative progressive movement. 

The Other Side of Administrative Progressive Rule 

 The picture of American public school education in 1950 was one that portrayed a 

lop-sided and unequal process for providing public education services to the American 

people.  Tyack and Cuban write that the “reality of the Administrative Progressive 

governance model on American public education revealed ‘major disparities in educational 

opportunities’” (1995, p. 22).  Sources of these disparities included differences in place of 

residence, family occupation and income, race, gender, and physical and mental handicaps. 
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At mid-century, American public education was not a seamless system of roughly 

similar common schools but instead a diverse and unequal set of institutions that reflected 

deeply embedded economic and social inequalities.  Americans from all walks of life may 

have shared a common faith in individual and societal progress through education, but they 

hardly benefited or participated equally in its services (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 22). 

The poor, Blacks, working-class immigrants, the disabled, and women all had little 

influence over educational policy, largely because they were unrepresented or excluded from 

the policy-making process.  As has been noted elsewhere, “The system of governance and 

finance rooted in local school boards and state legislatures and professionally guided by the 

administrative progressives placed most power in the hands of prosperous, White, male 

leaders born in the United States.”  Furthermore, these leaders “tended to assume the 

correctness of their own culture and policies” and hence projected their value system onto the 

education policy-making process instead of appealing to a greater egalitarian type of standard 

for the creation and implementation of American education policy during this time (Tyack & 

Cuban, 1995, p. 22).  There were areas of the U.S. at this time that had portions of the 

population that were receiving little to no education services. 

 For example, in the rural and impoverished Southern states, blacks attended 

segregated schools that were all but denied resource support from the administrative 

progressive education policies.  Tyack and Cuban write that school systems in the South 

“were part of a caste system that legally assigned Blacks to a separate and distinctly unequal 

education; relatively few White educators challenged these inequities” (1995, p. 22).  Black 

schools oftentimes had no running water, were drafty, and had broken furniture, maybe a 
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stove, and possibly a textbook.  Furthermore, Blacks themselves had to find teachers from 

the ranks of their own race, since Whites would not teach in black schools.  In terms of 

economic status in 1930, “families in the Southeastern region had to nurture and educate one-

quarter of the children of the nation on one-tenth of the income.”  In contrast, “the urban 

Northeast commanded 43 percent of the nation’s income, but had only 30 percent of the 

nation’s children.”  Rounding out this measure was “The West [that] had 9 percent of the 

nation’s income, and 5 percent of the nation’s children” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 23).  

Geographic location in the U.S. played a crucial role in the opportunity for public education 

at the time. 

One social class particularly excluded from the administrative progressive finance 

policy was farmers.  At this time, “Farmers raised 31 percent of the country’s children but 

received only 9 percent of the national income” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 23).  Another 

feature of the time was the fact that the poorest rural families tended to have the most 

children.  Tyack and Cuban cite that, “only 56 percent of youth coming from low-income 

families entered high school in 1935-36, compared with almost nine in ten who came from 

prosperous homes” (1995, p. 24).  An unequal delivery of public education services to the 

American people begins to emerge from the data available from the administrative 

progressive education reform movement years. 

 The Gallup Poll of 1940 provides interesting data on the service delivery of American 

public education by the administrative progressive policy elites.  In 1940, the “median years 

of schooling for urban Whites aged twenty-five years and over were 9.6.”  This measure for 

Whites from “rural communities was 8.0.”  Urban Blacks had a median “years of schooling 
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aged twenty-five years and over” of 6.8.  For rural Blacks, this number was 4.1.  One 

shocking statistic: “In the South at the time, Blacks constituted over a quarter of the public 

school students but received only 12 percent of revenues” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 23).  

These data reflect an egregiously unfair feature of the administrative progressive movement’s 

public education structure: “where children lived largely determined the resources available 

for their schooling.” In the rising industrial American economy, urban and rural schools were 

the “biggest fiscal dividing line” for public education service delivery (Tyack & Cuban, 

1995, p. 23).  Perhaps the greatest public education service inequality that the administrative 

progressives permitted, can be summed up in data from a question in the 1940 Gallup Poll: 

 

Forty percent of Americans polled by Gallup in 1940-most of this 40 percent being 

from low-income groups-agreed with the statement that “teachers favor the children 

of parents who have the most money or the best position in the community”. (Tyack 

& Cuban, 1995, p. 24) 

From the organizational structure of the administrative policy elite public education system, 

to the classroom delivery of instruction to students of varied socio-economic and racial 

backgrounds, the administrative progressive movement’s policy vision for American public 

education was wholly unequal and exclusive.  Perhaps the most telling inequality of the 

administrative progressive’s public education system process was the money trail from the 

national to local levels for education services.  Educational opportunity was clearly being 

offered to society’s leaders and local elites, while the impoverished and immigrant social 
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classes and minority races in America were underserved or worse essentially excluded 

altogether from the benefits of the education bureaucracy in a systematic fashion. 

Administrative Progressive Summary 

 Although the inequalities of the administrative progressive movement’s period of 

education policy control appear gross and negligent to modern readers, the foundation that 

these policy elites established, and the ground they covered in terms of systematizing and 

standardizing the American public education bureaucracy-from the national on down to the 

local school levels-cannot be underestimated.  This group of policy elites established most of 

the features of the traditional American high school with which the contemporary public is 

familiar.  Grouping of students by ability; measuring the achievement of students in content 

subjects; the instantiation of high school core curricula; the duration of the school day and 

year; the structure of the high school itself; the programs and services available therein; 

school system organizational structures; state and federal education policy incentives and 

financial structures and processes as well as their respective bureaucratic forms; all these 

features of the public school system were put into place by the administrative progressive 

education reform movement. 

 The hegemonic top-down bureaucracy known as the American public school system 

in 1959 was in for a period of upheaval, turbulence, and legislated reform.  The mass 

mobilization of social movement reform in America was about to enter the mainstream view 

of the country’s citizens.  It would not be long before historic events would erode Americans’ 

decreasing confidence in their government’s ability to handle current domestic and over-seas 
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problems efficiently.  Domestic, national, and international policy reform goals were about to 

jam the radar of the American public.  The waning support and interest in the Vietnam War 

would be a major factor in American confidence in their government’s policy capacities.  

Social reforms would soon be placed on the national stage, since legal precedents such as 

Brown vs. Board of Education (1954) were not sufficient legislation to prompt egalitarian 

racial reform in education services in the country at this time.  It would take the combined 

effort of mass-organized social reform movements to establish the trend that could breach the 

policy dike that the administrative progressives had reified into the American public 

education system.  The Black Rights Movement, the Radical 60s, the Rise of Feminism, The 

War on Poverty, and a return to focusing on domestic problems and challenges-not wars of 

attrition on other sides of the globe-would all combine to prompt major education reform in 

the latter half of the 20
th

 Century in America.  On America’s education policy horizon were 

the voices of equal opportunity in education for minority races, the impoverished, the 

mentally and physically handicapped, and both genders; a more egalitarian-structured and 

minded- America itself would take shape. 

Second Portion of the 20
th

 Century: 1960 - 1999 

The 60s Student Foil: The 50s Adolescent Conformist 

 Education research from the late 1950s paints a conformist and narrow picture of 

students from the time.  Education researchers in the 1950s found that the high school and 

college students of this time were a “silent generation” (Ravitch, 2000, p. 371).  Students 

were concerned with material gain, fitting in socially, and “going with the flow” (Ravitch, 
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2000, p. 368).  Consumerism and conformity were promoted by television and advertising.  

One sociologist, James Coleman, surveyed “ten high schools in northern Illinois in the late 

1950s, [where] he discovered an adolescent society devoted to superficial, consumerist 

concerns, mirroring many of the least attractive attitudes of the adult society” (Ravitch, 2000, 

p. 369).  Indeed, Coleman’s survey findings indicated that this generation of students was 

“anti-intellectual and materialistic.”  Specifically, “What counted most among them was not 

brains but athletic prowess, physical attractiveness, and popularity.”  Intriguingly, Coleman 

reported that successful students, “The students who got the highest grades were not 

necessarily those of the highest intelligence but rather those who were willing to work hard 

‘at a relatively unrewarded activity’” (Ravitch, 2000, p. 369).  Unlike in recent times with 

respect to high school students’ extracurricular habits, the high schoolers that Coleman 

surveyed “were good, well-behaved kids,” since they reported low tobacco and alcohol use 

rates (drug use was not part of the survey).  Some of these attitudes and features of the school 

experience for students continue to exist today. 

At the university level, students demonstrated identical lackadaisical life goals, and a 

path to success that followed least-resistance.  One “political scientist, Philip E. Jacob, found 

the same value and norms at campuses across the country, whether they were state 

universities, denominational colleges, Ivy League colleges, or commuter colleges” (Ravitch, 

2000, p. 370).  The work ethic of this generation of students might not be questioned, but the 

rationale behind their efforts was questionable in moral direction.  Ravitch quotes Jacob 

describing this generation of college students: 
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Most were ‘unabashedly self-centered…They cheerfully expect to conform to the 

economic status quo and to receive ample rewards for dutiful and productive effort.” 

They wanted to live in a society free of any racial or ethnic discrimination but had no 

plans to help bring it about, “merely to accept it as it comes.” They praised the moral 

virtues but accepted cheating as a common practice in college.  They were dutiful 

citizens but had little interest in influencing public policy.  They were devoted to the 

idea of a college education, but only a minority seemed to care about the intellectual 

dimensions of their education.  Most wanted little more than vocational preparation 

and social experience from their higher education.  These were the values of school 

and society. (2000, p. 370) 

The consumer-minded, materialistic, conformist students of the 1950s were about to be 

supplanted by a generation of radicals and revolutionaries who exhibited diametrically-

opposed individual and communal value systems, attitudes, perspectives, and raison d’être.  

The 60s Generation was about to come through high school. 

The 60s Social Reform and Public Education 

 Major American historic events from the 1960s are indissoluble from the history of 

public and secondary education during the time.  Although Brown vs. Board of Education 

(1954) was intended to desegregate public schools in America, many states ignored the 

legislation for years after it was made federal law.  Ravitch writes that, “leaders of the eleven 

states of the Deep South hoped they could ignore the Court’s ruling against de jure school 

segregation just as they had ignored the Plessy v. Ferguson decision of 1896” (2000, p. 372).  
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Although Southern border states complied with the Supreme Court’s 1954 decision, “over 

the next decade…the states of the Deep South avoided desegregation by engaging in legal 

maneuvers, intimidation, and ‘massive resistance’ against court orders” (Ravitch, 2000, p. 

372).  In 1964 in Arkansas, “only 9.3 percent of Black students were attending school with 

White students in the formerly segregated jurisdictions.”  Ravitch continues that, “In the 

eleven states of the Deep South, only 1.18 percent of Black students were [attending schools 

with White students] -none at all in Mississippi and only a handful in South Carolina, 

Alabama, Georgia, and Arkansas” (2000, p. 372).  Equity in public education for American 

ethnicities other than White would be a major theme of the social revolutions of the 1960s. 

 Historically, the 1960s were a volatile time in America.  With the election of 

President John F. Kennedy in 1960, who ran on a platform that included “promising to make 

the federal government an active sponsor of social change,” the American historic and 

political stages were set for far-reaching reforms.  As Ravitch explains, 

 

The next dozen years were characterized by turmoil and cataclysmic events.  

President Kennedy, his brother Senator Robert F. Kennedy, and civil rights leader 

Martin Luther King, Jr. were assassinated.  Reaction against the war in Vietnam 

provoked massive antiwar protests, a radical student movement, a countercultural 

youth movement, and violent clashes between radical students and police. (2000, p. 

366) 
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In a time in America where the policies, infrastructure, and procedures of the government 

were under such question and duress, it is no wonder that the public mobilized to engineer 

social reform. 

For example, the “struggle for Black civil rights led to protest demonstrations, bloody 

encounters between civil rights activists and southern police, racist murders, and devastating 

urban riots” (Ravitch, 2000, p. 366).  For the civil rights movement, the public schools were 

regarded as “the one institution crucial to the prospects for Black children” (Ravitch, 2000, p. 

366).  The equity in public schools movement gained momentum when President Lyndon B. 

Johnson “persuaded Congress to endorse ambitious social programs, including the Head Start 

program in 1964 and federal aid to education in 1965” (Ravitch, 2000, p. 367).  Against this 

tumultuous social background, public schools in America were trying to accommodate the 

“postwar baby boom’s” “surge in enrollments” (Ravitch, 2000, p. 367).  Ravitch describes 

the time period as a: “crucial moment, with the schools trying (often reluctantly) to comply 

with the demands of the civil rights movement and with court decisions…came pressures 

from the radical and countercultural movements to change the curriculum and the very nature 

of schooling” (2000, p. 367).  The effects of 1960s social reform on public education are still 

visible today. 

Counterculture in 1960s Schools 

 The 1960s were a period of American history marked by public protests and conflicts 

with government and greater authority in general.  Ravitch describes the events of this time 

to span “civil rights protests, black separatist demands, and zany counter-cultural 
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happenings” (2000, p. 383).  Ravitch explains that in the 1960s, “the zeitgeist in American 

education [had] swung wildly toward the liberationist, pseudorevolutionary consciousness 

that was roiling the rest of the culture” (2000, p. 384).  Traditional methods of improving 

student outcomes such as “intensifying instruction seemed faintly ridiculous and decidedly 

uncool in the new age of student rebellion” (Ravitch, 2000, p. 384).  Various reform 

structures for high schools were introduced and experimented with during the 1960s.  In 

comparison to the rationalist bent of the administrative progressive outlook on the public 

education system, the a la mode philosophy of education from the 60s Generation was one 

decidedly opposite in ideology, essentially: individualized education. 

 One baseline picture of American high schools during this time was Gerald Grant’s 

book “about the pseudonymous (but real) ‘Hamilton High’ (Ravitch, 2000, p. 385).  This 

school faced challenges on several fronts: school discipline; desegregation issues; 

infrastructure and personnel failures.  Ravitch concisely summarizes the impact of the 

counterculture movement on high schools during the 1960s overall: 

 

The upheavals of the era changed the public schools in important ways.  Confronted 

with violence, disciplinary problems, and litigation, school officials backed away 

from acting in loco parentis.  In an effort to reduce conflict, academic demands were 

minimized.  Students were increasingly left to fend for themselves, without adult 

guidance.  The withdrawal of adults from their responsibility for instructing their 

students had implications both for students’ behavior and for the academic coherence 

of the schools. (2000, p. 386) 
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Ravitch’s description was the state of affairs at “Hamilton High” that Gerald Grant reported 

in his book in detail.  However, there were education reform movements afoot that went 

further. 

 One such reform effort was the pedagogical liberation movement.  Based on an 

account of an “ultraprogressive school in England,” A.S. Neill’s Summerhill was “the perfect 

book for the age of individualism and student freedom” (Ravitch, 2000, p. 387).  Neill’s 

philosophy of education was essentially Rousseauistic in nature.  Neill is quoted as saying, “I 

believe that to impose anything by authority is wrong.  The child should not do anything until 

he comes to the opinion-his own opinion-that it should be done” (2000, p. 387).  

Accordingly, Summerhill was a place where just about anything went-it was a place where 

“the children’s interests, wishes, and whims reigned supreme” (2000, p. 388).  Neill’s 

program “renounced ‘all discipline, all direction, all suggestion, all moral training, all 

religious instruction’” (Ravitch, 2000, p. 388).  Not surprisingly, school decisions were made 

by student vote.  Neill claimed that he had removed himself entirely as headmaster from the 

student educational experience.  However this retreat of adult authority from the educational 

process permitted commonly-regarded immoral and unhealthy behaviors for students and 

school staff alike.  For example, sexual liaisons between school personnel and students were 

overlooked, while middle-school aged students were permitted to smoke cigarettes.  Apart 

from the possibility that a student may not deem to learn anything at school if they were not 

ready to, the prospects for genuine student development and educational reform that the 

pedagogical liberation movement offered at Summerhill were questionable at best. 
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 In the middle of the counterculture reform movement in America were education 

leaders from urban and rural school districts.  Ravitch lists people such as John Holt, 

Jonathan Kozol, Herbert Kohl, and James Herndon, as educator authors that promoted the 

advancement of equity in public schools.  Ravitch notes that these authors’ books “quickly 

became required reading for students of education” at the time (2000, p. 389).  Although Holt 

was from a progressive school in Colorado, the rest of these authors were from urban school 

districts in major metropolitan areas in the U.S.. 

Though the geographical areas in which these reformist educators were separate and 

unique, their calls for equity in education policies and resources for minorities and the 

impoverished were similar across the board.  As Ravitch points out, “The many radical 

critiques written during this period made clear that the public schools in poor neighborhoods 

lacked the tools and perhaps even the will to educate the children assigned to them.  All 

agreed that low expectations were endemic” (2000, p. 390).  Conceptually, these reformers’ 

argument was pragmatic in nature.  Since “The poorest schools had the fewest resources and 

the least experienced, least qualified teachers; the children who most needed intensive 

instruction and intellectual nurturing were least likely to get it” (Ravitch, 2000, p. 391).  At 

the time, evidence-based education reforms were overlooked by policy-makers and school 

leaders for more radical, fundamental changes to high schools that were perceived to 

represent greater potential change for underserved students.  Far-reaching and radical 

education reform movements that modeled policies, structures, and procedures like those in 

radical reform cases ultimately left little impact on the overall outcomes of secondary 

education in the 1960s.  The doorway to the next stage of education reform in the public 
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schools of America was open.  Evidence-based, scientifically-proven education reform 

movements followed the radical reform movements of the 1960s. 

The Hollow Curriculum of 1970s Public Schools 

 The impact of overcompensating in the field of American public education for 

student-centered learning in the 1960s left the next decade with a hollow curriculum.  

Ravitch comments that “The sustained assault on the academic curriculum in the late 1960s 

and early 1970s had taken its toll” (2000, p. 408). Several studies from the 1970s and early 

1980s across the U.S. confirmed the poor health of public education. 

One such study conducted by Philip A. Cusick of Michigan State University in the 

late 1970s of three large comprehensive high schools “described institutions in which 

learning was a minor goal, as compared to maintaining order and keeping students satisfied” 

(Ravitch, 2000, p. 409).  Other salient education facts from the 1970s depict a public school 

system in academic crisis.  For example, in California in “the early 1980s, the only statewide 

requirement for high school graduation was two years of physical education” (Ravitch, 2000, 

p. 408).  The lack of academic rigor in the high school curriculum had led to schools that 

failed to teach subjects such as math and science that were supposed to be required learning 

at the secondary level.  The “Gannett newspaper chain sent investigative reporters into 

twenty-two schools in nine states” in 1980.  The reporters discovered that “academic credit 

was offered for such courses as cheerleading, student government, and mass media.”  

Furthermore, “In the average school, students had only three hours each day of instructional 

time; students spent most of their time, even in their academic classes, on nonacademic 
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activities” (Ravitch, 2000, p. 408).  Public high schools in the 1970s needed a boost of 

academic rigor. 

Declining national averages on standards-based tests such as the SAT were highly 

visible benchmarks that drew national attention to the public high schools’ shortcomings in 

preparing students for the workforce and for continued post-secondary education.  Ravitch 

writes that, “After reaching a high point in 1963, average SAT scores had dropped steadily to 

a historic low in 1980.  The average verbal score had fallen from a high of 478 in 1963 to the 

420s in the late 1970s, where it remained for the balance of the century” (2000, p. 410).  On 

the math side of the SAT standardized test, “The average score had dropped from a high of 

502 in 1963 to a low of 466 in 1980.”  Ravitch notes that “Students’ scores on most other 

national and state tests also fell in the 1970s” (2000, p. 410).  An increase in the rates of high 

school students continuing on to college compounded the problem of the decreasing trend in 

state and national test score averages. 

This trend exacerbated the quality of education problem that high schools faced in the 

70s and 80s.  Ravitch cites that in 1982, “50 percent of high school graduates went to college 

immediately after graduation, but only 9 percent of them had taken four years of English, two 

years of a foreign language, and three years each of social studies, science, and mathematics” 

(2000, p. 410).  The consequences for matriculating under-prepared high schoolers into 

college in the 70s was manifest in post-secondary education drop-out rates.  Ravitch 

summarizes: “Students could get into college, but, lacking adequate literacy and numeracy, 

many enrolled in remedial courses or dropped out” (2000, p. 410).  In fact, “Large numbers 

of students who entered college did not finish: between 1984 and 1987, nearly half of White 
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students and two thirds of Black students left college without earning a degree” (2000, p. 

410).  The educational ladder system of public high schools and colleges in America was 

failing. 

The silver lining to this time period’s various educational challenges was the 

conceptual germ of standards-based reform in public education institutions.  The premise that 

“Real democracy in education would have required the public schools to make sure that 

every high school graduate gained the literacy, numeracy, and other skills necessary for 

technical occupations and higher education” would soon be enforced by the federal 

government (Ravitch, 2000, p. 411).  One wake-up call was A Nation at Risk in 1983. 

Education Reform Movements in the 1980s and 1990s 

 The 1980s witnessed the impacts of several education reform movements on the 

policies, infrastructure, procedures, and programs in place in public secondary education 

institutions.  Precipitated by A Nation at Risk (ANAR), education reformers in the 1980s first 

questioned fundamental principles underlying the notion of education in a democracy.  

Education researchers and theorists revived the debate from the landmark Coleman Report 

(1966) over whether public education could improve the social conditions of the polity.  

Since ANAR had phrased the crisis facing the nation in their public schools “in stirring 

language that the general public could understand,” education leaders and researchers alike 

were confronted with the problem of reforming current educational practices, procedures, 

and policies to enact genuine reform in public high schools (Ravitch, 2000, p. 411).  Some in 

the field of education maintained that ANAR over-emphasized the crisis facing public high 
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schools (Ravitch, 2000, p. 414).  This view on the debate of public education reform did not 

prevent the government from identifying through the ANAR report, general and specific 

items for improvement in secondary education institutions. 

ANAR has had a lasting effect on the nature of secondary education in America since 

its publication in 1983.  At the conceptual level, ANAR emphasized “that four aspects of 

schooling needed to change: content, expectations, time and teaching” (Ravitch, 2000, p. 

413).  Specifically, ANAR recommended a return to “the new basics.”  These included “four 

years of English; three years each of mathematics, science, and social studies; and a half year 

of computer science.”  For college-bound high schoolers, study of a “foreign language for at 

least two years” was recommended (Ravitch, 2000, p. 413).  In order to accomplish these 

goals, several reform movements with different approaches grew out of this stimulus to 

improve public education. 

 Throughout the 1980s and into the 1990s, education reformers proposed various 

methods for improving secondary education outcomes.  These movements each claimed to 

address the most identifiable challenges facing public secondary education in their own way.  

The multicultural, self-esteem, standards, constructivist, whole language, and middle ground 

education reform movements all offered their own perspectives on the various problems 

confronting public secondary education (Ravitch, 2000).  Although these reform movements 

identified and focused on reducing high school drop-out rates; improving teacher 

qualifications; improving instruction; increasing resources for schools that needed them 

most; increasing test scores on state and national standardized tests; and incorporating 

research and evidence-based pedagogic practices into mainstream teaching efforts; their 
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implementation and sustainment was spotty across the public high school institution.  The 

fact that no single method for improving secondary educational outcomes could be agreed 

upon (let alone adopted) by those in the field, doomed the “curriculum wars” of the 80s and 

90s to failure (Ravitch, 2000, p. 450).  Even in the face of research that supports pieces of 

any of these strategies’ approach to education reform, no amalgamation of the effective 

practices that reform movements from this time espoused emerged to take control of 

improving public schools in America during this time. 

Current Secondary Education Status: 2000 - 2011 

There are challenges facing the current American public high school (Christle, 

Jolivette, & Nelson, 2007; Mishel & Roy, 2006; Wise, 2008).  These problems have multiple 

dimensions that impact the process and output of the American public secondary education 

system.  Some of the major symptoms of this crisis are: the current high school drop-out rate; 

the increased number of impoverished students in the American high school education 

system; the achievement gap between majority and minority ethnic-background students; the 

global achievement gap between the U.S. and other industrialized countries’ education 

systems; and re-aligning secondary content to include global, national, and local economy 

skill sets, thereby improving the quality of secondary public education graduates with more 

practical work skills for today’s economy.  In America, people decry the public high school 

system’s structure and process that produce these negative education and social phenomena. 

Some society elites go so far as to claim that the American high school system is 

obsolete.  In 2005, Bill Gates claimed that “America’s high schools are obsolete. By 
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obsolete, I don’t just mean that our high schools are broken, flawed, and under-funded—

though a case could be made for every one of those points.”  Gates continued, “By obsolete, I 

mean that our high schools—even when they’re working exactly as designed—cannot teach 

our kids what they need to know today” (Evan et. al., 2006, p. 1).  In consideration of certain 

education trends, such as the virtual disappearance of vocational training at the secondary 

level, the persistent drop-out rate of high school aged students, and the disconnected skills 

training between current traditional secondary curriculum and the new economy’s job skill 

demands, Mr. Gates’ words resonate with a degree of unsettling truth.  

The high school drop-out rate has been a statistic that the Department of Education’s 

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) has tracked for decades.  Although the 

overall drop-out rate has declined over the past 20 years, this hole in the dike of secondary 

education remains a commonly-perceived and easily-identified problem area for 

contemporary high school critics.  In 1975, there was an aggregate “13.9% drop-out rate in 

high schools among persons 16-24 years old” (Snyder, 2009, p. 35).  Broken down to the 

ethnic background level, Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics in 1975 reported high school drop-

out rates of  11.4%, 22.9%, and 29.2% respectively.  According to these demographic 

categories, in 1987, these percentages were 12.6% total, and 10.4%, 14.1%, and 28.6%.  In 

1997, the aggregate drop-out percentage was 11.0%, with 7.6%, 13.4%, and 25.3% for the 

White, Black, and Hispanic subgroups.  The most current data available from the NCES on 

the drop-out rates of students at the high school level from 2007 report that the overall drop-

out percentage in the U.S. is 8.7%, with the White, Black, and Hispanic percentages figuring 

at 5.3%, 8.4%, and 21.4% (Snyder, 2009, p. 35).  Even though the total drop-out rate has 
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been reduced by greater than half in the interim between 1975 and today, the proportion of 

students who continue to slip through the cracks of the American secondary education 

institution is unacceptable to educators and the public. 

Since 1986, the number of minority students being served by the American public 

education system has increased.  In 1986, the “Racial/ethnic percentage distribution of 

students in public elementary and secondary schools” was 70.4% White, 16.1% Black, and 

9.9% Hispanic, with a total minority percentage of students served at 29.6% (Snyder, 2009, 

p. 7).  In 1996, these numbers had changed to 64.2% White, 16.9% Black, and 14.0% 

Hispanic, with a total minority percentage of students served at 35.8%.  For the year 2006, 

these percentages changed again to: 56.5% White, 17.15 Black, 20.5% Hispanic, with a total 

minority population served of 43.5% (Snyder, 2009, p. 7).  A clear trend in American public 

secondary school systems during this time period is the decrease in White students receiving 

education services (70.4% in 1986 to 56.5% in 2006).  Another clear countertrend during this 

same time period is an increased minority student percentage (mainly Hispanic) receiving 

education services in the U.S. public high school (29.6% in 1986 to 43.5% in 2006).  

Although these demographic fluctuations in the type of students being served by high schools 

are informative and positive at first glance, achievement records with respect to these 

demographic groups are more salient indications of the current crisis in U.S. high schools. 

T.D. Snyder, in his 2009 report for the NCES entitled, Digest of Education Statistics, 

2008, reports summative data on achievement rates for students enrolled in American public 

schools.  Snyder’s report cites average scores of the “Performance of 8th-graders in NAEP 

reading, by selected characteristics: 1992, 2002, and 2007” as 267, 272, 272 for Whites; 237, 
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245, 245 for Blacks; and 241, 247, 247 for Hispanics; with an “average scale score” 

performance of 260, 264, 263 respectively for these years. 

Snyder’s report includes this data for NAEP mathematics scores for these 

demographic groups across this time period as well.  Data on the “Performance of 8th-

graders in NAEP mathematics, by selected characteristics: 1990, 2000, and 2007” for Whites 

was 270, 284, 291; for Blacks 237, 244, 260; and for Hispanics: 246, 253, 265; with an 

“average scale score” performance for these years of 263, 273, 281. 

For the traditional high school core-content area of science, 12
th

 grade scores on the 

NAEP assessments were used in the report.  Specifically, the “Performance of 12th-graders 

in NAEP science, by selected characteristics: 1996, 2000, and 2005” was 159, 153, 156 for 

Whites; 123, 122, 120 for Blacks; 131, 128, 128 for Hispanics; with an “average scale score” 

performance for these years of 150, 146, 147 (Snyder, 2009, pp. 28-30).   Since 1990, in 

math and reading, for Black and Hispanic minority groups, NAEP performance scores have 

increased, although they fall short of the national average on these metrics and the White 

scores thereof.  Average NAEP scores in science from 1996-2005 show that Black and 

Hispanic achievement percentages have declined and are also below the average achievement 

scores for White and the metric averages themselves during these years.  This data points to 

the trend over the past roughly 20 years that minority achievement scores are overall 

improving, but still short of average and majority demographic score averages. 

Another symptom of the crisis in American high schools is the question of how well 

U.S. students perform in comparison to students of education systems in other industrialized 

countries in the world.  The NCES tracks this type of information, mainly from countries 
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who are members of the Organization for Economic and Cooperation and Development 

(OECD).  At the level of comparing “Bachelor’s degree recipients as a percentage of the 

population of the typical ages of graduation, by country: 2005,” the U.S. ranked 17
th

 among 

OECD countries (Snyder,  Dillow, & Hoffman, 2009, p. 580).  However, the Digest of 

Education Statistics, 2008, provides much more in-depth statistical data on education 

information for member countries of the OECD. 

 An important fact to bear in mind when considering different countries’ systems of 

education, is exactly who are served by them.  According to OECD report rates, the 

“Selected population and enrollment statistics for countries with populations over 10 million, 

by continent: Selected years, 1990 through 2006” for the year 2006 ranks the following 

countries and their secondary enrollments in thousands: China – 101,195; United States – 

24,552; Russian Federation – 11,548; United Kingdom – 5,538; Mexico – 10,883; Indonesia 

– 16,424.  One other leading population growth country, India, did not have data for the 2006 

year, but in 2000-01, their number of secondary enrollments was 71,031 (Snyder et. al., 

2009, p. 582).  One can reasonably speculate that India’s secondary enrollment has only 

grown since then.  Also, this statistic includes students from grade levels 7-12, which is more 

inclusive than the standard institution division in the U.S. at the 9-12 levels. 

 Further information provided by the Digest of Education Statistics, 2008, reports 

information on the “Percentage of population enrolled in secondary and postsecondary 

education, by age group and country: Selected years, 1985 through 2005.”  Within this data 

set, at the “Secondary, 17 years old, 2005” node, the following countries report their 

percentages: Mexico – 41%; U.S – 83%; United Kingdom – 80%; Russian Federation – 21% 
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(Snyder et. al, 2009, p. 585).  Some “reporting partner economies” do not submit data for all 

OECD measures; India and China are not members of the OECD. 

 With respect to standard core-content literacy levels across populations of select 

OECD countries, student achievement rates are also reported in the Digest of Education 

Statistics, 2008.  Specifically, “Average mathematics literacy, reading literacy, and science 

literacy scores of 15-year-olds, by sex and country: 2006” were analyzed.  In 2006, the 

OECD mean score in mathematics literacy was 498.  The following countries reported their 

mean scores on this measure: United Kingdom – 496; United States – 474; Russian 

Federation – 476; China Taipei – 549.  In 2006, the OECD mean score in reading literacy 

was 492.  The following countries reported their mean scores on this measure: United 

Kingdom – 495; United States – not applicable; Russian Federation – 440; China Taipei – 

496.  In 2006, the OECD mean score in science literacy was 500.  The following countries 

reported their mean scores on this measure: United Kingdom – 515; United States – 489; 

Russian Federation – 479; China Taipei – 532 (Snyder et. al., 2009, p. 587).  The United 

States reported mean scores less than the OECD averages on mathematics and science, and 

could not provide adequate information to compute scores on reading literacies in 2006.  

Interestingly, and not to be confused with the China mainland, China-Taipei reported mean 

scores on the three tests above the OECD country averages. 

 Another piece of information gleaned from the Digest of Education Statistics, 2008 

report informs on the completion rates of bachelor’s degrees.  According to OECD data, 

“Bachelor’s degree recipients as a percentage of the population of the typical ages of 

graduation, by country: 2005” for the following countries were: United States – 34.2%; 
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United Kingdom – 39.8%; Mexico – 15.2% (Snyder et. al, 2009, p. 605).  The Russian 

Federation did not report data on this OECD measure. 

 Incomes and unemployment rates can be correlated to education degree completion.  

In the U.S. in 2007, the “Labor force participation rate of persons 20 to 64 years old, by age 

group and highest level of education” provided interesting information on the increasing 

number of labor force participants who lack a high school diploma.  For the age group of 20-

24, in 2007, 67 million citizens in the labor force had less than high school completion.  For 

the same year, but for ages 25-64, the number of citizens in the labor force that had less than 

high school completion was 64 million (Snyder et. al., 2009, p. 554).  This data indicates that 

there is a rising portion of the U.S. workforce that has not earned a high school diploma. 

Further unemployment data from 2007 indicates that 7.1% of persons 25 years old 

and older had less than high school completion, while 4.4% of persons 25 years old and older 

were unemployed with high school completed, no college.  Between high school dropouts 

and completers, not enrolled in college in 2007, on the dropout side, 41.1% were employed, 

15.1% unemployed, and 43.8% were not in the work force.  On the completers, not enrolled 

in college side, 61.3% were employed, 15.2% unemployed, and 23.4% were not in the 

workforce (Snyder et.. al., 2009, p. 555).   This data points to the fact that completing a high 

school education can improve income potential and employment status for American 

citizens. 

 There is clear room for improvement on the part of students in the public high school 

system in the light of comparison on these statistics.  Education reform could be linked to 

core-content test-score improvements; increasing graduation rates; and providing skill sets 
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that increase the chances of students to enter the U.S. economy and to maintain gainful 

employment in it. 

Fortunately, it is not all bad news with respect to what is going on in America’s 

secondary schools today.  There are examples of blended, hybrid structures that bridge 

secondary and post-secondary education programs and institutions.  These secondary schools 

are called Early College High Schools (ECHS or ECH), and are predominantly funded 

through the efforts of philanthropic organizations such as the Bill and Melinda Gates 

Foundation (BMGF).  Their blended and hybrid form, structure, and process provide 

educational opportunities that are cheaper and faster to secondary diplomas and 2- and 4-year 

education degrees for traditionally underrepresented secondary student populations.  ECHs 

offer a high school environment that produce graduates with a high school diploma and either 

an Associate’s Degree or two years of university-level transferrable credit in the high school 

time-frame.  Their unique histories, philosophy, form, and process is the subject of the next 

subchapter. 

Early College High School History 

The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, along with other philanthropies, have 

established and funded education reform projects across the nation that attempt to combat the 

major symptoms of the current crisis in American high schools (Dessof, 2005).  Since the 

establishment of national grants aimed towards secondary high school reform in 2001, the 

Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation has continued to support financially their secondary 

education reform programs in the amount of $124 million through 2005.  Specifically, the 
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Gates Foundation gave $29.6 million in new grants to boost more Early College High School 

(ECH) funding in 2005.  The Gates Foundation was making good on its word from 

December, 2004, to continue to fund ECH establishment, by “giving more than $22 million 

to seven organizations to support creating 42 new early college high schools” (Dessof, 2005, 

p. 18).  ECH’s continue to receive funding today primarily from the Gates Foundation. 

The Gates Foundation was involved in the selection and funding of a “Boston-based 

non-profit that leads implementation of the ECHS network.”  The Gates Foundation gave $7 

million to the non-profit, Jobs for the Future (JFF), in order “to expand technical assistance, 

track the progress of students enrolled in the schools, and [to] share best practices” (Dessof, 

2005, p. 18).  According to the Gates Foundation, ECHs give “traditionally underserved 

students a rigorous college-level curriculum and the opportunity to earn two years of college 

credit or an associate’s degree” during their secondary education years (Dessof, 2005, p. 18).  

These blended or hybrid education organizations meld the degree requirements of the 

traditional 4-year high school core-content curricula, that of the first two years of a 4-year 

university program, or the 2-year vocational, community college tracks.  At the typical ECH, 

students take the traditional core-content high school curriculum classes their first two years, 

and in the last two years of their ECH program they either complete 2-year associate’s degree 

or 4-year university equivalent requirements.  The ECH program goal is to reduce the cost of 

continuing on from secondary to post-secondary education, and to provide traditionally 

underrepresented students with the opportunity to receive vocational, community college 

training of their choice so that they can be better prepared for the workforce straight out of 

high school. 
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The Gates Foundation noted that in the fall of 2004, “50 [ECH] schools were open 

and educating more than 8,000 students in 19 states” (Dessof, 2005, p. 18).  In 2005, the 

Gates Foundation predicted that “by fall 2008, more than 170 schools will exist throughout 

the country, ultimately serving more than 65,000 students” (Dessof, 2005, p. 18).  The Gates 

Foundation is able to track the impact ECH institutions have had on education via a contract 

with the non-profit JFF, so that data could be analyzed and evaluated with respect to the 

effectiveness of the ECH schools. 

 Most ECH schools are physically located on community college or university 

campuses.  They are typically start-up funded by national grants from philanthropic 

institutions for a five-year period.  A selective application process is normally used to 

determine students’ eligibility for the ECH program.  This application process hinges on the 

student’s background from a nuclear family where the parents are not college educated.  The 

first two years of an ECH program are devoted to completing traditional high school 4-year 

curricula at an accelerated pace.  The last two years of an ECH program require the student to 

complete either a 2-year associate’s degree or two years of university level equivalency 

coursework.  Sometimes students need five years to complete the ECH process, due to 

remediation and/or class availability issues.  The subjects of this paper’s next section are the 

details and specifics of the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation’s vision of the ECH policy. 

Early College High School Strategies, Goals, and Process 

 As with any quality education reform program’s policy, there are basic tenets to the 

Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation’s goals for the Early College High School Initiative 
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(ECHSI) program.  The five core principles of the ECH program as put forth by the Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation are: 1) ECHs serve students from populations typically 

underrepresented in postsecondary institutions; 2) Students earn an associate’s degree or two 

years of college credit toward the baccalaureate while in high school; 3) The years to a 

postsecondary degree are compressed; 4) The middle grades are included or there is outreach 

to middle-grade students to promote academic preparation and awareness of the ECH option; 

5) ECHs demonstrate the attributes of highly effective high schools (Adelman et. al., 2007).  

In order to establish these schools in school districts, partnerships must be formed between 

various national and local organizations.  In “2005-06, 77 of these schools had opened as the 

result of planning and financial and technical support from multiple partners.”  Furthermore, 

“These partners included the foundation itself, Jobs for the Future (JFF), 17 intermediary 

groups that used foundation funding to create the schools,” and “local partnerships consisting 

of institutions of higher education (IHEs), school districts, and other types of local 

organizations that provided day-to-day management and oversight” (Adelman et. al., 2007).  

From first glance at the ECH policy’s organizational arrangement, many different 

combinations of local and national organizations can lead to the creation and implementation 

of an ECH program. 

 The role of intermediary groups is crucial to the creation and successful operation of 

an ECH.  More specifically, intermediary groups “perform a number of functions crucial to 

the success of their ECHs” such as: identifying “promising local partnerships among IHEs, 

school districts, and other entities;” assisting “in fostering and solidifying those 

partnerships;” distributing and monitoring “the use of the ECHSI funding for startup and 
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early implementation of the schools;” and supporting “networking activities for the schools.”  

The JFF organization’s role in the process “includes three functions: (1) accountability, (2) 

technical assistance, and (3) work on creating federal, state, and local policy environments 

that encourage the kinds of blended high school–college experiences represented by ECHs” 

(Adelman et. al., 2007, p. vii).  Typically, “Local ECHS partnerships always include at least 

one IHE, usually a community college. Most commonly, the IHE partners with a school 

district.”  However, there are many combinations between agencies that can arise: 

 

the initiative also includes many other kinds of partners, ranging from community 

organizations to charter-school management organizations to Native American tribes. 

Many of the schools are brand new. Others have converted from some other status, 

for example, Middle College High Schools that have now adopted the ECHSI core 

principles. A few are small learning communities situated within a comprehensive 

high school. In addition, the ECHSs vary on other dimensions, such as location (on a 

college campus or not) and whether they partner with a 2-year or a 4-year IHE or 

both. (Adelman et. al., 2007, p. vii) 

In this way, the capacity for ECH policy to impact local secondary education institutions is 

open-ended and diverse.  This flexibility is paramount to establishing ECHs that include 

curricula suited to local communities, and to provide workforce- or university-ready high 

school graduates. 

 The ECH policy program was initiated in 2001.  In 2005–06, the “ECHSI was 4 years 

old. The number of ECHs in operation had grown to 77 —more than one-third of the total 
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intended by the foundation.  Essentially, 2005–06 represents the midpoint of the 7-year 

initiative” (Adelman et. al, 2007, p. 91).  By 2008, “a critical mass of ECHs will have 

graduated one or two cohorts of students, and the earliest implementers will have graduated 

students who will ideally have completed undergraduate degrees.” The midpoint year 2005-

06 of the ECHSI “is a time to reflect and take stock of the vision for the initiative and the 

evidence that the vision is being achieved.”  Although in terms of public secondary education 

institutions, the ECH program and model is incipient, and data on process and results is 

formative in nature: “the ECHSI has come a long way toward developing a network 

comprising a new breed of instructional institutions: schools that cross the divide between 

high school and college education” (Adelman et. al, 2007, p. 91).  Although data on the 

efficacy of the ECHS program is formative in nature, it provides a glimpse into an apparently 

successful secondary public education reform initiative and model. 

Some of the mid-point data that track the process of the ECH institutions include: 

proportionally higher enrollments of minority students and similar enrollments of students 

from low-income families; most visited ECHs were moving toward integrating some college 

courses for some students; increasingly, ECHs were focused on outreach to prepare students 

in middle-school grades; observed ECH high school classes showed evidence of the new 

3Rs, rigorous, relevant, relationship-based instruction; ECH college classes showed evidence 

of the 3Rs, rigorous, relevant, and relationship-based instruction was less evident in students’ 

college classes than in the high school classes; ECHs took the lead in supporting students 

socially and academically, even for college classes; the most evident successes of ECHs that 

were visited were the positive climates they have established; preliminary evidence of 
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student outcomes is promising.  Overall, the mean average daily attendance rate reported by 

ECHs was 94 percent. ECHs had a higher average percentage of students scoring proficient 

on their states’ assessments in English Language Arts/Reading and Mathematics than did 

other high schools in the districts in which they are located (Adelman et. al., 2007, p. 91).  

Even in its formative years, the ECHSI program seems to be impacting the development and 

achievement of its students in a positive fashion. 

Empirical Research on Early College High Schools 

 Although some ECHs have existed since the mid-80s or earlier in one or two select 

school districts in the country, the recent increase in ECH schools under the BMGF ECHSI 

has brought along an accompanying increasing trend in research on ECHs.  Two non-profit 

research firms, SRI International and AIR, have been the primary organizations associated 

with studying ECHs.  JFFs role in researching the ECH phenomenon is central also, since 

they are the third-party evaluation group hired by the BMGF to monitor the ECHSI.  SRI 

International and AIR have conducted much of the recent formative public domain research 

on the ECH institution, although JFF has produced smaller-scale reports on the health of the 

ECHSI too.  JFF has adopted a role wherein the organization collects and provides data to 

outside research organizations who in turn evaluate the ECHSI program, as well as providing 

data to the main financiers of the ECHSI.  The added level of remove that third-party 

research organizations bring to an evaluation process increases the validity and reliability of 

the research.  The BMGF possess the requisite funding for such evaluation research 

processes, which permit a unique research environment for AIR, SRI International, and JFF 
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alike.  On its own, JFF conducts and organizes ECHSI research, although this researcher 

located one JFF-sponsored study by Dr. Thad Nodine (2009) on their website at the time of 

this chapter’s writing.  Vice-president of JFF, Dr. Michael Webb, was recently called on to 

testify before the U.S. House Committee on Education and Labor in September, 2009, on the 

merits of blended high school institutions and their positive impact on expanding the current 

pipeline of students from secondary to post-secondary education institutions in the U.S.. 

 Since the BMGFs decision to commit to the ECHSI program in 2001, there have been 

five major research studies published on the education processes and outcomes that 

investigate the ECH institution.  These studies include: 1) Evaluation of the Bill and Melinda 

Gates Foundation’s high school grants initiative: 2001-2005 final report (2006); 2) 

Evaluation of the Early College High School Initiative – Select topics on implementation 

(2007); 3) 2003-2007 Early College High School Initiative evaluation – Emerging patterns 

and relationships (2008); 4) Innovations in college readiness – How Early College Schools 

are preparing students underrepresented in higher education for college success (2009); and 

A better 9th grade: Early results from an experimental study of the Early College High 

School model (2010).  The first three reports are collaborations between AIR and SRI 

International, while the fourth report was conducted by Dr. Thad Nodine and published by 

JFF.  The fifth report was conducted by a university-affiliated research group in Greensboro, 

North Carolina-a state that currently leads the nation in number of ECHs in operation.  All 

research organizations or groups collaborated with JFF in order to collect, analyze, and report 

on the ECH institution.  In alignment with the mixed data presented in these reports, data 
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sources from both quantitative and qualitative educational phenomena were investigated in 

these research studies.  Table 1 summarizes extant empirical research on ECHs. 
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Table 1 

Early College High School Empirical Research 

 

APA Citation
American Institutes for Research, W. D. C., & Sri International, A. V. A. (2004). Early College High School Initiative. Evaluation 

Intermediary Summary Report: 2003-2004: American Institutes for Research.

Research Design qualitative formative evaluation

Research Questions Study the early implementation of the ECHSI

Key Outcomes

The degree to which the intermediaries and the foundation share a vision; The ways in which intermediaries have personalized their vision; 

intermediaries’ strategies to support the ECHS's; the ways in which some intermediaries underestimated the breadth of activities that would be 

required of them; typical implementation activities; capacity of different intermediaries and how that capacity interacts with their ability to 

support ECHSs

APA Citation
Evan, A., Huberman, M., et.al., (2006). Evaluation of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation’s High School Grants Initiative: 2001-2005 Final 

Report.

Research Design Mixed methods formative evaluation

Research Questions
Examining the efforts of a set of organizations receiving grants to support the reinvention of high schools in locations outside the state of 

Washington

Key Outcomes
Almost two-thirds of the schools had 9th-to-10th-grade progression rates higher than district averages; raw average achievement test scores 

reported by most new and redesigned schools were below district averages on state standardized tests

APA Citation
Adelman, N., Berger, Andrea R., et. al., (2007). Evaluation of the Early College High School Initiative: Select Topics on Implementation.

Research Design Mixed methods summative evaluation

What factors support or inhibit the planning and development of ECSs?

What are the intermediate and long-term outcomes for students attending ECSs, especially for students traditionally underserved by the 

postsecondary system?

What are the demographic, structural, organizational, and instructional characteristics of ECSs?

Key Outcomes
High student attendance rate; Strong rigor, relevance, and relationships emphasis; High state stadard assessment scores; At least half of ECH 

students earn at least one year of college credit

APA Citation
SRI International, & AIR. (2008). 2003-2007 early college high school initiative evaluation –emerging patterns and relationships. Washington, 

DC: Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation.

Research Design Mixed methods summative evaluation

Research Questions
To describe the ECSs and to integrate findings from prior years, but also to do preliminary work in relating these findings with student 

outcomes

Key Outcomes
High school classes were more likely to offer both rigorous instruction and significant levels of instructor support to help students comprehend 

the material than college classes; mathematics classes observed were, overall, rated to be considerably more rigorous than observed ELA 

classes; evidence suggests that continuity of mathematics classes throughout high school supports positive college success and persistence

APA Citation
Shear, L., Means, B., et al. (2008). Contrasting Paths to Small-School Reform: Results of a 5-year Evaluation of the Bill & Melinda Gates 

Foundation's National High Schools Initiative. Teachers College Record, 110(9), 1986-2039.

Research Design Mixed methods summative evaluation

Research Questions
The national evaluation used a mixed-methods design that included four substudies, each with a focus on a particular type of data: School 

Survey Substudy, School Case Studies, Teacher Assingment/Student Work Substudy, and District Substudy.

Key Outcomes
Eventually, the AIR/SRI data collection encompassed over 100 schools sponsored by 22 different organizations receiving foundation grants.

APA Citation
Nodine, Thad. (2009). Innovations in college readiness - how early college schools are preparing students underrepresented in higher 

education for college success. Jobs for the Future.

Research Design Mixed methods summative report

Research Questions
In examining the history, outcomes, and emerging practices of early college schools, this report explores how the schools are helping students 

transform their own educational opportunities

Key Outcomes
89% of graduates enrolling in college immediately after high school; 60% of graduates enroll in Four-year institutions; 36% of graduates enroll 

in Two-year institutions; 201 ECH's in 24 states; 38% Latino, 28% Black, 26% white enrollment

APA Citation
Edmunds, J. A. (2010). A Better 9th Grade: Early Results from an Experimental Study of the Early College High School Model. A Policy 

Brief. Greensboro, NC: SERVE Center.

Research Design Longitudinal experimental study

Examine the impact of the ECHS model on student outcomes including: attitudes, attendance, achievement, course-taking, and school 

leaving/dropout rates.

Determine whether the impact varies by student characteristics, such as: race/ethnicity, poverty status, and first generation college status.

Determine whether specific program components are associated with better student outcomes.

Key Outcomes
More ECHS students were on-track for college; the ECHS model appears to be closing the performance gap among sub-groups in two 9th 

grade courses; students in the ECHS were less likely to be suspended and were absent fewer days; ECHS students reported higher levels of 

academic engagement; ECHS students were more likely to report postitive school experiences than students in the control group.

Research Questions

Research Questions
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 Although the list of positive educational outcomes at the secondary level can be 

summarized in a few metrics, these measurable categories are broad in scope.  Some of the 

standard measures for successful secondary student education outcomes include quality 

standardized performance assessments on such metrics as Grade Point Average (GPA), End 

of Grade test (EOG), End of Course test (EOC), Advanced Placement (AP), and 

Standardized Aptitude Test (SAT) or American College Testing (ACT) scores. 

At the organization level of secondary education institutions, certain select processes 

and operational features of secondary schools combine to assist in the positive development 

of high school students.  Such intangible aspects of a positive secondary education 

experience such as “common focus, high expectations, personalization, respect and 

responsibility, time for collaboration, performance based [pedagogic emphasis], and 

technology as a tool” are requisite and fundamental features of the ECH institution that 

combine to create an environment wherein students are provided the adequate and necessary 

resources for secondary education success (Evan et al., 2006, p. 3).  These intangible aspects 

of a positive secondary education experience for students in ECHs manifest in the form of 

high attendance rates; improved achievement test scores; school gain along Adequate Yearly 

Progress (AYP) standards with respect to previous school- and district-level performance; 

higher quality work in coursework than traditional secondary high school peers; and higher 

aspirations for career and education futures for ECH than traditional high school students 

(Evan et. al., 2006, pp. 9-10). 

At the classroom level, “rigor and relevance” are the watchwords of ECH teachers.  

Small class sizes and low student-to-teacher ratios also increase the educational opportunities 
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(and in turn, outcomes) for ECH students (Evan et. al., 2006).  One major conclusion from 

this early ECH research report: “The new high schools created with foundation support are 

fostering better outcomes for students in terms of engagement, attendance, grade-to-grade 

progression, and the quality of student work in English/language arts” (Evan et. al., 2006, p. 

77). 

On the mathematics side of the high school curriculum, “The new high schools have 

not had the same kind of success in terms of standardized achievement test scores or in terms 

of students’ class work” (Evan et. al, 2006, p. 78).  Within typical secondary institution 

operations, Evan’s et. al. 2006 report states that, “New high schools face a number of 

challenges to their continued program development and operation, including serious issues 

related to staff retention and to staff recruitment in some critical subject areas” (p. 78).  With 

respect to student achievement when looking at the school’s performance level, “Within a 3-

year time frame, positive outcomes for students appear more likely to be obtained through 

starting new high schools than through redesigning existing schools with poor track records.”  

The final conclusions that Evan’s et. al. 2006 study reports are that: 

 

diverse nonprofit organizations that received foundation grants have been supporting 

high schools in multiple forms; however, individual grantee organizations typically 

have strong capacity to support schools in some ways but limited capacity in other 

areas, with secondary curriculum being a common weakness; (pp. 79-80) 

And “an increase in public school choice appears to be occurring in the jurisdictions where 

the foundation has focused the most effort” (pp. 79-80).  In summary, the ECH institution is 
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successful on many if not most of the standard education metrics that researchers and policy-

makers focus on in order to evaluate secondary education outcomes.  Subsequent reports 

inform in more detail on the nature of these positive operations and educational outcomes in 

ECH institutions. 

 In April, 2007, AIR and SRI International completed the second “Evaluation of the 

Early College High School Initiative – Select Topics on Implementation.”  As the authors 

describe, the purpose of their research study is not to test “a causal model, [rather] this 

evaluation is descriptive and attempts to document and describe the key features and their 

interrelationships for both formative and summative purposes” (Adelman et al., 2007, p. xi).  

The authors continue to describe their study: 

 

This report provides findings based on qualitative and quantitative data collected in or 

about the 2005–06 academic year. The evaluation team collected qualitative data 

(e.g., interviews, focus groups, and classroom observations) from a sample of 24 

ECHSs, 13 intermediaries, 4 subintermediaries, JFF, and the foundation. These 

qualitative data focused mainly on structural and design elements, as well as 

successes and challenges experienced during implementation of the ECHSs. The team 

also collected quantitative data on the population of open ECHSs from publicly 

available sources and through an electronic school-level survey that included items on 

such topics as student-selection criteria for admission, student course-taking 

opportunities, and support services. (2007, p. xi) 
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The scope of the ECHSI research evaluation process is broad.  Accordingly, there are many 

facets of the ECH institution’s process, operations, and outcomes that are examined by the 

contracted research groups.  Some categories of outcome measurement are repeated in this 

and subsequent ECHSI evaluation reports, while other areas of process, operations, and 

outcomes are further refined or added to in the general research inquiry represented by AIR 

and SRI Internationals research studies of the ECH institution as it develops and matures. 

 The Adelman et. al. 2007 Evaluation of the Early College High School Initiative 

revisited and expanded on the foci of research from the 2006 Evan et. al. Evaluation of the 

Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation’s high school grants initiative report, and offered new 

research findings.  What developed into the ECHSI Core Principles, those successful features 

of the ECH institution operations as revealed by the 2006 Evan et. al. study, were examined 

in detail in the 2007 Adelman et. al. research.  Serving students from underrepresented 

populations in postsecondary institutions; streamlining the pathway from high school to an 

associate’s or two years credit towards the baccalaureate while in high school; demonstrating 

the attributes of highly effective schools; and novel areas of research within the ECH 

institution such as reaching out to middle schools to promote academic preparation and 

awareness of the ECHS option; or the ECHS Climate; were all areas of focus in the Adelman 

et. al. 2007 report. 

In some areas the Adelman report focused more narrowly on traditional metrics of 

educational outcomes like in the category of High School Instruction-which includes three 

sections that cover rigor, relevance, and relationships in the secondary education experience.  

The same three categories apply to the Overview of College Instruction section of the 2007 
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Adelman report.  There is a whole chapter dedicated to describing the potentially complex 

relationships that can occur between the partnered LEA, the local school district, and the 

ECH school itself.  Contemporary pedagogic best-practice research is woven throughout the 

policy and practice of the ECHSI.  Another sizable chapter of the 2007 Adelman report 

informed on what comprises the ECH learning community.  The 2007 Adelman report also 

marks the emergence of analysis and research focused on maintaining the sustainability of 

the ECHSI program.  Another chapter of the 2007 report is devoted to this end (Adelman et. 

al.). 

 Some of the intriguing facets of the 2007 Adelman report follow.  For example, in 

2005-06, “17 intermediary organizations” (the North Carolina New Schools Project in NC) 

received “funding to work with local partners, such as school districts, community 

organizations, high schools and colleges to open ECHs” for a grand total of 78 ECHs open 

(Adelman et. al., 2007, p. 1).  This report also offers data on when specific states or 

organizations began to receive funding for ECH reform expansion.  North Carolina first 

received funding in 2005 via the North Carolina New Schools Project for “place-based” 

secondary reform efforts (Adelman et. al., 2007, p. 61).  Nationwide, the report notes that 

“only 14 ECHs graduate students in 2005-06; the remaining five ECHs were 5-year programs 

that did not yet have a grade 13.  Therefore…shows that the ECHSI is just starting to have a 

critical mass of ECHs and students with the full ECHS experience.”  And most importantly, 

“The major outcomes of interest (e.g., graduation rates, college-going rates, and college-

completion rates) are just starting to be measurable in a large number of ECHs” (Adelman et. 
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al., 2007, p. 9).  The 2007 Adelman report refines and augments data along the lines of the 

metrics from the ECHSI evaluation cited in the 2006 Evans et. al. report. 

 As expected with the incipient yet quality research associated with the BMGF ECHSI 

program, SRI International and AIR’s 2003-2007 Early College High School Initiative 

evaluation-Emerging patterns and relationships, serves as another benchmark study 

documenting the growth, refinements, and successes of the ECH secondary reform model 

(2008).  The research questions from SRI International and AIRs 2003-2007 report remain 

descriptive in essence, while attempting to understand “a set of key constructs, detailed in the 

conceptual framework” (2008, p. 5).  Specifically, these research questions are: 1) What are 

the demographic, structural, organizational, and instructional characteristics of ECHs? 2) 

What factors support or inhibit the planning and development of ECHs? and 3) What are the 

intermediate and long-term outcomes for students attending ECHs, especially for students 

traditionally underserved by the postsecondary system? (2008, p. 5).  The 2008 report’s 

structure follows that of previous SRI International and AIR collaboration documents.  The 

report offers a wealth of information with respect to the ECHSI program in the U.S..  Chapter 

titles in the 2008 report include: A Snapshot of the Early College Schools, Establishing the 

ECS Community, The 3R’s in ECS Classrooms, Student Outcomes, and Sustainability of the 

ECHSI (SRI International & AIR, 2008).  Select pieces of intriguing information from the 

2008 report include national ECH growth figures; student academic performance and 

progress; and sustainability plans for ECHs.   

 Since 2002, when four ECHs were “opened by the Middle College National 

Consortium,” a whopping “130 schools [had] open[ed] by Fall 2006” (SRI International & 
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AIR, 2008, p. 11).  Critically, “The largest intermediary in the ECHSI, though not funded 

directly by the foundation, is the North Carolina New Schools Project (NCNSP), which is 

moving quickly to open 75 ECHs” (SRI International & Air, 2008, p. 11).  In fact, the top 

five intermediaries in 2006 associated with the ECHSI are: the North Carolina New Schools 

Project-33 ECHs open in total; the Middle College National Consortium-14 ECHs open total; 

followed by the National Council of La Raza, The Foundation for California Community 

Colleges, and the Texas High School Project-each with 11 open ECHs total (SRI 

International & AIR, 2008).  With respect to the ECH secondary reform phenomenon in 

2006, North Carolina had taken the lead on adoption and long-term investment of the ECH 

institution into their public schools system. 

 Under the category of student academic performance and progress, the 2008 SRI 

International and AIR report provide data consistent with previous studies’ educational 

outcome data for students at ECHs.  Multiple sources of student progress are evaluated in the 

2008 report such as, “students’ progress through mathematics courses,” “grades and GPA’s 

in high school,” “performance on state standardized assessments,” and “college course 

grades and college GPA” (p. 76).  In the 2008 report, ECH student math scores are focused 

on in particular as predictive measures for college-level academic performance.  In BMFG 

evaluative research studies, a heavy focus falls on tracking student educational outcomes. 

 With respect to the sustainability of ECHs, the SRI International and AIR 2008 report 

offer distinct policy and program-level recommendations.  For example, “intermediaries and 

the networks they have established play a vital role in the successful implementation and 

sustainability of ECHs, yet local partners’ ability to maintain adequate financial resources is 
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also imperative to the schools’ survival.”  Furthermore, “the real challenge of financial 

sustainability pertains to securing funds to cover the costs associated with college course-

taking-tuition, textbooks, fees, and transportation” (SRI International & AIR, 2008, p. 96).  

Blended secondary public education institutions offer a complex and sometimes confusing 

picture of financial streams.  A priori, the financial system of ECHs would naturally include 

secondary and higher education cost structures, therefore it is no surprise that non-traditional 

funding questions arise from the ECH model. 

 One recent report published on ECHs today is Dr. Thad Nodine’s Innovations in 

college readiness-How Early College Schools are preparing students underrepresented in 

higher education for college success (2009).  Dr. Nodine is the “president of Nodine 

Consulting and vice president of the Institute for the Study of Knowledge Management in 

Education” (2009, p. ii).  His study was contracted by JFF, and appears on their website 

under their publications section. 

The structure of this report picks up and runs with research strands developed by 

previous SRI International and AIR collaborative studies.  For example, a section on the 

history of ECHs opens Nodine’s report.  Followed by a snapshot of ECHSI today, the Nodine 

report offers information on the current state of the ECH institution with sections on 

Outcomes for Early College Graduates, Emergent Practices, and The Network of Partners: 

Supporting the Schools, amongst others (2009, p. iii).  Selected data from the Nodine report 

follows. 

 The Nodine report cites that “Since 2002, the 13 initiative partners have started or 

redesigned more than 200 schools in 24 states” (2009, p. 9).  For the topic of how many 
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ECHs are open in America currently, Figure 2 depicts “201 open” as of “2008-09.”  Other 

pertinent figures on the ECH institution include, “As of 2008-09, 96 of the total 201 early 

college schools had completed their expansion to include all grade levels, which means that 

almost half of the schools have had a graduating class” (p. 9).  Specifically, “Across the 

network, 41,972 students were enrolled in 2008-09, according to the Student Information 

System developed by JFF” (p. 9).  The Nodine report offers a plethora of aggregate ECH 

institution information. 

 Figure 3 of the Nodine report breaks down the ethnic backgrounds of the 

underrepresented populations of students served by ECH’s.  On page 10, the report states that 

the ethnic breakdown of the 41,972 ECH students in 2008-09 was: 2% Native American, 2% 

Mixed/Other, 4% Asian, 26% White, 28% Black, and 38% Hispanic (Nodine).  Other unique 

information offered in the Nodine report includes percentages of where ECH’s are physically 

located.  Figure 5 of the Nodine report states that the “Location of Early College Schools, 

2008-09” breaks down accordingly: 3% On a Reservation, 43% Freestanding, and 53% on a 

Postsecondary Campus (2009).  Perhaps the most significant information that is offered in 

the Nodine report can be found in Figure 6-Percentage of Graduates Enrolling in College 

immediately after High School.  According to JFF data, 89% of Early College High School 

students “enrolled in college immediately after high school” (2009).  This percentage 

exceeds the “national average” of “66%” and those of the ethnic backgrounds served by 

ECHs, which round-out the percentages with: 56% for Blacks, 57% for Hispanics, and 51% 

for low-income students.  Moreover, Figure 7 in the Nodine report details where students 

enroll after graduation: 60% of ECH graduates enroll in Four-Year institutions, a further 36% 
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enroll in Two-Year institutions, and 4% in Less-than-Two-Year programs (Nodine, 2009, p. 

14).   Further longitudinal research tracking university-completion rates by ECH students is 

not available at this time. 

 The Nodine report offers data on other, more intangible aspects of the ECH 

experience for students and the ECH institution’s operations also.  Contemporary best-

practice pedagogic variables of secondary education experiences such as: high student 

expectations; accelerated and aligned curricular pathways to postsecondary education 

institutions; and comprehensive, well-aligned supports for students; are all sections in the 

Nodine report (2009).  The report’s final chapter focuses on the operational aspects of the 

ECH institution like: professional development; research- and technology-based assessment 

and evaluation processes; as well as policy support and advocacy (Nodine, 2009).  Dr. 

Nodine summarizes the current state of the ECHSI in a striking passage: 

 

In the United States, secondary and postsecondary systems of education are funded 

through entirely different revenue streams.  These systems are supported by distinct 

groups of professional organizations that rarely cross paths.  Their incentive 

structures are very different, as are their administrative hierarchies, their policy 

adoption mechanisms, their governance systems, and their political spheres of 

influence.  Their advocates are equally passionate and vocal, yet often at cross-

purposes with each other. 
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Now imagine these systems working together to serve the same students. (Nodine, 

2009, p. 27) 

This perspective is not education rhetoric from another secondary reform mode of the day; 

rather, it is a statement that can be backed up with empirical research data from various third-

party evaluation organizations that have been contracted to track ECHSI development and 

impact for the BMGF since 2001.  The current signs of life of the ECHSI program point to 

exciting, deep-impact trends in secondary education reform in the U.S.. 

 The most recent empirical research to come out on ECHs comes from the NCSERVE 

Center in Greensboro, North Carolina.  The SERVE Center has been the Regional 

Educational Laboratory for the Southeast (REL-SE) since 1990.  A better 9
th

 grade: Early 

results from an experimental study of the Early College High School model was a five-year 

study that included collaboration from the SERVE Center at the University of North Carolina 

at Greensboro, the North Carolina New Schools Project, the North Carolina Department of 

Public Instruction, Duke University, Abt Associates, and RTI International. 

This study followed a longitudinal experimental model that used a lottery system to 

select students from their applicant pool.  The study examined “718 9
th

 graders in eight 

cohorts in six ECHs and associated control schools” (Edmunds, 2010, p. 4).  Original survey 

data was collected “for one cohort of 574 9
th

 graders in 10 sites.”  The study examined data 

collected by the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction on measures such as 

“attendance, test scores, suspensions and expulsions, and dropout status” (Edmunds, 2010, p. 

4).  Results of the study indicated that, “ECHs were meeting their goal of increasing college 

readiness and establishing a more positive school environment.”  These goals were supported 



78 
 

by five major study findings: 1) More ECHS students were on-track for college; 2) The 

ECHS model appears to be closing the performance gap among sub-groups in two 9
th

 grade 

courses; 3) Students in the ECHS were less likely to be suspended and were absent fewer 

days; 4) ECHS students reported higher levels of academic engagement; and 5) ECHS 

students were more likely to report positive school experiences than students in the control 

group (Edmunds, 2010).  A brief discussion of how the study came to these findings is 

relevant to this paper’s literature review on the impact of the ECH reform model. 

In the SERVE study, Algebra I course enrollments and success rates were examined 

as a baseline for measuring student readiness for college.  The author reported that, “by the 

end of 9
th

 grade, 97 percent of ECHS students had taken Algebra I compared to 76 percent of 

the control group.”  She continued that, “taking courses is only part of the equation-schools 

must also ensure that students succeed in these courses.”  The author of the study reported 

that, “81 percent of the students in the ECHS successfully completed Algebra I by the end of 

9
th

 grade compared to 67 percent of the control group” (Edmunds, 2010, p. 4).  The SERVE 

study reported that “the gaps between the percentages of minority and non-minority students 

successfully completing Algebra I and English I were smaller in the ECHS than in the 

traditional high school.”  Further, the study reported that, “The ECHS group showed no 

differences in English I completion rates and only two percentage points separating minority 

and non-minority students’ completion rates in Algebra I.”  In contrast, “the control group 

had gaps of approximately 14 percentage points” and “9 percentage points” along the 

Algebra I and English I course measures (Edmunds, 2010, p. 5).  The study reported that 

these types of contrasts appeared between ECHS and control group students for suspensions 
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and absences.  Specifically, “3 percent of the ECHS students had been suspended at least 

once compared to 21 percent of the control group.”  Although the absence rates were similar, 

“2.86 for the ECHS and 2.94 for the control…  ECHS students had significantly fewer 

unexcused absences… ECHS students had an average of 3.85 unexcused absences compared 

to 6.41 in the control group” (Edmunds, 2010, p. 6).  The last two major findings of the 

SERVE study focused on difficult-to-measure aspects of the ECH experience: student 

academic engagement and positive school experiences.  The study informed on these two 

aspects of the ECH model experience through the administration of a survey.  Edmunds 

wrote: 

 

Results from a survey administered to both treatment and control students showed 

that 9th grade ECHS students reported being more actively engaged in school-related 

activities than students in the control group, a statistically significant difference 

(effect size of .23). ECHS students were more likely to respond that they were likely 

to do things such as ask questions and contribute to class discussions, work with 

classmates outside of class, and meet with their instructors to discuss their learning. 

(2010) 

These types of student activities are examples of critical thinking development.  Moreover, 

they are the types of skills that education shareholders have pointed to room for improvement 

in across historic education reform calls. 

 The SERVE study reported that ECH students were likely to report positive school 

experiences.  This is another facet of historic calls for education reform.  Specifically, 
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Edmunds wrote that, “ECHS students reported more positive school experiences than 

students in the control group on all dimensions examined, with all differences statistically 

significant” (2010, p. 6).  One core ECH model feature, high expectations for students, was 

mentioned too: “ECHS students reported that their teachers had much higher expectations for 

students.”  Other model-specific aspects of the ECH experience reported by the SERVE 

study for ECH students included: “a more challenging high school experience and 

significantly more positive relationships with their teachers.”  More ECH-specific 

experiences for students included, “participating in a higher level of rigorous and relevant 

instruction... Finally, more ECHS students reported receiving more types of academic and 

social-emotional support activities more frequently” (Edmunds, 2010, p. 6).  These difficult-

to-measure features of the ECH model cohered to produce important improvements in the 

educational experiences of ECH students reported in the 2010 SERVE study.  As a 

longitudinal study still in operation, the SERVECenter study on ECHs in North Carolina 

should prove to be a good data source for continued ECH development. 

Doctoral Research on Early College High Schools 

 A thorough review of the extant research literature on ECHs would not be complete 

without an analysis of contemporary doctoral work on the ECHSI.  In the College of 

Education at my university, there have been two doctoral research studies conducted on 

ECHs.  Michael Roberts’ “Student Engagement in the Early College High School,” examined 

what levels of student engagement exist in a typical ECH through case study portraits of 

several students (2007) at a local ECH.  A variety of qualitative sources (document analysis; 



81 
 

questionnaires; student, teacher and administration interviews; direct observation; field notes) 

supported Roberts’ discovery that student engagement at the ECH is higher than in other high 

school settings.  Certain factors figured in Roberts’ research analysis, such as: “smaller class 

sizes; teacher support; rigorous curricula; collaboration between the high school and 

community college faculties; mastery goal orientation; and parental involvement” (2007, p. 

91).  In his dissertation, Roberts linked these features of the ECH experience with positive 

educational outcomes for ECH students such as: making plans for post-secondary education, 

increased student investment in school work, and improved academic performance on post-

secondary coursework (2007, p. 92).  Roberts’ dissertation reinforces the emerging body of 

research literature on successful education outcomes for ECH students. 

 Jyooti Soorma’s “Teacher Concerns and Attitudes During the Adoption Phase of 

One-to-One Computing in Early College High Schools” is another NCSU dissertation that 

examined a specific program-adoption process in an ECH setting (2008).  Teachers at three 

ECHs voluntarily participated in Soorma’s qualitative research study that utilized interviews, 

focus groups, and field notes in a research journal to explore the program-adoption process at 

the ECHs.  Accordingly, Soorma’s research questions center on the teacher strata of the 

ECHS model and why they perceived increased technology resources at the ECH as a benefit 

for the students they serve.  Soorma’s study findings support the greater body of research on 

technology adoption at the secondary level, i.e., students will have greater access to 

information after adoption of the One-to-One computer initiative and therefore will be able to 

accomplish educational outcomes such as coursework completion in a superior manner 

(2008).  In alignment with the body of research on technology adoption in public schools, 
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Soorma wrote that, “It can be concluded that overall, the teachers interviewed had a positive 

attitude towards the computing initiative and its impact on students, though the pedagogical 

beliefs differed among the teachers” (2008, p. 84).  Soorma’s research reinforces the fact that 

appropriate and sufficient resources, from human to technological, have to be present in the 

ECH institution for students to produce positive educational outcomes. 

Chapter Summary 

 If secondary education reform seems to be a chimera or historic cycle that lies outside 

our control, perhaps fundamental truths about reform that education movements have 

identified over the course of their various 20
th

 Century lives could lead to improvements for 

American high school students in the 21
st
 Century.  In order to avoid the conundrum of 

learning from history in order to escape from its fatalistic consequences, Chapter Two has 

examined in detail the reform movements of public education institutions at the secondary 

level from the turn of the 20
th

 Century to the present day.  There are important lessons to be 

drawn from this history for professionals and policy-makers alike in the field of secondary 

education.  Many of these truths appear in the current ECH organization and process (the 

three Rs; small class sizes; constructivist pedagogy; blended and accelerated degree 

programs; targeting underrepresented populations for education services; education policy 

and philosophy that stand outside of the traditional camp of education bureaucrats). 

 An ever-present challenge confronting education services in the American democracy 

hinges on the distribution of wealth and resources across school districts.  Longitudinal 

research-based evidence links education with improved socio-economic standing in capitalist 
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democracies (Snyder, et. al., 2009).  In order to prepare current high school students for life 

in the workforce or for continued education at the post-secondary level today, a quality high 

school education must be provided to the nation’s populace (at a minimum).  If high school 

students are to be expected to perform well on national and state-level standardized tests, 

then appropriate methods of learning must be employed by schools to prepare students for 

these tests.  In order to sustain positive education outcomes for American high school 

students, education services need utilize best-practice, research-based methodologies as 

modes of instruction.  The ECH reform model harnesses all of these strands to weave an 

educative experience that produces genuine positive results for its customers.  Beyond best-

practice fundamentals, the ECH model capitalizes on the benefits of: blended learning 

institutions; accelerated and aligned curricular offerings; and partnerships across the 

traditional secondary/post-secondary divide.  Currently, ECHs are gaining support in the 

form of positive empirical research on process and outcomes. 

Against the backdrop of education reform literature, the ECH steps forth as a recent 

institution that promotes a variety of positive academic outcomes for its students.  Low drop-

out rates; small class sizes; high expectations for students; curricular rigor; quality teachers; 

and adequate infrastructure and resources; are all best-practice elements drawn from previous 

education reform movements’ empirical research and practice.  The ECHS institution offers 

more than what traditional high schools provide for their students.  An accelerated 

curriculum that breaches the gap between the educational content of high school programs 

and either: (a) workplace skills requirements (Two-Year degree community college degrees); 

or, (b) two  years of Four-Year college level course credit (completed in the standard four 



84 
 

year high school age time frame); permit ECH graduates with greater marketability and 

opportunity for success in either the workforce or post-secondary education settings.  The 

philosophy, policies, programs, procedures, resources, and infrastructure of the ECH 

institution call for more research into its educational service operations, especially in light of 

the fact that the American public is largely unaware of the ECH institution.  This study aims 

to bring more attention to, and examination of, the ECH education phenomenon. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Research Approach and Design  

The research study utilized qualitative and quantitative instruments to answer the 

overarching descriptive research goal in a holistic fashion (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003).  

Quantitative and qualitative measures were utilized in the data collection and analysis stages 

of the study.  Specifically, Phase One utilized semi-scripted interviews, and Phase Two 

utilized Q-Methodology.  In a naturally-derived concourse set of statements for Q-

Methodology sorting, the type of concourse statement set this study utilized, as opposed to a 

pre-fabricated concourse set of statements for Q-Sorting, germane concourse statements are 

derived from a concourse of qualitative data sources such as surveys or interviews in order to 

increase the likelihood and validity of the content of the natural set of concourse item 

statements for Q-Sorting.  In this fashion, Phase One interviews provided deep, rich data on 

the philosophy and policy, form, process, and leadership of ECHs, and they provided the 

source of data for the Phase Two natural concourse set of items Q-Methodology Q-Sort.  In 

this fashion, the qualitative and quantitative instruments in the study’s research method mesh 

together, thereby creating a mixed method research design and approach.  The qualitative and 

quantitative instruments provided findings that overlapped and informed directly on the 

study’s three research sub-questions.  The approach provided a methodologically-balanced 

and higher resolution picture of the research phenomenon of study than either a qualitative or 

quantitative design approach alone could have generated. 
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Research Questions 

The study aimed to investigate three local Early College High Schools (ECH or 

ECHS) in order to reveal successful aspects of their philosophy, policy, form, process, and 

leadership.  A series of research sub-questions were generated to answer the study’s 

overarching descriptive research goal.   Answers to the following three research sub-

questions provided a rich, deep description to the study’s overarching descriptive research 

goal in a tiered and overlapping fashion: 1) How is ECH design unique? 2) What 

characterizes ECH leadership? 3) How do ECH leaders and educators perceive their school 

process to be successful?  Table 2 provides a summary of what methodological instruments 

answered which research sub-questions.  Some study research instruments provided data on 

more than one research sub-question. 

Table 2 

Methodology for Answering Research Questions 

 

 

Descriptive 

Research  Goal

Research Question Methodology Item

Phase One Interviews

Phase Two Q-Sorts

Phase One Interviews

Phase Two Q-Sorts

Subquestion 3 How do ECH leaders and educators perceive their school process to be successful? Phase Two Q-Sorts

Investigate how ECH philosophy and policy shape the form, process, and leadership of three local ECHs.

Subquestion 1 How is ECH design unique?

Subquestion 2 What characterizes ECH leadership?
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Site Selection and Sample 

Phase One interviewees were selected based on their position and role in their 

respective ECH-related organizations.  In keeping with the broad and specific descriptive 

research goal of the study, Phase One interviewees were selected from national- down to 

state- and local-level ECH-related organizations.  The spectrum of perspectives on ECH 

philosophy, policy, form, process, and leadership that Phase One interviewees reported in 

Phase One findings traced a continuum of data on ECHs that spanned the general to the 

explicit, the national to the local levels of operation.  This wide net of Phase One data was an 

implicit design goal of the study so that the natural concourse statement set for Phase Two 

could be culled from as replete a Phase One interview data set on ECHs as possible, given 

the inherent parameters of a single- principal-researcher, non-funded dissertation study. 

The three ECHs selected for this study were chosen partially for their proximity to the 

geographical location of the principal researcher.  Both urban and rural ECHs were selected 

to participate in the study.  These selections ultimately aligned well with the largely rural 

composition of school districts in North Carolina.  Professional relationships established 

between ECH school leaders and the principal researcher through mutual enrollment in North 

Carolina State University’s Education Leadership Ph.D. program were a factor in 

determining participant ECHs.  Pre-established relationships with colleagues in the Ph. D. 

and Ed. D. Program assisted greatly with securing informal commitment to participating in 

the dissertation research, and with getting the formal approval process for research 

participation off of the ground in the three respective participant school districts. 
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Phase One Interview Participants 

The subject of the first interview was a Senior Program Officer from the “State 

District Networks Relationship Team” with the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (BMGF).  

This team of professionals fits under a larger branch of the Foundation’s “U.S. Programs” 

called the “College Ready Strategy,” which focuses “on achieving 80% of all students ready 

to go to college without the need for remediation by the year 2025.”  A pseudonym was 

assigned this study participant for the purpose of providing a degree of confidentiality: Mr. 

White. 

The subject of the second interview was an executive from a national non-profit 

organization closely affiliated with the Early College High School Initiative (ECHSI) 

movement in the U.S..  Jobs for the Future (JFF) is a non-profit that provides technical, 

personnel training, data tracking, and consultation services to national and state-level 

educational agencies and school districts that wish to establish ECHs.  JFF is the third-party 

non-profit affiliated with the BMGF to assist with the development of ECHs in the U.S..  A 

pseudonym was assigned to provide a degree of confidentiality to the interview participant: 

Mr. Brown.  Mr. Brown’s doctorate in educational administration permitted the interviewer 

with data well suited for educational research. 

The third and fourth interviews were conducted with subjects from a state-level ECH-

related non-profit.  One interviewee was a leader of the North Carolina New Schools Project 

(NCNSP).  The third interviewee was involved with the policy-creation and ECH start-up 

process in North Carolina.  The fourth interviewee was a Department of Instruction employee 
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on loan to the NCNSP.  The fourth interviewee had a background in public school 

administration, including time working as a lead principal in an ECH in NC.  These two 

study participants were assigned pseudonyms: Mr. Blonde and Ms. Blue. 

 The subject of the fifth interview was the principal of an ECH located in a central, 

rural county in North Carolina.  The pseudonym for the principal of ECH One was Mr. 

Green.  Mr. Green’s professional educational background included experience working as an 

assistant principal at the high school level prior to assuming the lead principal job at ECH 

Participant School One. 

The subject of the sixth interview was the principal of an ECH located in another 

central, rural county in North Carolina.  A pseudonym was assigned to the principal of ECH 

Two in order to provide a degree of confidentiality: Ms. Orange. 

The subject of the seventh and eighth interviews were the principal and assistant 

principal of an ECH located in a central, metropolitan county in North Carolina.  The reason 

for interviewing both the lead and assistant principal at this particular ECH was because there 

are two separate campuses that comprise the unique form of this ECH organization.  These 

two interviewees were assigned pseudonyms: Ms. Pink and Ms. Lime. 

Q-Methodology Overview 

Q-Methodology reveals the relationships of subjective rankings of a set of statements 

conducted by a group of participants in a quantifiable manner.  The methodology assists 

social scientists in explaining the subjective relationships of statements about a phenomenon 
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of study from the viewpoints of sample members.  Q-Methodology is a research tool that 

provides data on subjects’ perceptions of phenomena of study (Brown, 1986).  Education 

phenomena can be reported in highly subjective manners.  Q-Methodology allows social 

scientists to quantify the subjective reporting of educational phenomenon by study 

participants. 

Q-Methodology starts with a sample of statements about a phenomenon of study that 

the investigator seeks to study, the Q-sample (Brown, 1993; Watts & Stenner, 2005).  These 

statements can be predetermined, or can be derived naturally from descriptions of the 

phenomenon of study, the concourse of communicability about a phenomenon of study.  In 

this study, a natural concourse of statements or Q-sample was derived from Phase One 

interview data and the literature review on ECHs.  The Phase One interview data and the 

professional literature available on ECHs were the concourse of communicability for this Q-

Study. 

Q-Methodology employs factor analysis instead of variable-level analysis (Stainton 

Rogers, 1995).  Factor arrays emerge from the un-rotated factor matrix generated by the Q-

Sorts of concourse statements.  After at least three analysis checks are run on an un-rotated 

Q-Sort matrix, a model factor array solution can be inferred from the Q-Sort data.  Model 

factor arrays can be statistically analyzed in order to infer conclusions about sample 

participants’ perceptions, the P-set, of the value of concourse statement items.  To compute 

model sorts, Q analysis freeware PQ Method 2.11 (Schmolck & Atkinson, 1997) generates a 

correlation matrix so that principle component analysis can determine potential Q-Sort 
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correlations (Brown, 1986).  These model Q-Sorts, patterns that emerge from the correlation 

matrix, are called model factor arrays.  Model factor arrays are estimate models of the 

expressions of a given Q-Methodology’s sample of individual Q-Sorts. 

Once a data set’s potential model factor arrays are identified, researchers employ at 

least one of three checks to determine how to rotate the most significant model factor arrays 

through a Varimax method to “maximize the purity of saturation of as many Q-Sorts as 

possible” without changing the associations of study data (McKeown & Thomas, 1988).  A 

scree plot of descending factor array Eigen Values is one of three standard checks used to 

determine which model factor arrays are the most significant from a set of Q-Sorts.  Another 

strategy utilized for determining how many factors to rotate is to retain those factors that 

have at least two significant factor loadings.  This method can be executed at the p > .01 or at 

the p > .05 confidence levels.  The third approach used relies on “Humphrey’s Rule” 

(Fruchter, 1954).  For Humphrey’s Rule to be met, a factor is significant if the cross product 

of its two highest loadings exceeds twice the standard error of the study. 

For the purposes of this study, all of these checks were conducted in order to 

determine how many potential model factor arrays should be rotated.  The results of the 

process are model factor arrays representative of the study sample’s individual Q-Sorts.  It is 

from these model factor arrays, or model Q-Sorts, that inferences about the relationships and 

values of concourse statements and factor arrays can be drawn. 
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Early College High School Participant Information 

ECH One is located in a central, rural county of North Carolina.  The county has a 

PK-14 public school infrastructure that includes: 16 elementary schools; five middle schools; 

four high schools; one ECH; and one community college.  ECH two is located in a central, 

rural county of North Carolina.  The county has a PK-14 public school infrastructure that 

includes: 21 elementary schools; nine middle schools; six high schools; one ECH; one 

Middle College; and one community college.  ECH three is located in a central, metropolitan 

county of North Carolina.  The county has a PK-14 public school infrastructure that includes: 

102 elementary schools; 29 middle schools; 22 high schools; one ECH; and one community 

college.  Basic demographic and background information for ECH study participants was 

collected with the Post- Q-Sort Interview Protocol.  Please see Appendix E for the specifics 

of this questionnaire. Tables 3, 4, and 5 present highlights of participant ECH demographic 

data. 
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Table 3 

Select ECH Participant Demographics, ECH One 

 

 

  

Number of Participants 15

Question Mode Average

How long in education? 2 years 3.47 years

How long in current job? 2 years 1.60 years

Highest Degree Earned Masters

Question

Why an ECH?

Mode

Wanted to teach someplace 

other than previous traditional 

high school 
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Table 4 

Select ECH Participant Demographics, ECH Two 

 

Table 5 

Select ECH Participant Demographics, ECH Three 

 

Number of Participants 9

Question Mode Average

How long in education? 3 years 3.67 years

How long in current job? 1 years 1.00 years

Highest Degree Earned Bachelors

Question

Why an ECH?

Mode

Wanted to teach someplace 

other than previous traditional 

high school 

Number of Participants 16

Question Mode Average

How long in education? 2 years 3.38 years

How long in current job? 1 years 1.44 years

Highest Degree Earned Masters

Question

Other

Mode

Why an ECH?

Wanted to teach someplace 

other than previous traditional 

high school 
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Selected highlights from the demographic background information of Q-Sort participants 

suggested a balanced sample of higher educated teachers.  For example, the mode of 

“Highest Degree Obtained” at ECH One and Three was a Master’s Degree.  Although the 

mode answer for “How long have you been in education?” was 2, 3, and 2 years respectively 

for ECH One, Two, and Three, the average time in education for participants at these ECHs 

was 3.47, 3.67, and 3.38 years.  Across the three schools, there were more women than men 

employed as educators, a trend that mirrors other public education institutions.  The mode 

answer for “Why did you decide to work at an ECH?” was “Wanted to teach someplace other 

than previous traditional high school” for ECH One and Two.  The answer to this question 

for ECH Three was a dual-mode response with “Wanted to teach someplace other than 

previous traditional high school” and “Other.”  Two reasons supplied in the “Other” 

responses by ECH Three participants included “pay” and “job offered.”  More basic 

background information collected from the Q-Sort Follow-Up and Demographic 

Questionnaire included information on gender and race.  Table 6 exhibits this data. 
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Table 6 

Q-Sort Participants’ Gender and Race 

 

Gender information collected from the Post- Q-Sort Interview Protocol about the study’s Q-

Sort participants mostly aligned with extant research on expected breakdowns of education 

personnel along this demographic indicator.  At the participant ECH level, the gender 

breakdown ranged from approximately a 55/45% female/male to a 70/30% split.  The 

ethnicity background information reported White and Black educators to be the largest 

Indicator ECH One Percent ECH Two Percent ECH Three Percent

Female 9 60% 5 56% 11 69%

Male 6 40% 4 44% 5 31%

Totals 15 9 16

Black 3 20% 2 22% 3 19%

White 11 73% 6 67% 13 81%

Native American 0 0% 1 11% 0 0%

Other 1 7% 0 0% 0 0%

Totals 15 9 16

Indicator Combined Percent

Female 25 63%

Male 15 38%

Total 40

Black 8 20%

White 30 75%

Native American 1 3%

Other 1 3%

Total 40

Note: Some percentage totals exceed 100% due to rounding.
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groups reported in this study’s sample of ECHs.  White educators ranged from 67 – 81% of 

the staff at the participant ECHs, while Black educators comprised the next largest group by 

ethnicity with a range of 19 – 22%.  One Q-Sort participant identified themselves as Native 

American and one as Other.  Combined totals by gender and ethnicity for this study’s sample 

of ECH educators that completed the Phase Two Q-Sort reported a 63 and 38% female/male 

composition, with a 20, 75, 3, and 3% Black, White, Native American and Other ethnic 

composition. 

Data Collection and Analysis 

Approval from the graduate school of the university to conduct the research study, 

and permission from the three intended participant school districts and ECHs to conduct 

research was sought simultaneously.  Two of the three school districts have ECH 

administrator employees who were enrolled as graduate students in the Educational 

Leadership and Policy Analysis program in the College of Education at the North Carolina 

State University.  These contacts were consulted by the author about how to gain permission 

from their school districts to conduct university-level research at their ECHs. 

 After gaining research approval from the district, school, and university levels, I 

scheduled Phase One interviews of an hour estimated duration.  Phase One interview 

participants included national and state-level leaders of ECH organizations and the 

administrators of the three participant ECHs.  Phase One interviewees participated in a semi-

scripted interview consisting of a questionnaire that I composed based on information 

discovered about ECHs in the literature review phase of the study.  The questionnaire 
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contains descriptive and fact-gathering questions aimed to reveal: 1) what philosophy, 

policies, form, process, and leadership elements are present in the ECH’s day-to-day 

educational operations; and 2) how these items are perceived to impact overall ECH process.  

Basic demographic information from interview participants was collected in Phase One 

interviews.  Pseudonyms were assigned to interview participants as a control for 

confidentiality in the study.  Interviews were recorded using Skype, and then transcribed by 

the author into electronic document form in Word.  These transcripts were member-checked 

by the original interviewees before coding and data analysis was conducted on them.  No 

Phase One interviewees altered or edited my transcriptions of their Phase One Interviews for 

clarity or accuracy. 

 The Phase One interview data was the source of the study’s natural concourse of 

statements for the Phase Two Q-Method instrument.  I put together a draft list of the natural 

concourse statements drawing on: 1) my knowledge of the extant ECH literature available; 2) 

my knowledge of Phase One Interview data content based on my transcription, review, and 

thematic coding of it; and 3) my understanding of what would make quality Q-Sort 

statements based on my previous experience working on Q-Methodology studies under Dr. 

Militello’s tutelage and guidance.  In this way, major thematic and ECH-model related items 

were coded from Phase One interview data, and a list of 45 concourse statement items was 

originally generated.  The concourse item statement list was member-checked with Phase 

One interview participants and Dr. Militello in order to confirm their accuracy, clarity, and 

overall appropriateness of content to ECH process.  Confusing or unessential concourse 
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statements were removed from the final statement pool, leaving a list of 40 ECH-related 

items. 

The natural concourse item list itself included statements from the broad to the 

specific related to ECH philosophy, policy, form, process, and leadership.  The statements 

were further coded and categorized into several categories: ECH Policy & Mission; ECH 

Leadership; ECH Structure; Teacher Attributes; ECH Instruction; Educational Outcomes; 

Professional Development; and ECH Barriers. These categories were extracted from 

recurrent themes that cropped up in Phase One interview data.  Some of the categories had 

more statements than others.  Table 7 depicts the number of statements per concourse 

statement category. 

Table 7 

Number of statements per concourse list category 

 

Category Number

ECH Policy & Mission 6

ECH Leadership 4

ECH Structure 4

Teacher Attributes 3

ECH Instruction 14

Educational Outcomes 4

Professional Development 3

ECH Barriers 2

Total 40
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The number of concourse items per category was determined in part by the volume of Phase 

One interview data that fell under each category’s ECH-related conceptual umbrella.  

Concourse item categories and statements were generated by considering the type and quality 

of educational data reported by Phase One participants about the over-arching research goal 

of investigating ECH philosophy, policy, form, process, and leadership.  Dr. Militello was 

consulted during the concourse item list generation and approved the final list.  Examples of 

concourse item statements included: 1. Reaching Underrepresented Student Populations; 2. 

Ready for College (EG: academically prepared, inclined to go to college, etc.); 7. Leadership 

Flexibility; 8. Principal-Teacher Relationship Building; 11. The Power of Place/ECH 

Culture; 12. Small School Classroom Setting; 14. Community College or University Setting 

(EG: student presence on the campus); 15. Instructional Flexibility (EG: differentiation, 

remediation, etc.); 16. Teacher-Student Relationship Building; 18. STEM-based Instruction; 

21. Social Supports; 24. High Student Expectations/Academic Rigor; 29. Scaffolding; 33. 

High School Graduation Requirements; 38. Teacher Rounds Model; and 40. Student 

Retention.  For a complete list of the natural concourse item statements used in the Phase 

Two Q-Sort, please see Appendix C. 

The natural list of concourse statements was sorted by Phase Two study participants 

along a scale of utility with respect to their perception of ECH process.  A – 5 to + 5 

spectrum for the Q-Sort figure fit the 40 concourse item set best.  The literal prompt or in Q-

Methodology parlance, condition for instruction, that the P-Sample responded to was, “To 

what extent does the concourse statement bear on your school’s process?”  Please see 



101 
 

Appendix B for the specifics of the Q-Sort directions and procedure.  The final Q-Sort 

diagram structure was reviewed and approved by Dr. Militello.  Please see Appendix D for 

the study’s Q-Sort diagram. 

 I scheduled tentative meeting dates for the Q-Sort data collections while working on 

the generation of the natural concourse item list and the Q-Sort diagram structure.  Once the 

concourse of Q-Methodology statements was finalized, I returned to participant school sites 

to conduct the research study’s Phase Two interviews with the same sample of school leaders 

plus the schools’ teachers at the local ECHs.  The Q-Sorts that principals and teachers 

produced in the Q-Method phase of the study were recorded on pre-made handouts and I 

double-checked them for completeness and clarity.  This information was subsequently 

transcribed into electronic format and entered into PQ Method 2.11, a Q-Methodology 

software analysis program.  PQ Method 2.11 software calculated Eigenvalues for emergent 

factors, Z-scores for concourse item statements, statement significances at the p < .01 and .05 

levels, and correlations between emergent factors.  I examined these analyses and consulted 

with Dr. Militello before a four-factor solution was determined to be the best fit for the data.  

The analysis process was performed again on the four-factor rotated data, and results of the 

four model factor array solution were generated by PQ Method 2.11.  This data is presented 

in Chapter Five of the paper. 

Subjectivity Statement 

I have been interested in high school reform for a variety of reasons.  First off, I am a 

product of both public and private PK-12 education systems.  I attended public schools until 
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high school.  I was fortunate enough to be able to attend a private undergraduate institution, 

but returned to public education institutions to complete a master’s and doctorate in 

education a decade after graduating from college.  In my mind, the differences between 

public and private education experiences can be vast or insignificant, depending on a 

multitude of potential variables in the individual, institutional, and social domains.  I wonder 

what my path through PK-12 education would have been like had I remained in a public 

secondary setting.  I wonder what opportunities I could have taken advantage of, or that 

would have been presented to me, if I had attended a public high school, and how this would 

have impacted my life’s post-secondary trajectory, if at all.  Against a cultural backdrop of an 

apparently perennial rhetoric note that American public education is always failing someone, 

I honed in on a purportedly successful and current secondary reform model, the ECH, to 

examine for my dissertation research. 

Looking at secondary reform models such as ECHs presents a personally interesting 

and potentially beneficial bit of research for the greater education arena.  I am of the opinion 

that the disconnect can be great for some students between secondary educational attainment 

and actual skills development that can be transferred to the work-force or post-secondary 

education settings.  Having the chance to conduct my dissertation research on ECHs 

permitted me with the opportunity to examine a model of secondary reform that may offer 

students with the cultivation of skills and individual dispositions necessary to succeed in 

post-secondary educational settings and/or the work-force.  This is a fascinating and exciting 

aspect of the ECH model for me. 
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Drawing back a bit, if the ECH model were to provide tangible strategies on how to 

lessen the disconnect between secondary skills development and post-secondary or work-

force skills utility and individual success, how could these aspects of the ECH model be 

exported to other secondary school settings?  With these broad and potentially vague or 

erroneous educational views percolating in my mind, I set out to examine the philosophy, 

policy, form, and process of ECHs from the national down to the local levels of operation.  It 

seemed that a mixed methods research design would best capture with qualitative interviews 

the broad philosophic and policy-style data from national, state, and local-level ECH-related 

personnel, while the Q-Method vector of the study would provide a quantitatively-grounded 

focus on local ECH practice and process.  What I can report in a completely subjective 

statement, is that I believe the ECH model, as I have researched it through this dissertation 

study, presents the potential to bridge the gap between secondary and post-secondary 

educational attainment and/or barriers to work-force entry that some high school students 

encounter after dropping out or graduating.  This being said, I don’t believe that the ECH 

model is a silver bullet for all of the problems confronting current public high schools.  

Instead, I think that it embodies best-practice aspects of education research that when 

arranged in the right recipe, permits the opportunity and supports necessary for students to 

develop the skills-tangible and otherwise-to succeed in post-secondary educational or work-

force settings. 
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Study Validity and Reliability 

 There are multiple viewpoints from which one can determine the validity and 

reliability of social science research.  This study uses both qualitative and quantitative 

instruments in its mixed methods research design.  Ergo, questions of study validity and 

reliability center on the nexus of the quantitative and qualitative instruments utilized in the 

study’s selected methodology.  In the field of social science research, the question of the 

complementary nature of quantitative and qualitative research instruments is alive and 

polemic.  For the purposes of this research study, they are regarded as complementary, i.e., 

qualitative and quantitative research instruments report different types of information about 

the same phenomenon of study.  This study was designed to sidestep debate about the 

ultimate utility of the truth-values of quantitative or qualitative social science instruments.  

The study’s mixed method design focused on providing a higher resolution picture of the 

ECH phenomenon as revealed by both qualitative and quantitative instruments. 

 Reliability and validity issues about the qualitative and quantitative instruments used 

in this research study were an appropriate and important area of concern.  Steps were taken in 

the data collection and analysis phases to reduce or to eliminate commonly-associated 

questions about qualitative and quantitative research on validity and reliability.  For example, 

in the interviews, member checking was used to insure that what interview participants 

stated, was what they really meant to say.  Furthermore, none of the Phase One interviewees 

altered or edited the digital transcriptions of their interviews, and all agreed via email that my 

transcriptions of their interviews were acceptable, accurate and complete. 
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Another member check I followed was after compiling the data from Phase One 

interviews, I compared the generated draft of concourse statements with Phase One 

participants in order to insure that they were accurate and not erroneous or misleading.  As a 

further methodological quality control step I consulted with and was approved by Dr. 

Militello about the content of the natural concourse item statement set. 

Another methodological check that I followed was to insure that emergent model 

factor arrays were salient to the Phase One and Phase Two data as confirmed by comparison 

with: 1) interview participants’ Post- Q-Sort Interview Protocol answers; and, 2) thematic 

alignment between major ECH-related themes and items from Phase One interview content.  

In this fashion, the four model factor array solution presented by the Phase Two Q-Sort data, 

The Mentor, The Tutor, Early College High School Core Values, and Popular Secondary 

Instruction, were snapshots of local ECH process that aligned with reported data from Phase 

One interview content and Phase Two Post- Q-Sort Interview Protocol answers. 

 This study could be questioned along the lines of sample and site selection in terms of 

its methodological design.  Study participants do not necessarily form a convenience sample, 

since one intended ECH dropped out of the study and another had to be sourced to maintain 

the requisite sample size for a valid Q-Methodology analysis of the intended research 

phenomenon.  If more than the three ECHs included in Phase Two data collection had 

participated in the study, a larger sample than the 40 ECH educators this study examined 

would have been analyzed.  Of course the best-practice research rule of a larger sample size 

providing greater reliability and validity to a study could have been taken advantage of if I 
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had more time and less limited resources.  It could also be argued that since the sample of 

schools examined in the study were not selected in a blind or random fashion that validity 

issues might exist from a best-practice social science research perspective. 

Safeguards Against Researcher Bias 

 I took steps to minimize this potential bias in my research.  These included: 1) 

conducting an exhaustive review of the literature on high schools and ECHs in order to 

ground the study in relevant historic and theoretic underpinnings; 2) drawing Phase One 

research data from study participants through a digitally-recorded interview process that used 

post-transcription member checks; 3)  including a quantitative methodological instrument in 

study design-Q-Methodology-that permitted statistical analysis of Phase Two data; 4) 

consulting with an expert in the use of Q-Methodology, Dr. Militello, at critical steps during 

the Phase Two Q-Method portion of the study; and 5) a subjectivity statement.  In the Phase 

Two Q-Sort, I attempted to control for researcher bias by adhering to a standard Q-Sort 

Directions Protocol.  Please see Appendix B for the directions.  One final control for bias in 

the Q-Sort phase of the study included the Post- Q-Sort Interview Protocol.  Questions in this 

follow-up questionnaire included items such as, “Why did you place the card you did in the + 

5 spot?”  “Why did you place the card you did in the – 5 spot?” and “Which cards were the 

most difficult to place?  Why? Which card numbers were these?”  Please see Appendix E for 

this document. 
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Study-Related Ethical Issues 

 As with university-sanctioned social science research conducted with human subjects, 

approved methodological procedures and controls were observed in order to protect the 

identities of study participants.  IRB approval was gained from my university, as well as 

approval to conduct research within the school districts and at the local schools from 

appropriate district and school leaders.  Pseudonyms were assigned to interview participants 

and to schools to provide a degree of confidentiality to study participants.  Data from the 

study resides only with the author in an encrypted digital format. 

Study Limitations 

 Social science research is not generally known to produce positivistic, empirically-

based, scientific predictability in its results.  Even though strong correlations can be predicted 

with some social science data sets and research approaches, this research study is not one of 

that form or magnitude.  The mixed methodological approach used in this study’s research 

presents two perspectives on the phenomenon of study, one from a qualitative and the other 

from a quantitative viewpoint.  A binary opposition conceptual framework oftentimes on the 

surface seems exclusive, but the goal of including interviews and Q-Methodology in this 

research, was to present a more holistic and complementary picture of the ECH phenomenon 

of study. Qualitative interviews alone would not have provided the degree of resolution that 

the mixed design of this research provided, nor would a Q-Sort of a sample of local ECHs.  

However, the interviews and Q-Sort could be considered to be inadequate in and of 

themselves, or in concert as appropriate social science research tools. 
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The quantitative data revealed in Phase Two of the research is complemented and 

grounded in the qualitative information gleaned from Phase One data collection, coding, and 

analysis.  The particular ways in which these two sets of data were conjoined, via the expert 

human elements involved in the data linkages, could be regarded as a potential limitation of 

the study’s research.  Steps to reduce bias at this nexus of the study’s design were taken: 1) I 

completed an exhaustive literature review on high school and ECH history; 2) I consulted 

with and was approved by Phase One participants about the transcripts of their interviews; 

and, 3) I consulted with and was approved by Dr. Militello about generating the natural 

concourse set of item statements used in the Phase Two Q-Sorts.  Linking the qualitative 

interview data from Phase One with the basis for the Phase Two Q-Sort, the natural 

concourse set of statements, was a potential weak spot in the study’s design.  However, this 

mixed methods approach reflected the conceptual underpinnings of the study’s goal: to 

examine the what and the perceived why behind the ECH research phenomenon from the 

national down to the local levels.  In this way, the breadth and relevance of Phase One and 

Two findings expanded on the specific knowledge the study adds to the emerging field of 

ECH-related research, but could be considered deliberately arranged to inform on certain 

elements of ECH philosophy, policy, form, process, and leadership. 

Chapter Summary 

In Chapter Three I have attempted to describe exactly what I proposed to do and 

ultimately did in my dissertation research, step by step.  Another purpose of this chapter was 

to address the potential limitations and shortcomings of the study’s research design.  Chapter 
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Three included various data on the sample of Phase One and Phase Two study participants.  

The eight Phase One Interviewees and 40 Phase Two Q-Sort participants were described in 

terms of related background and demographic information, with care taken to provide study 

participants with a degree of confidentiality.  The three participant ECHs were described at 

the school level, and with equal attention paid to attempting to provide a degree of 

confidentiality as to their real identity.  The study’s selected mixed methods research design 

was detailed, with careful attention paid to explicit Q-Methodology explanation.  Chapter 

Three addressed how I followed best practice research strategies throughout the qualitative 

and quantitative phases of the study.  The chapter addressed potential threats to the validity 

of the study, the reliability of its selected research instruments, and how related human-

subject ethical issues were managed properly in the research’s administration.  Since my 

dissertation research included a two-phase mixed-methods design, I have chosen to report the 

findings of my research in respective chapters of the paper.  Of the remaining chapters in this 

dissertation, Chapter Four reports Phase One findings, Chapter Five reports Phase Two 

findings, and Chapter Six completes the body of the paper with a Study Discussion. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: PHASE ONE FINDINGS 

Vision Statements of The Early College High School Movement 

This chapter describes the breadth of qualitative Phase One interview data collected 

to answer the study’s overarching descriptive research goal: investigate what philosophy and 

policies shape the form, process, and leadership of local ECH organizations.  Phase One 

findings tell the thematic story of the study’s answer to Research Sub-questions One: How is 

ECH design unique? and Two: What characterizes ECH leadership?  The chapter’s reporting 

of these findings begins with general philosophic and policy aspects of the ECH movement 

such as ECH mission statements; proceeds to interviewee responses on typical ECH form, 

educational processes, and leadership; then concludes with findings on the sustainability of 

the ECH movement.  This information is presented according to the following chapter 

subheadings: Philosophy and Policy; Genesis and Form; Staff and Process; Educational 

Process; and Sustainability. 

Data from the study’s Phase One interviews cohered to form a rich, deep narrative 

about the ECH movement.  Phase One data included eight interviews of leadership-role 

individuals employed by both: A) ECH-related national or state-level organizations; and B) 

local ECHs participating in the study.  Interviewees were from the following ECH-related 

organizations: 1) The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (BMGF); 2) Jobs for the Future 

(JFF); 3) The North Carolina New Schools Project (NCNSP); and: 3) ECH One; 4) ECH 

Two; and 5) ECH Three.  Phase One interviewees were assigned pseudonyms to provide a 

degree of confidentiality to study participants.  These were: Mr. White, BMGF; Mr. Brown, 
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JFF; Mr. Blonde and Ms. Blue, NCNSP; Mr. Green, principal, ECH One; Ms. Orange, 

principal, ECH Two; Ms. Pink, principal, and Ms. Lime, assistant principal, ECH Three. 

Philosophy and Policy 

 Mission statements capture philosophic and policy perspectives on a given 

organization’s prime directives.  In Phase One interviews, study participants were asked what 

is the mission statement of ECHs.  The eight participants offered interesting views of the 

ECH mission from their unique positions in the ECH milieu.  Interview responses to this 

protocol prompt began the work of answering Research Sub-question One: How is ECH 

design unique?  Summaries of the eight interviewees’ responses to this question follow. 

Mr. White described the mission of ECHs in general terms and in encompassing, 

open-ended language.  He stated in the interview that, “As I see the field, ECHs have been 

set up to accelerate student progress towards college readiness by providing them with 

opportunities to obtain college credit while in high school.”  Mr. White added, “At the same 

time as they provide those opportunities, they provide a set of supports for students to 

achieve at that level of work while still in high school.”  When asked what are the target 

populations for ECHs, Mr. White responded: “There is a sort of working definition, a set of 

design principles developed…around ECHs…ECHs are open enrollment, and have 

been…set up largely in communities that have strong representation of low-income and 

minority students.”  Mr. White clarified that, “Even though these are open-enrollment 

schools that don’t differentiate according to any sort of demographic, by virtue of where they 

have been set up, they often and typically target the low-income, minority demographic.”  In 
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these quotations, Mr. White described two integral parts of the purposeful design of ECHs, 

thereby answering in more detail how ECHs are uniquely designed. 

Mr. Brown provided a succinct answer when asked about the mission of ECHs.  He 

said that, “The ECH mission is to help prepare underrepresented students for access and 

success in higher education, leading to a post-secondary credential.”  Mr. Brown described 

the target populations for students at ECHs to include: 

 

low-income students, students of color, students who live in rural areas, and students 

who are underrepresented in higher education.  That generally speaks to groups like 

African-Americans, Latinos, low-income students, first-generation college-going 

students, students who live in areas where college is not accessible, and other groups 

of students who don’t have access to the resources either to prepare for success in 

college or to actually participate in college. 

Mr. Brown’s response to this question reinforced the wide group of students targeted in his 

view by the mission statement of the ECH movement. 

Mr. Blonde’s knowledge of and history with the ECH movement established a 

framework of data for ECH philosophy and policy from the state down to the local levels of 

ECH operation.   Mr. Blonde explained that the mission of ECHs is, “to create what we call 

the power of place, which is about motivating a certain population of young people to 

perceive themselves as both high school graduates and college-goers.”  Specifically, “The 
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purpose of an ECH, which is typically based on the campus of a college or university, is to 

embed that power of place in the culture, so that that population has the motivation that they 

need” to succeed academically.  Mr. Blonde described the target populations of ECHs to 

include: “young people who are first-generation college attendees, and kids who would not 

likely either pursue a college degree or secure a college degree, even if they did.”  The ECH 

thematic focus on serving underrepresented groups of students surfaces again later in his and 

other interviews. 

Ms. Blue offered concise answers that helped summarize perspectives and attitudes 

related to ECH philosophy and policy.  She described the mission of ECHs to be, “for all 

students to be successful in college careers and life.  To graduate from high school and have 

an opportunity to earn up to an Associate’s Degree or two years of college credit, all at no 

cost to the family.”  In Ms. Blue’s words, the people that ECHs serve include, “historically 

under-served, first generation college goers, economically-disadvantaged, minority students, 

those students who have the potential but are not experiencing success.”  When these high 

schoolers graduate from an ECH, they receive, “a university preparation course of study and 

an Associate’s Degree or two years of college credit.”  Subsequent interviewee responses 

about the mission and target populations of ECHs reflect a greater school-level focus.  This 

shift in interviewee descriptions of the philosophy and policy of ECH mission statements 

mirrors the study’s deliberate focus on national to local data collection about ECHs in Phase 

One interviews.  These perspectives offer data to help answer how ECHs are uniquely 

designed. 
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The principal of ECH One described the mission and target populations of ECHs in 

different language than other Phase One participants.  Mr. Green specified high expectations 

for all of the school’s students: “Every student here will graduate from my high 

school…from our college, and be accepted to the four-year college of their choice and will 

have the scholarship money that they need in order to attend the school of their choice.”  Mr. 

Green commented that “every person in our school right now knows it.”  He emphasized that 

part of his role in the ECH is to insure that this “vision and our mission is part of everyday 

conversation.”  Mr. Green mentioned other aspects of his ECH that “set our school apart 

from others.”  In his view, “students come to this school with a different idea about the 

school… this is a different way to do school.”  Mr. Green explained that students at his ECH 

“get that they are destined for something more than ‘fine’ or more than ‘average.’”  At his 

ECH, “Everything that they do and everything that we talk about, is about them being the 

absolute best student and best person that they can be, so that those things, those end goals 

can have the best chance of being reached.”  Mr. Green’s ECH has a “clear vision” and 

“clear mission”: “that whatever we’re doing, it’s to make things better academically and 

instructionally for the students.”  Mr. Green described specifically that the mission of his 

ECH is: 

 

to provide an opportunity for students who may not get a chance to ordinarily attend 

college, the type of students who might ordinarily fall through the cracks, to provide 

the opportunity for a more rigorous-and I say that without trying to sleight the 
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traditional school environment-but to provide a smaller, more personalized, more 

rigorous high school education and at the same time blend that with a college 

education so that students can graduate from high school after five years of study with 

four years of high school credit and two years of college credit or an Associate’s 

Degree. 

ECHs target select groups of students.  Mr. Green explained his view of the target 

populations for students at ECHs as a “hierarchy” of “economically-disadvantaged, first-

generation college-goers, and minority student groups, which are the group of students that 

are underserved by the typical college-going population out of a traditional high school.”  

Mr. Green’s description of his ECHs mission reflects the philosophy and policy espoused by 

all of the ECH-related interviewees from Phase One of the study.  In Mr. Green’s leadership 

role, enacting ECH philosophy and policy informs on how leadership at ECHs is 

characterized. 

Ms. Orange described the mission and target populations for ECH Two in her 

interview.  She explained that the mission of ECHs is to, “offer opportunities for students 

who wouldn’t normally have an opportunity to go to college.  We are designed for first-

generation college students, under-served populations.”  Ms. Orange described the mission of 

ECHs in terms of some of the educational outcomes that the schools provide students.  She 

cited the high school diploma; exposure (in the form of coursework) to higher education 

either at the community college or university levels; and the goal of creating “productive 
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citizens;” as three major tenets of her ECHs mission.  These types of broad educational goals 

for students surface in much of the Phase One interview data. 

The lead principal at ECH Three described the mission of ECHs in broad and then 

specific terms.  Ms. Pink explained that, “Generically, an ECH is intended to provide 

individuals who are first-generation college-able students the opportunity to be a part of a 

college setting, to complete high school as well as to accrue college credits, hopefully leading 

to some terminal degree.”  She went on to describe the post-secondary credit accrual to 

include, “an associate’s degree, or in some cases, the first two years that would ultimately 

lead a student to a bachelor’s degree.”  ECH Three has a unique nuance to its mission.  Ms. 

Pink explained in detail that, “Our ECH has a very clear focus.  We are, I believe, the only 

ECH in the state, possibly the nation, with a business partner as well as functions as an 

institute of higher education.”  She continued, “That medical business partner gives us our 

theme, and shifts the mission just a bit.  So our stated mission is providing educational and 

work-based learning opportunities for students who will graduate ready to pursue careers in 

the health sciences.”  Summarizing, Ms. Pink stated that, “we take the intention of the ECH 

and add to it, the thematic focus of the health and sciences career.”  These multiple goals of 

ECH mission were reiterated in ECH Three’s assistant principal responses. 

Ms. Lime described the multiple goals of the mission of ECHs to include, “Number 

one…for students who are underrepresented in the college-going population to have an 

opportunity to be exposed to college life, and to be prepared to be successful in completing a 

college degree.”  Ms. Lime continued that part of the mission of her ECH is to “make sure 
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that students who are considered first-generation students, first generation meaning neither 

parent has completed a two- or four-year degree, for them to be able to have the opportunity 

to attend college.”  Ms. Lime described further the target population for her ECH to include, 

“Students who have been historically underrepresented in the college-going population.  

Hispanic or Latino students, African-American students, so on and so forth.”  Ms. Lime and 

Ms. Pink’s explanations of their ECHs mission statement align with the greater school-level 

focus of Phase One interviewee responses.  The unique design, and in turn, mission statement 

of ECH Three, sheds light on the manner in which leadership at them is uniquely 

characterized. 

The specific philosophy, policy, and design of ECHs in turn produce a leadership 

style that is unique to that particular ECH.  A novel high school structure and set of supports 

was necessary in order to serve successfully traditionally underrepresented populations of the 

university setting.  Accelerated and compacted secondary and post-secondary curricula; a 

clear link between secondary and post-secondary education credentialing; and 

comprehensive student supports such as the power of place and the small school setting; all 

cohere to permit traditionally underrepresented college-aspiring students with the tools, 

environment, teachers, and leadership, in the form of the ECH, to succeed in the secondary 

and post-secondary education settings.  Whether an ECH student elects to complete the high 

school diploma and a community college degree, or the first two years of transferrable, 

university-level coursework, the unique design, support, and leadership of the ECH are part 
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of what appear to make it possible for these students to accomplish the high student 

expectations of general ECH philosophy and policy. 

Genesis and Form 

Phase One interviews fleshed out an interesting picture of the impetus to establish the 

ECH model.  The interview data in response to this protocol prompt helps answer Research 

Sub-questions One: How is ECH design unique? and Two: What characterizes ECH 

leadership?  Phase One interviewee responses to this question follow. 

Mr. White described the surprisingly long history ECHS have had in the country.  He 

noted that, “The ECH movement pre-dated the Foundation’s involvement in it.  The first real 

movement around ECHs, which actually were called middle colleges, goes back to the 

1970s.”  Mr. White then mentioned the AP [Advanced Placement] and IB [International 

Baccalaureate] models oftentimes available in many traditional high school settings as 

similar, yet distinct from the ECH model.  Mr. White explained the critical difference being 

that these programs seek to create, “an environment of learning around college going, but 

those are not college courses per se, as are the courses that students at ECHs can take.”  In 

Mr. White’s view, the dual-enrollment feature of the ECH model sets it apart from other 

secondary programs geared at preparing students for university-level academic performance. 

The small school setting was a critical feature of the ECH model that Mr. White 

mentioned with respect to the impetus to establish ECHs.  He clarified, “Small schools as 

defined by total populations of less than 400 students…students at smaller schools achieved 
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higher performance, they received more attention from teachers, the school is of a more 

manageable size, classrooms are of a more manageable size.”  Mr. White continued that the 

Foundation, “seeded the creation of a number of different kinds of school models around this 

concept of small schools.  There were redesigned schools, schools within schools, ECHs, 

STEM schools, a whole range of different kinds of small schools.”  Mr. White mentioned 

some of the initial networks of schools for the ECH movement to include: “Woodrow Wilson 

National Fellowship Foundation;’ “Crystal Ray;” “the Foundation of California Community 

College’s Network of Schools;” “one of the largest is the NCNSP in NC;’ and “Texas High 

School Project.”  Mr. White explained that the next step from the Foundation’s vantage at 

this point of the ECH development process was, “to bring all these different networks 

together so that there could be knowledge-sharing, and policy sets that could be developed 

around these schools that could help push out this concept of ECHs.”  Summarizing, Mr. 

White stated, “The Foundation really created ECHs in response to this initiative and strategy 

around smaller schools.  So that was really the driving impetus to it.”  Mr. White explained 

the next development for ECHs as taking, “on a life of their own in terms of their own 

network.”  He explained that, “these 12 or 13 school networks came under the broader 

umbrella” of Jobs for the Future-a national non-profit charged with the monitoring, 

development, training, and data tracking of the ECH movement.  Mr. White stated, “that’s 

how the movement developed, there’s some 200 or so of these schools right now under” Jobs 

For the Future.  He added, “they’re probably the most well defined set of ECHs in the 

country right now.  The foundation maintains a relationship with JFF and with these school 

networks as well.”  More of the story behind the development of the ECH model emerges in 
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Mr. Brown’s comments on this interview prompt, further answering how ECHs are uniquely 

designed. 

Mr. Brown’s responses to the question of the impetus to start ECHs and the rationale 

and research backing the initiative was where his interview really took off and provided a 

unique glimpse into the history of the development of the ECH movement.  He stated that, 

“A college education is not a luxury as it might have been some time before, it’s a requisite 

for a family-supporting wage.”  Mr. Brown explained that a family-supporting wage today, 

“could include certification programs in technical fields, a baccalaureate or above.  In some 

cases an Associate’s Degree associated with some technical or certification program.”  Mr. 

Brown claimed that today, “These are not negotiables anymore in terms of both a student or 

young person’s quality of life and ability to support a family.”  Further, he noted that at the 

philosophic and policy levels, educational attainment is in, “the economic and the political 

well-being of our nation.”  Mr. Brown cited, “the fact that there are groups of kids who are 

not successful in college, they’re not attending college, and many of them who are attending 

college are not persisting.”  He mentioned, “The rate for remediation is like 40% of all 

freshmen have to take a remediation course, and the attrition rate for first-year college-going 

students is quite high.”  In consideration of these educational trends, Mr. Brown continued, 

“So with large numbers of the population not prepared to participate in the economy, not 

prepared to be able to have a family-supporting wage, the country’s security is at risk as well 

as the well-being of individual citizens.”  He added that, “In seeing that, there has to be 

something done in order to prepare young people for success in higher education.”  These 
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were the greater educational, economic, and social trends that Mr. Brown elucidated upon in 

his response to the need to start ECHs. 

 Mr. Brown referenced another education system problem with the gateway between 

secondary and post-secondary preparation and performance.  He stated: 

 

Currently, there is very little, a great lack of alignment between secondary and higher 

education.  You can graduate from high school having taken a test in your 10
th

 grade 

year, a graduation test, and not have the skills necessary to take college courses 

without remediation.  In other words, you’re not even able to pass the college 

placement test. 

Mr. Brown cited the lack of alignment between secondary and post-secondary curriculum 

and its relationship to remediation as a major problem in the public education system.  With 

these additional facts in mind, Mr. Brown explained that, “two things become very clear: 

One, we’re not doing enough to get kids ready to be successful in college.  And two, the 

system as it’s currently constructed, is not delivering the kinds of outcomes that we need.”  

He went on to comment that, “the impetus for funding the ECHs was to get colleges and high 

schools together in order to think about how they could align the curriculum” and to, 

“provide the student supports and the targeted interventions that would result in students 

becoming college ready” –all this “by the time they’re in their 11
th

 grade year of high school, 

so that they could be able to take significant numbers of college classes.”  The notion of 
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challenging high school-aged students with advanced coursework is another feature of the 

contemporary secondary system that Mr. Brown noted as a source of inspiration for the ECH 

movement. 

 Mr. Brown mentioned in this section of the interview high school programs such as 

IB and AP.  He stated that these types of programs “permit high school kids to take more 

challenging work, and in fact more challenging work does lead them to better preparation for 

college.”  However Mr. Brown noted that these types of programs are selective and service 

few, not the mainstream of secondary students.  He cited, “’The Report on the Senior Year,’” 

that “showed that students are wasting a lot of time in the last couple of years of high 

school.”  Coupled with the fact that, “Many high schools now offer a graduation test that 

students take as early as the 10
th

 grade,” Mr. Brown stated, “So for many kids, once they’re 

in the 11
th

 grade, they’ve basically finished all of their high school requirements, and so 

they’re just sort of wafting along, when they could be challenged and could actually get a 

head start and accelerate towards a post-secondary credential.”  In Mr. Brown’s view, this 

conglomeration of factors set the stage for “the impetus for several funders, the largest of 

which is the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the others were the Carnegie Corporation of 

New York, the Ford Foundation, and the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, [to get] together to try 

something very different.”  The foundation of the new plan was to realign, “high school and 

college to create a program that transitioned kids more easily into college.”  In effect students 

in, “high school got the support, the preparation necessary, they took college courses, and in 

fact they didn’t have to apply for college or worry about financial aid, because those were 
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taken care of as part of the high school program.”  In Mr. Brown’s words, “All of that was 

the genesis of the initiative.”  In effect, a confluence of social, economic, and educational 

shortcomings provided the circumstance for the generation of the ECH secondary model to 

flourish. 

 Mr. Brown cited three additional education reform themes that background the 

genesis of the ECH movement.  Dual-enrollment, the P-16 movement, and the “power of 

place” from “Middle Colleges” all played a role in the rationale behind the ECH model.  Mr. 

Brown stated that, “Unfortunately, most of the research that was done was on dual-

enrollment,” and this was because, “Dual-enrollment programs typically serve a population 

of students who are much more prepared, better prepared for college courses.”  The concept 

behind dual-enrollment would be borrowed and reified into the accelerated curriculum 

feature of the emergent ECHs. 

Mr. Brown cited “some qualitative research done by Chris Corallo, at Appalachian 

Educational Regional Laboratory, which showed that the power of place, the location of a 

school made a difference in terms of some personality and efficacy characteristics of 

students.”  This research indicated that students “felt as though they were more adult, they 

felt as though they were more independent, they felt as though they were ‘special’ because 

they were enrolled in a high school that was located on a college campus.”  This bit of 

research would be integrated into the most common structural form of the emergent ECH 

model-the community college or university location for ECHs. 
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Mr. Brown lastly referred to, “The other impetus was the P-16 movement, which has 

been around in this country for some time.  There’s been a real push to better align high 

school and college.  I think everybody realizes that that has to happen.”  Mr. Brown added, 

“A high school diploma doesn’t guarantee your college ready, and that’s a big problem.”  Mr. 

Brown summarized that, “the idea of integrating high school and college had a lot of cache, 

even though, I have to say, there wasn’t a robust body of evidence, of really sound evidence 

that backed it up, it was more intuitive.”  As Mr. Brown explained, this confluence of social 

and educational trends formed the circumstances which generated the ECH model and 

movement.  From this interview data, the specific philosophy and policy design of ECHs 

further answers Research Sub-question One. 

Mr. Blonde’s description of the development of ECHs in North Carolina was 

illustrative.  He explained that “around 2000, we had lost over 200,000 jobs to 

manufacturing, textiles, and farming.  Policymakers were becoming very anxious that the 

time-honored industries in our state were eroding and that those jobs were eroding as well.”  

Mr. Blonde reiterated that a guiding goal of ECH genesis in the state was, “Recognizing that 

we had to expand the pool of young people that were succeeding both in high school and 

college.”  Mr. Blonde “was asked by the governor and his staff to come up with a proposal 

that was being called a 13
th

 Year High School.”  At the time, “When that request came in, we 

were in the process of taking study groups around the country to look at successful models of 

high school that prepared young people for college.  The model that made the most sense was 

the ECH.”    Mr. Blonde explained that his organization had, “observed in those schools, the 
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poor and minority children, in schools like LaGuardia and other places, that poor minority 

children were challenged and supported to master the coursework to lead to success.”  

Furthermore, he noted that, “We had enough direct observation in those schools to know, that 

if the model was tight, tightly designed with clear expectations for what the outcomes were” 

and “if our school support program, our professional development model was tight, that we’d 

have a great likelihood of success” with the ECH model.  So for Mr. Blonde, “The rationale 

was about responding to an economic imperative for a new solution.  Our direct observations 

of successful schools lead us to believe that with the proper professional development, over 

time, these schools could be successful.”  In this state, the genesis of the ECH movement was 

an intervention to at least two negative financial and educational trends: 1) economic distress 

in the form of local jobs and industry disappearing; and 2) inadequate educational 

opportunity for certain underperforming samples of students in the secondary population. 

 Ms. Blue was involved with the genesis of ECHs in North Carolina.  She explained 

that, “This was an educative as well as an economic initiative to increase the graduation rate 

and to improve the economic stability and educational outcomes for individuals.”  Ms. Blue 

mentioned schools that she had identified as successful examples similar to ECHs.  She said: 

 

The first program that was similar was the Middle College at LaGuardia that opened 

in 1972.  Then there are pockets of small, innovative schools, pockets of success with 
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schools like that, such as Urban Academy in New York City.  Both of those schools 

come to mind in that they were very effective in graduating underserved youth. 

Ms. Blue invoked her previous experience as an ECH principal when discussing her view of 

the rationale and research backing the ECH initiative.  Specifically, she said, “I was an ECH 

principal before I came to this position, so I always thought of the rationale as one of 

acceleration versus one of remediation so that it really engaged young people and challenged 

them to think.”  Furthermore, Ms. Blue characterized the ECH approach as, “A rationale of 

higher expectations with supports for success, and I think that there’s lots of research to 

support that orientation.”  Ms. Blue described the mission and purpose of ECHs in plain 

language, citing the best-practice, research-based, purposeful design inherent to the ECH 

model. 

Mr. Green explained three aspects of his view of the impetus to start ECHs and the 

rational and research behind it.  He mentioned: 1) the “dropout” and “graduation” rates of 

students; 2) a “national drive to have all kids college and job-ready when they finish with 

their secondary and post-secondary education; and, 3) “to address the achievement gap, 

which is incredibly prevalent in the United States but in North Carolina especially.”  In his 

view, ECHs have to conduct the business of high school learning in a novel fashion in order 

to accomplish educational interventions accordant with improving these shortcomings. 

 Ms. Pink and Ms. Lime mentioned similar sociologic, economic, and educational 

reasons for the establishment of the ECH model in their county.  Ms. Pink explained that, 
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“Across the state, and really the nation, there was the realization that we are losing 

tremendous social and economic potential, in just the sheer numbers of students who are not 

being asked to engage.”  She continued describing these types of students, “who have, in the 

right setting, the potential to do far more with their lives than they ever have before.”  Ms. 

Lime explained it from a similar viewpoint: “…the need for our workforce in general to be 

strengthened…more globally competitive in the 21st Century society… our students have to 

be educated and not just have a high school diploma, but a college degree... more technical 

degrees…professional degrees.”  In Ms. Lime’s mind, a confluence of social, economic, and 

educational trends shaped the genesis of the ECH movement.  These factors appear 

throughout Phase One interviews, that is, at both the national and local levels of interview 

data.  This indicates an alignment between the design of ECH philosophy and policy, a 

finding that helps answer how ECH design is unique. 

Naturally there had to be barriers to the establishment of the ECH movement.  Many 

of these barriers, such as policy and law revision, shaped the design of ECHs.  Mr. White’s 

response to this part of the interview query mentioned a variety of challenges to the 

establishment of ECH schools, from policy revision to allocation of school resources. 

The first challenge that Mr. White mentioned was financial in essence.  He stated 

that, “Sometimes ECH students’ cost per student can be higher.”  Mr. White noted that, 

“Sometimes the financial gains of ECHs are not easily seen to policy-makers.”  For example, 

people may not understand the model, they may bring the “AP mindset.  A lot of folks equate 

that to college preparedness.  A question you sometimes hear is, ‘Why do we need ECHs if 



128 
 

you have a very robust AP program going in a state or a district?’”  Mr. White aptly pointed 

to the greater social costs of not reaching students who may typically be able to enroll in AP 

courses or to establish secondary academic success as a tangible justification for the 

existence of ECHs: 

 

issues such as remediation in college, the costs associated with that, the costs 

associated with incarceration of kids who drop out, what it the cost to the economy of 

drop outs in terms of taxes and social services that go into drop outs.  There’s a more 

holistic way of looking at the costs and savings around ECHs, but they’re not always 

readily apparent to policy-makers, in terms of the value of ECHs.  I think that’s 

something that needs to be overcome. 

Although this type of saving to the community and nation at large may be somewhat 

intangible at first to policy- and decision-makers, there are more concrete financial 

challenges to the establishment of ECHs that Mr. White mentioned in his interview.  For 

example, he commented that, “I think there’s also the issue of are you paying for a student at 

both the college and high school level?  Are you co-paying to get that student through 

college?  States are wrestling with that issue as well.”  Barriers to ECH start-up range from 

the financial to the academic. 

 For example, the issue of high school, community college, and university credit and 

transferability are critical features of ECH policy and procedure.  Mr. White stated, “There 
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are some issues around the question of a student getting credit for college,” to underscore the 

real and tangible challenge this issue can represent for ECHs in a community.  Mr. White 

explained an ECH could have an arrangement with “X community college or Y four-year 

college, and those are the institutions providing and awarding credit.  Would other 

institutions throughout the country recognize that credit for students in terms of gaining 

credit toward college once they enroll in another institution?”  For ECHs, policy revision 

surrounding the issue of recovering credit for coursework taken in high school can be a 

challenge. 

Mr. White mentioned staff-centered potential barriers to ECHs.  Some of the typical 

questions that arise from his experience with working with school districts to start-up ECHs 

were: “Can you get that high performing level of teacher?  Is there a perception that you’re 

draining resources or the highest performing teachers away from other schools in the district 

to create this ECH?”  Another district-level perception that Mr. White mentioned that could 

be a barrier to ECH establishment was, “Is this someone’s pet project, and therefore 

perceived that way?”  To assist with surmounting this possible barrier to ECH start-up, Mr. 

White stated that he thinks, “ECHs really have to be developed within a district structure, 

that seems to be where they get their best traction.”  The list of potential barriers to ECH 

startup continued to grow in subsequent Phase One interviews.  Each of these challenges 

altered the trajectory of ECH design to some degree. 

Mr. Brown mentioned several financial and academic issues when asked about the 

barriers encountered in the genesis of the ECH movement.  These issues spanned an array of 



130 
 

traditional education administration issues.  Mr. Brown cited: “seat time” for students; “cost-

sharing;” college and high school coursework; “Who pays for ECHs;” “space and facilities;” 

“the cost of textbooks;” and “transportation.”  All of these standard school operation details 

carry a different connotation in the ECH setting.  For example, since ECH students are dual-

enrolled to take both high school and college coursework during their secondary school 

years, how is the capital linked to a student’s seat time appropriated so that both high school 

and college can benefit from the student’s learning time in classes?  Mr. Brown elucidated 

further on this issue, “College courses or when students take college courses.  In most places, 

the money is divided.  So the district loses money when a student takes a college course, 

which is a disincentive for the district, so that’s a real barrier.”  Mr. Brown then addressed 

this issue from the university perspective: “In some cases, FTE’s [full time equivalents] are 

capped for colleges, so they can’t draw FTE for high school kids who are enrolled, even if 

they’re enrolled full-time.  That’s a big barrier.”  The costs associated with the actual 

facilities used by ECHs on college or community-college campuses is another financial 

problem.  Mr. Brown explained that, “When a high school is located on a college campus, 

usually it’s out of the largesse of the college, but the college has to eat the capital costs and 

they’re typically isn’t a funding stream that can provide some relief for the college.”  Barriers 

to ECHs span financial to gateway testing issues.  Mr. Brown detailed some states’ restrictive 

policies on students taking university-level courses: 
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In some states… you can’t take any college courses unless you have passed a college 

placement test.  Well what if a student is really good at English, and is ready for a 

college English class, but hasn’t passed the math portion of a college placement test?  

In those scenarios, a student can’t take any college courses at all.  So that’s a huge 

issue.   

Two other practical problems ECHs encounter are the use of textbooks and transportation.  

Mr. Brown explained that “The cost of textbooks” is a real issue in many ECHs.  For 

example, “When a college changes the textbooks every year, it becomes a huge barrier for 

high schools.”  He explained that, “In many ECHs there’s an agreement for the college 

professor to use the same book for two or three years just to cut down on that cost for the 

high school.”  Mr. Brown referred to the problem that “In rural areas, transportation,” and the 

potential instructional challenges that can arise in certain long-distance education scenarios.  

He explained, “Getting to the college campus when it is 30 miles away is difficult.  Then 

relying on distance learning and having that staffed correctly such that it’s not just kids in 

front of a computer screen, the distance becomes a barrier.”  The myriad of standard 

education-related challenges all impact the unique design of the ECH model. 

The interview with Mr. Blonde mentioned barriers to ECH genesis and operation in 

North Carolina.  Mr. Blonde mentioned four substantial barriers that he believes confront 

ECHs: 1) “the belief system among many adults that certain students are not suitable for 

college-level work;” 2) “the ECH model is sort of counter to conventional thinking that you 

want to create acceleration strategies for students so you would connect those students into a 
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college or university to accelerate their progress;” 3) “the need to have grown a long list of 

policies that supports ECHs and provides for their future;” and 4) “in many, many 

communities, there has been a history of competition and dissension between the local 

community college and the public school system.”  Some potential examples of ECH 

challenges related to this list of barriers include: young teenagers on community-college or 

university campuses comingling with older members of the community; providing college-

credit earning opportunities for sections of the populace other than the typically academically 

advanced progeny of middle- and upper-class families; “who pays for the college credit, who 

pays the light or the rent on a building where the students are housed at the campus of the 

college or university;” and “seat-time requirements where a high school course and the hours 

required for that course are different than the seat-time requirements for the college course.” 

Mr. Blonde mentioned addressing these types of issues as central to the sustainment and 

development of the ECH movement in the state. 

Ms. Blue mentioned some of these barriers and challenges in her interview.  For 

example, she reported that during the genesis of the ECH movement in North Carolina, 

“Initially, a lot of policy revision was required,” and “There were many policies that needed 

to be revised.”  One specific policy revision she cited: “For example, there was a policy that 

didn’t allow any students below the age of 16 to enroll in a course at a community college.”  

At the state and organizational levels, Ms. Blue explained that, “The secondary, community 

college, and university educational entities are all separate, with separate policies, separate 

funding streams, and separate ways of doing business.”  She characterized the challenges that 



133 
 

these three educational entities encountered: “It’s not that anyone meant any harm, it’s just 

that everybody had a different way of doing business.”  Ms. Blue had interesting responses 

about how surmounting policy issues for ECH genesis in this state were handled: “Right 

now, the governor has resurrected the Education Cabinet, which is a huge commitment to 

birth-to-20 education, and a big focus on seamless services for students.”  She thinks “that 

policy revision and the president of the NCNSP worked for years on getting all of those 

pieces in place to enable the schools to open, and to have those kinds of issues addressed.”  

Furthermore, Ms. Blue reported that these groups worked so well together, that “when JFF 

wanted to highlight policies that had to be considered and addressed, they had a national 

briefing event, and they held it here.”  Ms. Blue explained that, “they invited other states in 

to attend to highlight this important feature in how to go about looking at barriers and 

addressing those issues.”  Ms. Blue’s description of barriers for ECHs focused on the policy 

revision required to establish them in the state, but also highlighted the positive working 

relationships between various state- and local-level government branches and ECH-related 

non-profit organizations.  The strong relationships between these various organizations 

reflects the unique design the ECH network, further explaining how ECHs are designed 

uniquely. 

Mr. Green talked in the interview about the barriers and hurdles that ECHs encounter 

in their implementation.  He mentioned that having a great working relationship with the 

community college president helped overcome typical planning challenges for the ECH such 

as building use, scheduling, and parking.  Mr. Green noted that the community college 
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instructors warmed to working with high-school age students once they realized that the 

typical ECH students “look and sound and act more typically like college students.”  

Feedback from the community college instructors is heartening: “The feedback that we’re 

getting now, is that the college instructors recognize that we’re doing a better job every year 

of preparing our students for their classes.”  The basic concept of an ECH can be a challenge 

for educators in the district too.  There is not a football team or band at Mr. Green’s ECH.  In 

Mr. Green’s words, these types of things are not an “issue for us” because at his ECH, they 

“do academics.”  This is not to say that there are not extracurricular activities for students at 

Mr. Green’s ECH.  There are “a number of clubs that are either leadership-based or 

academic-based.”  At Mr. Green’s ECH, there is a “vibrant National Honors Society” and “a 

multicultural club, a recycling club, a foreign language club.”  There are also clubs that are 

linked to the community college’s educational activities.  For example, “the drama club.  

Students that are enrolled in a drama class, can participate in the drama club at the 

community college.”  Mr. Green mentioned that, “Over the last couple of years, we’ve had 

anywhere from five to six or ten to twelve students participate in the Fall and the Spring 

dramatic productions with the community college.”  Mr. Green added that Intramural Sports 

may be another avenue for non-academic student development at his ECH in the near future.  

The unique design elements of his ECH model, as Mr. Green must lead it, assist in answering 

Research Sub-question Two: What characterizes ECH leadership?  More Phase One data on 

ECH leadership comes from Ms. Orange’s interview. 
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Ms. Orange’s interview provided insight into the particular challenges and barriers to 

operations that an ECH can encounter at the school level.  She explained that with the 

increased enrollment at the community college in her county their classes, “have expanded, 

and their classroom needs have expanded, so for us to get space, it’s kind of at a premium in 

terms of us taking up three classrooms at this particular time, that college students were using 

at that time.”  Physical space needs on the part of staff were an issue that her ECH had to 

work out with the community college. 

Ms. Orange mentioned another common challenge with placing high-school aged 

students on a community college campus.  She said that, “a barrier was just the traditional 

college student expectation that high school students were going to be on their campus, and 

in their classes, in the hallways, and things like that.”  Ms. Orange commented further on 

how the relationship between ECH students and the greater community college population of 

students has developed positively.  She stated that at her ECH, they needed to “educate our 

community on what an ECH is and what it’s about and why they’re here.  I think when 

they’ve gotten into classes together, our students have performed as well or if not better than 

some of the traditional students.”  Ms. Orange continued, “then some of the relationships that 

have been built where some of our students are actually tutoring some of the traditional 

community college students.”  Ms. Orange identified the broad and diverse ages of students 

attending classes on a community college campus with an ECH as one source of challenges.  

She also explained how this dynamic has evolved into a strength for the ECH and the 

community college.  Ms. Orange commented, “some of the instructors didn’t want us on 
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campus to begin with either.  So that was another barrier.  It was all an education process.”  

Since the start of the ECH at this community college, Ms. Orange reported that, “I’ve got 

instructors asking for our students to be in their classes because they’ve heard how good they 

are, of how focused they are, and how they have wanted to be successful.”  As Ms. Orange 

stated, “Those are barriers that turned out to be, a negative to begin with, but really a positive 

in the long term.”  Ms. Orange explained that she asked students, “to get in the classroom, 

and not to say anything but to just do it.  Make their work reflect on what they’re about, so 

that’s really helped out a lot.”  The positive impact the ECH has had for all parties involved 

in ECH operations at this location underscore the quality of the program.  Ms. Orange’s 

description of her leadership role offers more to the question of what characterizes leadership 

at ECHs. 

 Ms. Pink and Ms. Lime reiterated some-but also mentioned other-barriers and 

challenges to ECHs.  Ms. Pink mentioned “perceptions about high school students from 

college instructors.”  She described the mindset on the part of some community college 

instructors that students at her ECH have had to overcome, “Remember, “I am in a 

community college, if I wanted to teach high schoolers, I’d teach high school.”  That’s at the 

operational level.”  At the policy level, Ms. Pink mentioned different annual Fall academic 

year start dates between the public school and community college that form her ECH.  Ms. 

Pink mentioned academic waivers, facilities concerns such as shared space and scheduling, 

but also college placement tests.  She elaborated that most college placement tests are given 

to upperclassmen secondary students.  Ms. Pink described the typical ECH student who takes 
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college placement tests: “a child who is remember, college-able, not college-genius, at fifteen 

years old, and asking him or her to perform at the level of someone who has had four years of 

English and three to four years of math.”  Ms. Lime’s responses to describing challenges 

associated with ECHs fleshed out school-level aspects of operation such as student 

transportation, staff coverage for professional development, and positive ECH image on the 

community college campus.  More of the answer to what specifically characterizes leadership 

at ECHs emerges in subsequent interview data. 

 The Phase One Interview Protocol included prompts aimed to discover the research 

and rationale backing the impetus and genesis as well as barriers and challenges associated 

with the start-up of the ECH movement.  Phase One interview participants provided a 

plethora of information that offered answers to these probing questions.  All eight Phase One 

interview participants reported a confluence of social, educational, and economic trends that 

set the stage for the impetus and genesis of the ECH movement, from the national on down to 

the local levels of operation.  In essence, this backdrop of social, educational, and economic 

trends prompted the unique philosophic, policy, and structural design of ECHs by national, 

state, and local ECH movement shareholders.  The particular barriers and challenges 

associated with establishing ECHs further defined the unique philosophy, policy structure, 

process, and leadership of the emerging model.  For example, in order to permit high-school 

aged students on a community college campus to be dual-enrolled in both secondary and 

community college or university-level coursework, state-level policy revision for both 

funding and degree-completion purposes was necessary.  In effect, the needs of 
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underrepresented college-aspiring students and the research-based knowledge of 

professionals associated with establishing ECHs in the country, cohered to design the unique 

philosophy, policy, structure, process, and leadership of emergent local ECH schools.  In this 

way, the unique design and leadership of ECHs continued to emerge from Phase One 

interview findings. 

Staff and Process 

In his interview, Mr. White alluded to the fact that the unique design of ECHs attracts 

a different sort of not only student, but teacher and administrator.  When asked about the 

teacher recruitment process for ECHs, Mr. White stated that: 

 

What I hear a great deal in visiting these schools and meeting with these teachers and 

their leadership is that there is a strong sense of community that they try to create and 

foster around the concept of college-going.  Kids, and the families, and the 

communities really do respond positively to that kind of environment. 

This statement points to soft or intangible skills that ECH instructional and leadership staff 

bring to their schools.  It is apparent from Mr. White’s interview that these types of educators 

can help make the ECH a true learning community where students are held to high standards, 

where student self-concept develops to provide successful motivation for achieving academic 

success.  Mr. White noted that ECHs have, “their own brand of professional development 

that they employ.  A lot of them work closely with JFF.”  Further interview data fleshes out 
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more specifically the detailed and comprehensive support and development that typifies ECH 

professional development. 

Mr. Brown’s responses to describing the instructional and leadership staff of ECHs 

detailed several key features of successful ECH teachers and administrators.  These qualities 

include: “innovative and entrepreneurial spirit;” masters of curriculum and educational 

standards; experience working with “diverse populations;” and positive collaboration and 

team working skills.  Mr. Brown explained that, “If you are a professional who’s bound to 

the old way of doing things, it will be very difficult to reach out in the new paradigm to new 

partners, such as higher education,” because “The cultures of high school and college are so 

different.”  He continued: “You really need someone who is capable and comfortable 

reaching out to that audience successfully.”  Mr. Brown noted with respect to educational 

standards and curriculum knowledge that, “They have to understand the standards for 

whatever state or city in which the school is located… in order to help facilitate a process 

where’s there’s an alignment done between college courses and high school courses.”  Mr. 

Brown added that he thinks “the person needs to have worked with diverse populations, 

including students who are not extremely successful, in order to understand what kinds of 

student supports are necessary.”  Mr. Brown summarized more of the key features of 

successful ECH instructional and leadership staff when he stated that, “the person needs to be 

a collaborator, because this is really a teamwork situation.”  He noted a typical small staff 

issue for ECHs and how it comes to bear on the operational aspects of the school model: 
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ECHs don’t have the luxury of having large numbers of personnel, and people have to chip in 

and wear different hats.  They need to own part of that process.  So a person who is a leader 

and who is collaborative, and who believes in a shared decision-making, shared 

accountability framework, I think is much more successful in ECHs than someone who is 

rigid and more authoritarian. 

Mr. Brown’s responses about the instructional and leadership staff of ECHs detail a 

perspective on their personnel which demonstrates many positive team-oriented skill sets. 

Two other skill sets Mr. Brown mentioned that he believes ECH instructional and leadership 

personnel need to exhibit were: 1) the ability to understand and to analyze data; and, 2) the 

“ability to be flexible.”  Mr. Brown explained in further detail what he meant with respect to 

data analysis and understanding: “they need to be able to look at early indicators of how kids 

are making progress towards standards and towards college readiness” because “Particularly 

in cases where there are very strict benchmarks for access to college courses like college 

placement tests and the like” students can fail.  Mr. Brown explained, “That’s a skill that has 

to be developed, but it’s a very important skill, particularly in a high stakes situation like this.  

What we don’t want to do is to put kids in a situation where they’re going to fail.”  With this 

goal in mind Mr. Brown responded, “in order to make sure they’re successful, we have to be 

very clear about their progress, so being able to look at data becomes very important.”  These 

requisite skill sets of ECH personnel inform on the purposeful design inherent with the ECH 

model, further answering how ECHs are uniquely designed. 
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 Flexibility was another general feature of ECH instructional and leadership staff that 

Mr. Brown mentioned in his interview.  He stated that he thought that “the ability to be 

flexible” was important.  Mr. Brown explained, “In terms of helping kids get college ready, 

long hours comes with the territory.”  He added, “They have to be able to work together.  

They have to be willing to put ego aside and for example, to reach out to the college faculty.”  

Mr. Brown summarized the role of the ECH instructor-and by extension-the ECH leader 

most poignantly when he stated: “You really need to do something very different than what 

you’ve done in your professional career in most cases if you’re a secondary school teacher.”  

Mr. Brown elucidated: “You’re just not used to working with college faculty.  Particularly if 

faculty look down on you and think they’re superior because they’re at the college level.  

There are dynamics there.”  Part of the magic of the ECH model is that it promotes cohesion 

between the two traditionally longstanding separate educational institutions: high school and 

college.  This is an important part of the appeal and potential educational success for the 

ECH reform model. 

 Mr. Brown offered interesting responses about how ECH instructional staff are 

recruited and trained.  He stated that the ECH instructional and leadership recruitment 

process “varies widely.”  For example, there “are districts where you don’t have a choice 

who you take.  The choice is based on seniority.  In many states the teacher’s union is pretty 

strong, and the bargaining agreement requires that teachers be taken by virtue of their 

seniority.”  Conversely, “If you’re a charter school, you have much more flexibility.”  Mr. 

Brown stated that he thought “what most schools have looked for is a combination of young 
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teachers, new teachers, and veteran teachers, with the idea that, if you find young teachers, 

they might not have developed bad habits.  They are much more eager, energetic.”  He also 

acknowledged the fact that “The converse of that is that they don’t have the experience, and 

the pressures of the job often lead to burnout.  So there’s a lot of attrition in the ranks of 

young teachers.”  Mr. Brown specifically noted that: 

 

They look for people that have experience with the target population, who have 

subject content expertise.  In order to get kids ready to take college classes, you have 

to have teachers that really know their content and know how to teach that content in 

ways that are engaging kids.  Particularly for kids who may not have had stimulating 

and enriching educational experiences previously.  You have to know how to work 

with those kids and how to motivate those kids.   

This passage indicates another nuance of the purposeful design aspect of the ECH model: 

ECH personnel are oftentimes deliberately selected for employment based on their abilities 

and proven track records of working with underrepresented and average-achieving students.  

Mr. Brown here mentioned the strong assessment skills that ECH educators need possess: 

“Assessment becomes important.  They look for folks who are adept at assessment.”  The 

constellation of skills that ECH educators need possess are indeed a wide and varied skills set 

that covers both specific and more intangible abilities such as data analysis and flexibility or 

successful team playing. 
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 Mr. Brown touched on several features of typical in-service professional development 

in which ECH staff normally participate.  All ECH professional development is based on 

best-practice, research-based instructional technique.  Mr. Brown reiterated that “The content 

knowledge piece is really important.”  He mentioned that “In some of the best ECHs, that 

takes place with college and high school faculty together.”  Mr. Brown explained that, 

“Another important piece is the curriculum mapping.  Being able to start with what skills 

students need in the first year of college and mapping backwards.”  For example, “A first 

year English or Math professor can tell you what the skills are that students typically lack 

when they come in.” Mr. Brown noted that, “becomes very important knowledge for people 

to be able to sit down and plan through professional development with the high school 

teacher to think about the curriculum scaffolding and mapping that will enable kids to be 

much more successful.”  So in the ECH model, curriculum mapping can take on a whole new 

meaning, as many standard educational features seem to do.  Mr. Brown mentioned project-

based learning, literacy and numeracy, and teaching such fundamental skill sets across the 

curriculum.  Mr. Brown summarized by stating that “A lot of professional development 

focuses on how do you create a school-wide plan for helping high school students become 

college ready, as opposed to a classroom by classroom or course by course plan for those 

goals.”  Mr. Brown further stated that, “The best schools make use of good research.”  He 

underscored the importance of research-based instructional knowledge for ECHs: “There’s a 

great body of effective practice research that’s out there, and schools that take advantage of 

that, have a heads up.  They actually do better I think.”  Research-based, best-practice 
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educational procedures are integral parts of not just the ECH educational staffs’ professional 

development, but the ECH model of instruction itself. 

Mr. Blonde’s interview discussed typical qualities and features of ECH educators and 

principals.  Mr. Blonde explained that, “the most significant barrier to success is that the 

belief among the adults is that the work can be done.  The belief that the problem lies not in 

the students, but in the support and design of the school itself.”  Mr. Blonde clarified: “That 

belief system is the most important element to be found in administrators and teachers in 

these schools.”  He went on to explain: “There are people we have encountered who could 

not adopt that belief, even with observation and evidence of successful schools;” which left 

him with difficult decisions to make: “so we would have to help the school recognize the 

need to make a change in the principalship or make a change in those teachers.”  Mr. 

Blonde’s description of the motivating attitudes in ECH educators hinges on a stout belief in 

the positive academic capacity of underperforming groups of secondary students. 

Mr. Blonde’s comments on this feature of ECH educators is critical to 

comprehending the nature of ECH process.  He went on that, “It’s sort of either a grow or go 

mentality.”  Mr. Blonde explained: “We learned from the schools…from our first cohorts of 

ECHs…the role of teacher or principal was not a difference of degree from the conventional 

school, but a difference of kind, that it was just a fundamentally different job.”  Furthermore, 

“the leadership role of an administrator” is to “think every single day about the quality of 

teaching being provided to their students.  They have to become adept at helping teachers as 

a team, establish group norms about the meaning of excellent instruction in a school that 
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works.”  Mr. Blonde described the mindset of the typical ECH administrator: “That no longer 

is this a classroom by classroom exercise, but it’s a matter of how is that school collectively 

identifying and holding up powerful teaching and learning as a shared goal of the entire 

faculty.”  Mr. Blonde clarified further the work of typical ECH administrators: “Does that 

principal possess the ability to both sustain those norms over time and intervene when 

teachers are either unable or unwilling to deliver on those shared norms.”  Mr. Blonde 

referenced a common problem from standard public secondary school administrative process 

and how ECHs avoid it when he explained: “So what that means is that the administrator, 

people like to say they’re an instructional leader, but when you ask them what does that 

mean, people often don’t know what the answer is underneath that statement.”  This 

misunderstanding of what it truly means to be an instructional leader is essential to ECH 

leadership.  As Mr. Blonde explains, “It’s not because they’re incapable, it’s because 

typically they’ve not been in an environment where that’s been made patently clear to them.”  

Mr. Blonde summarized, “So the process of growing a successful school, and hopefully, our 

supports if they’re done well, is growing administrators who can articulate what I’ve just 

shared with you.”  Mr. Blonde’s description of ECH educators and processes inform on the 

exact difference in kind, and not just degree, that ECHs represent as a reform model of high 

school. 

 This trend continues in the sphere of ECH staff professional development.  Mr. 

Blonde explained that, “We have learned from others around the country that if we’re to be 

successful with supporting and growing schools, that we needed to rethink professional 
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development, and every other tool and support connected to that school.”  To this end, the 

NCNSP has developed   “what’s called an integrated system of school support services or 

IS4.”  In detail: 

 

IS4 simply means that every aspect of what we do, leadership development for the 

principal, classroom-based instructional coaching services for the teachers, our team’s 

analysis and interpretation of data, leading to actions to support a school.  Every 

aspect of what we do has to be integrated and aligned so that the net of those things is 

greater than any of the individual parts. 

Mr. Blonde offered an example about administrative professional development.  He 

explained that, “if we’re doing leadership development for principals, that leadership 

development has to be tightly coupled with this notion of school-wide learning outcomes, 

and the norms of practice for faculty in that school to be able to achieve those school-wide 

learning outcomes.”  Furthermore, “We’re always working on a continuous improvement 

model of our services and evidence around our success or failure, and how do we continue to 

improve a comprehensive approach to ECH development.”  Another aspect of professional 

development includes educator performance evaluation. 

 Mr. Blonde’s comments on ECH educator performance evaluation are contemporary 

in nature.  The process ranges from local principal monitoring of teacher performance to the 

NCNSPs monitoring of Education Value Added Assessment System (EVAAS) data for 
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student growth and performance.  Mr. Blonde summarized: “our schools and staff monitor 

our schools based upon that EVAAS data as well as the conventional measures: drop outs, 

graduation rates, are the schools achieving targets for college credit acquisition for students.”  

He added that “We also monitor teacher responses to the Teacher’s Working Conditions 

Survey.”  In the ECH system, several sources of data and varied evaluative methods are 

utilized to monitor ECH staff performance. 

Ms. Blue drew on professional education language to describe her view of the 

qualities of ECH principals and teachers.  She clarified that the local school system is in 

charge of staffing ECHs.  Ms. Blue offered detailed descriptions of administrators and 

teachers at ECHs: “you’re looking for someone with a vision and the know-how to engage 

others in getting there together.  You’re looking for someone who can lead change, 

somebody who’s a real professional in shared decision making and building community.”  

Ms. Blue mentioned other roles ECH principals need to fulfill including being somebody 

who “is the chief instructional leader in a school… who knows how to build a culture of high 

expectations…that uses data.  One of the most important things that a principal does is hire 

the right people and then provides professional development.”  These descriptions of ECH 

principals’ work roles have surfaced in other Phase One interviews.  Ms. Blue explained that 

her organization provides “a lot of that professional development, but the principal has to 

support and follow through with that.  And then a person who seeks their own professional 

growth and is interested in seeking that personal professional growth.”  The comprehensive 
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nature of the layers of support on which ECH leaders and teachers rely was a main theme in 

Ms. Blue’s interview. 

 Ms. Blue talked more about the support structure for professional development in 

North Carolina for ECH personnel when she described the training for ECH principals and 

teachers.  She explained that her organization provides, “new principal and new teacher 

training.  We have an anchor experience that usually takes place in Boston.  We do common 

practice symposia, network meetings, leadership and innovation meetings, peer-school 

reviews, school-wide instructional rounds.”  The feedback loops available to ECH educators 

via professional development activities networked into the state’s ECHs is a unique theme of 

the model on which Ms. Blue offered specific explanation.  She described “IS4,” as an 

“integrated system of school support services.”  Ms. Blue explained that IS4 is a “four-

pronged endeavor,” including “instructional and leadership coaching on the ground, 

embedded right there at the school.”  Furthermore, her organization provides, “leadership 

development for principals… professional development for teachers… ongoing support from 

[organization] staff.”  Ms. Blue summarized her view of IS4, “It’s comprehensive, and I 

think that it’s a part of the success within this state that other states have been interested in 

replicating.”  Comprehensive and strong professional support mechanisms improve on 

individual skill sets. 

 Ms. Blue had insightful descriptions of skill sets that typical ECH educators possess.  

She mentioned several attitudinal and philosophic perspectives in describing ECH leaders 

and teachers.  Ms. Blue began by saying, “First a belief in their own ability to change the life 
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trajectory of a student is very important.  Teachers have to be collaborators, and they have to 

be a lifelong learner.”  Ms. Blue continued to describe the mindset of ECH staff to include, 

“A willingness to share responsibility for the success of every student in the school.  This list 

might be a little different from a typical list of descriptors for a teacher-hire.”  She went on, 

“An attitude of ‘whatever it takes,’ and a desire to forge a personal-professional relationship 

with students.  To operate as a facilitator of learning in a student-centered classroom.”  Ms. 

Blue’s description of ECH educator skill sets offered insight into the typical commitment and 

professionalism associated with ECH core values. 

Mr. Green offered familiar answers when asked about the specific skill sets that ECH 

teachers possess.  He said, “I really think that it’s a mindset of what their goal is, and then 

buying into the idea that every student in their class will be successful, and that every student 

in the school will be successful.”  Mr. Green described a climate where teacher attitudes 

align with “a whole-scale commitment by every faculty member in the success of every 

student on campus.”  This educational climate permits teacher buy-in to the ECH mission 

goal of not just considering but believing that under-prepared high school-age students can 

succeed to the degree that expectations of post-secondary academic achievement entail. 

Ms. Orange described typical features of ECH teachers and principals in the 

interview.  She mentioned that there were common attributes for both ECH teachers and 

administrators.  Ms. Orange mentioned that, “They need to be student-oriented… to be risk-

takers, but in a positive way… well versed in curriculum and learning styles and be able to 

offer, especially in the teacher realm, opportunities in the classroom to reach all types of 
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learners.”  She went on, “They also need to be able to work on their positive relationships, in 

working with parents and students and the community.”  In Ms. Orange’s mind, this was 

because, “There are so many people in different communities that we have to work with, so 

they have to be able to be ‘people-people’ so to speak.”  She described the order and support 

that ECH educators exhibit: “They need to be able to understand what rigor is and be able to 

place that in their classrooms.  At the same time, they have to be willing to offer the support 

that’s needed for those students.”  Ms. Orange mentioned leadership features of ECH 

educators, “they need to have leadership skills and leadership qualities,” and the critical role 

these skills play in positive student development: “to instill that in their students so that the 

students will be self-sufficient when it comes to leaving the security of the high school realm 

and actually going to the college classes that they go to while on campus.”  Other desirable 

ECH personnel qualities Ms. Orange mentioned included compassion, character, and 

trustworthiness.  She added that, “Somebody used to a traditional school, it’s going to be a 

big change for them.  So you really have to be a person who’s willing to change, and not 

speak to the tradition.”  These types of character and skills sets are features of personnel that 

ECHs require. 

 In her interview response describing ECH personnel, Ms. Pink generated a list of 

attributes that she thought desirable in her staff.  They included: “flexible, we use the word 

nimble;” “good thinkers;” “problem-solvers;” “leaders;” and team players.  Ms. Lime added 

to this list, “good communication skills” and “certain general skill sets that are indicative of 

any good teacher.”  Ms. Lime added that, “being able to interact with the employees that are 
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also community college or university staff in a collaborative and collegial manner.”  

Although each local ECH operates in its own unique location and fashion, many of the skill 

sets and character attributes that interviewees mentioned about ECH staff appeared in all 

three of the participant school leaders’ Phase One interview data. 

 As reported by the interviewees in Phase One of this study, in the ECH model, a 

particular type of school leader and teacher exists.  Some of the hallmarks of these types of 

educators include: flexibility; the ability to connect in a highly personalized fashion with 

underperforming high school age students; curriculum mastery; problem-solvers; informal 

leaders; and life-long learners.  This short list of the greater domain of skill sets that Phase 

One interviewees mentioned is at the center of ECH philosophy, policy, form, process, and 

leadership.  Research-based, continuous staff development enhances the ECH model with a 

degree of educational efficacy that permits underperforming high schoolers with the 

motivation, desire, and opportunity to succeed on standard secondary and post-secondary 

measures of educational attainment.  The unique design of ECHs, with its comprehensive 

system of staff supports, produces educators and leaders that can overcome the standard 

challenges to educational success that underperforming secondary students need.  Indeed, 

ECH leadership and teachers are unique not just from a design perspective, but also from the 

viewpoint of providing opportunity for educational success that underperforming high 

schoolers utilize. 
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Educational Process  

Mr. White stated that for ECH students, “being able to achieve in college is seen as a 

proficiency-based pathway.  If they’re proficient in those courses, then the grades they 

receive in them, speaks to not just their college readiness, but their ability to actually perform 

in college.”  Specifically, Mr. White mentioned the types of college courses that ECH 

students take: “I mean, we’re not talking just physical education college level courses here, 

are they taking college level math?  Are they taking college level English?  Those are metrics 

that are looked at.”  Mr. White also mentioned more traditional measures of secondary 

student success, such as graduation rates, attendance rates, and dropout rates.  He stated that 

because of legal issues between the minor-aged secondary students and the legal, citizen-

aged undergraduates that normally attend community and 4-year colleges and universities, 

that tracking successful post-secondary academic performance can be a problem. 

 Mr. Brown provided a specific answer when asked about the expected learning 

outcomes for students at ECHs.  He stated that ECH learning outcomes include students: 1) 

“are ready to take college classes without remediation;” 2) “earn up to 60 college credits or 

an Associate’s Degree or two years of college while they’re in high school, most of which 

are transferrable;” and 3) “develop the non-cognitive skills and characteristics that will help 

them to be successful in a college environment when they’re on their own.”  This list of 

intended ECH outcomes for students simultaneously covers specific, measurable, and 

abstract, difficult-to-measure educational goals. 
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Mr. Blonde explained that typical ECH educational outcomes include “balancing high 

levels of academic rigor with high levels of support, so that a young person can master the 

work leading them to success in college.”  He went on to explain, “A parallel of that is that 

they have to develop the habits of mind within that culture so that they can persist in college, 

once they get beyond the ECH experience.”  Mr. Blonde’s definition of expected ECH 

educational outcomes for students includes higher-level or critical task-accomplishing skill 

sets, i.e., the development of the difficult-to-measure or unquantifiable cognitive habits and 

strategies essential to secondary and post-secondary academic success (and by extension, 

workforce success).  Mr. Blonde explained that the habits of mind that he was talking about 

include such behaviors as “internalizing the ability to work with adults with confidence?  The 

ability to overcome the inevitable barriers that people encounter in college and in work… 

behaviors that lend themselves to success once the supportive culture of an ECH is gone.”  In 

Mr. Blonde’s view, ECHs develop life-long task-accomplishing and problem-solving skills in 

their students. 

Ms. Blue’s responses to how ECH success is currently measured cited specific 

statistics.  For example, the schools are evaluated “using the ABC and the AYP measures.  

We go beyond that and look at college-ready, college-access, college-performance, things 

like that.”  Ms. Blue cited standard measures of high school performance, such as: “Our 

graduation rate is currently 89.9%, compared with the state that is 74.7%.”  One new 

measure of rigor for secondary schools in the state includes focusing on Algebra II 

enrollment: “there’s due to be an academic course rigor measure, and the measure is the 
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percentage of students that are enrolled in Algebra II.”  Ms. Blue explained the rationale 

behind this measure, “if you are holding everyone to high standards, then in any given year 

25% of your students should be in Algebra II.”  She explained that for ECHs, “31.1% of our 

students were enrolled in Algebra II this past year.”  Ms. Blue mentioned that 9
th

 grade drop-

out rates were another metric on which ECHs are measured.  She explained, “We look at this 

data point for a number of reasons.  Nationwide, 9
th

 grade is your biggest dropout year.  

Education Week reports that 35% or students who drop out do so in 9
th

 grade.”  Ms. Blue 

continued that, “Education Week also reported that of students in [the state] who drop out, 

42% of them are in 9
th

 grade.”  Along this measure Ms. Blue reported that, “The 9
th

 grade 

dropout rate statewide last year was 5.7%, and was 0.2% for ECHs.  So we’re really pleased 

with that measure.”  On the “college side, in college courses,” Ms. Blue cited that across the 

community colleges, “70% of students enrolled in classes earn a C or better, but 75% of ECH 

students enrolled in college classes earn a C or better.  So our numbers are currently topping 

the traditional community college student numbers for college success.”  In terms of dual-

degree numbers, Ms. Blue mentioned that, “this is the first year that we’ve had a significant 

cohort of students graduate, just based on the first cohort of schools really opening in 2005.”  

However, Ms. Blue reported this statistic to be a “dual-degree graduation rate was 60%, and 

nationwide for ECHs, that figure was 11%.”  She summarized, 

 

My point…is that we still have plenty of areas to work on, that’s for sure, and plenty 

of schools that are developing and we’re waiting to see where they go as we continue 
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our work with them, but my point is that we look at lots of higher-level data above 

just ‘what did you score on that test?’ 

Ms. Blue’s responses about ECH success are positive.  ECHs seem to perform well on 

certain standard measures of secondary and post-secondary educational attainment. 

Measuring the success of high school educators is always linked to student 

performance on traditional secondary metrics.  Mr. Green explained that his ECHs success is 

measured “Pretty much the same way that all schools are measured.”  Performance metrics 

that Mr. Green mentioned included: “AYP”; the state “growth model”; “comparison 

[between] one ECH to another”; drop-out, graduation, college-going rates; and scholarship 

awarding.  Mr. Green mentioned that at his ECH, students have remained in touch so that he 

can informally determine how students are doing post-graduation. 

 Ms. Pink and Ms. Lime offered responses on other ways in which to measure ECH 

educational outcomes and success.  Ms. Pink explained that she wanted to “see growth for 

every child.  See we need to be doing more than what would be happening if that child were 

at that base high school.”  Ms. Pink emphasized that at a small school, “We ought to be able 

to drill down and hit every kid, and push them.  That’s an important measure, growth.”  She 

mentioned harnessing student interest so that they will remain at the ECH instead of 

returning to a potentially extracurricular-rich base public high school.  Another measure of 

success only Ms. Pink mentioned was ECH applicant numbers.  Ms. Lime phrased it like 

this, “Now the difference comes in when we are looking at how our students perform when 
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they transfer into college classes, and then how are our support systems working to keep 

those students supported.”  In the ECH model, high school and community college or 

university-level coursework is monitored as a measure of student success. 

 The philosophy, policy, form, process, and leadership of ECHs can be examined 

through the work of school leaders and teachers in terms of student academic achievement.  

Students flourish in a school’s educational process when they agree with the aspects and 

opportunities for learning to which they’re presented on a daily basis.  In the ECH model, 

teachers and school leaders are not simply in the student’s corner.  ECH teachers and school 

leaders consistently challenge themselves to reach their students on a daily basis, and to 

stretch and to develop their students’ vision and goals to include what under-prepared or 

underperforming students may believe they cannot attain through public education. 

Sustainability 

The Phase One Interview Protocol included a question aimed to gauge the 

sustainability of the ECH model and movement.  When asked about this topic, Mr. White 

covered a variety of facts that supported the efficacy and sustainability of the ECH at the 

micro as well as macro levels.  Mr. White cited the growing ubiquity of ECHs in the nation 

as an important feature of their success and sustainability.  He mentioned the fact that some, 

smaller school districts have transformed their high schools completely into ECH models: 

“Texas for example, you have districts, school districts that are completely ECH districts… 

These are relatively small districts where you might have two or three high schools, but in 

those cases, every high school in those districts is an ECH.”  He went on to explain the 
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educational impact of doing so: “You raise the entire level of expectations of students in 

those districts around college-going.  What they’re also doing is back-mapping the ECHS 

curriculum and supports and everything around ECHS back to the middle and elementary 

schools.”  Mr. White added that in this case, “not only do you raise high school students’ 

performance, but there’s a raising of elementary and middle school student performance as 

well.”  Mr. White informed the principal researcher of the fact that, “There are conversations 

going on around the country now about moving toward ECH districts.”  Mr. White injected a 

dose of common sense into his interview response at this point when he stated that, “It’s 

probably safe to say that not every district or not even every high school can be an ECH.”  

However, bearing the greater BMGF goal of raising educational success for 80% of public 

school students by 2025, Mr. White expanded that, 

 

A question confronting us now, is how do you take the learning that’s come out of 

these kinds of schools, the accelerated ways of looking at student performance, the 

student supports, the teacher professional development, and begin to move some of 

that into non-ECH high schools. 

He went on to explain that his team is examining how to “pull pieces of ECHs that are 

working very well and you try to inject it into the DNA of district schools and raise the 

performance of students everywhere.”  Further elaborating on this point, Mr. White 

explained that if “these schools are in fact as efficacious as they seem to be, what is it that 
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makes them so efficacious?  How can you take that and bring that into your down-the-street, 

neighborhood school.  So that’s a big challenge moving ahead.”  These purposeful design 

elements of ECHs stand out as distinctly successful features of the ECH educational process 

in Mr. White’s interview. 

 Small school setting, student dual-enrollment status, accelerated curriculum, and 

reaching underrepresented populations of students for the college setting are four examples 

of specific features unique to the ECH model; however, there is more research that centers on 

the ECH initiative.  Mr. White mentioned that, “Schools were really ramping up around 

2005, in that ballpark.  You’ve got about five years of student data.  The real outcome is for 

students then going on to college and succeeding in college.”  Mr. White continued, “The 

longitudinal data around that is somewhat limited due to the somewhat newness of these 

schools.  I would say that there was clear evidence that these schools were achieving stronger 

outcomes.”  He added, “There wasn’t a large body of evidence prior to JFF’s deeper 

involvement in this.”  Although Mr. White describes the data emerging from the ECH 

movement as still “a work in progress,” he noted that, “Over the years, data have been 

collected around that, and there’s becoming a stronger pool of information from which to 

draw and to make inferences as to the impact of ECHs.”  Mr. White noted: “The early 

indications are that these are efficacious schools according to what they seek to achieve.”  

Further developing this line of thought, Mr. White stated: 
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Greater research needs to be done in terms of if there’s a particular set of student 

supports, a particular curriculum model.  There are certain indicators that point to a 

certain type of ECH model as being the most effective.  Those are the ECHs that are 

placed on college campuses.  Not all of them are.  I think more work needs to be done 

around what is the most efficacious model for students to achieve where we want to 

see them achieve in terms of college readiness and success. 

It stands to reason that an emerging secondary model of schooling would need time for 

research to be conducted that could provide data on educational outcomes for its students. 

Mr. Brown mentioned several traditional metrics for student achievement when asked 

about how one measures ECH success and the prospects for its sustainability.  Perhaps the 

most important was “students’ enrollment and success in college courses.  That’s a really 

important way of evaluating ECHs.”  Mr. Brown couched this statement with the comment: 

“If kids are being successful in taking college courses, if they’re taking college course, and 

not just electives, PE, Art, Music, but Science, Math, English, Language Arts, the core 

courses.”  He mentioned several ways to measure ECH success, such as, secondary-level 

“persistence;” “Graduation rates;” and higher education institution enrollment and 

persistence rates.  Mr. Brown added that JFF is “doing a lot of work right now evaluating 

ECHs looking at National Student Clearinghouse data.”  He explained some of the driving 

questions behind the evaluation of ECH success: “They may have enrolled in large numbers 

initially but do they persist?  How many come back to the second or third years of college?”  
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Mr. Brown mentioned approaching the milestone of critical mass for the volume of ECH 

grads that can be tracked in a sound, scientifically-based method: 

 

At first, we had two or three schools that had four-year cohort graduates.  But now 

we’re up to like 60 schools that have four-year graduate cohorts.  Those numbers are 

increasing every year. Very soon we’ll be up to 10,000 graduates that we’ll be 

tracking through the National Student Clearinghouse 

The ability to track a large enough sample of ECH graduates so that quantitative statistical 

methods can be performed on their population without the drawback of lower construct 

validity for small sample size will be a critical measure of the growing ECH movement. 

 Although the good news about the increasing volume of students graduating from 

ECHs is heartening, in today’s awful fiscal climate in the U.S., funding issues loom larger for 

all arms of the government’s bureaucracies, and especially for public education.  Mr. Brown 

explained that, “the [ECH] grants have run out.”  Furthermore, ECHs are “being sustained 

now and developed by regular public funding.  They’ve had to live within the constraints of 

that funding and find ways to do that.”  Mr. Brown explained that, “In some states, for 

example in California, tuition is less, so college costs are not as much of an issue as they are 

in other places like in Ohio, where the college costs are much more expensive, and it’s much 

more difficult for schools.”  He added, “It’s been really gratifying to see that only a couple of 

ECHs have closed in this very poor fiscal climate.  Most have tightened their belts, they offer 
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fewer college courses, they may have even decreased their enrollment, but they’re still 

rolling along.” What is important is that, “They’re still providing the opportunity for kids to 

become college-ready and college-successful.”  College-ready and college-successful 

students are end-goals that public education institutions have been chasing for decades. 

 Mr. Brown noted that there is one state in particular that he wanted to mention as a 

“national model” for the ECH movement: North Carolina.  He explained that, “from the 

beginning…Governor Easley decided that this was going to be a priority and created the 

policy and regulatory environment so that the schools wouldn’t have to fight, and that they 

would be supported.”  Mr. Brown explained that, “the regulatory piece was very strong in 

North Carolina,” in terms of, “developing relationships and formal agreements between 

LEAs and higher education institutions that was put into code.”  Mr. Brown explained that 

establishing this policy avoided the, “whole dynamic of having to figure it out for yourself 

and fumbling and stumbling along with a great deal of friction” in the creation of ECHs in 

North Carolina.  ECH legislative policy creation in NC included a critical piece of “financial 

relief that was provided so that these schools could survive.”  Mr. Brown cited “a very strong 

quasi-public organization called the North Carolina New Schools Project that provides 

excellent professional development and support to the schools – it’s a national model.”  He 

explained that in NC: 
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There’s a critical mass and cohort of schools in the state so that they can learn from 

each other.  They get together and they teach each other how to handle issues like 

student supports, and aligning curriculum, and paying for things and best practices 

and instruction and leadership.  They share those lessons across the state.  That’s 

really an amazing and wonderful resource for the schools to have in each other. 

This state’s ECH movement has been able to attain model status in the eyes of those who 

evaluate how ECHs start-up and grow.  The creation of a policy and regulatory environment 

spearheaded at the state level addressed the inherent barriers to organizational start-up that 

ECHs were bound to encounter anywhere.  As Mr. Brown stated, the policy vision of state-

level decision-makers was instrumental in vaulting NCs ECH movement to the forefront of 

the national ECH stage. 

Mr. Blonde offered enlightening information on the contemporary and future vision 

of the ECH movement in the state.  He had direct answers about the sustainability of the 

ECH movement: “We see a long-term relationship with ECHs that is now looking like at a 

minimum a decade, where we provide a comprehensive set of school support services or IS4, 

to the faculties and the administration in those schools.”  Mr. Blonde explained that further, 

“We also step in on a case-by-case basis where the school itself is encountering problems.”  

For example, 
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Sometimes that means negotiations with superintendents.  Sometimes it means 

problem-solving with a college or university.  Frequently it means reminding them 

that the school is not a fast-track for middle-class children, but an added support 

system for high-needs children.  So securing the future of these schools has a lot to do 

with continuing that level of technical assistance. 

Mr. Blonde’s comments point to the need for a strong state-level organization devoted to the 

assistance of ECH operations and development as essential for these schools to flourish at the 

state and local levels.  Mr. Blonde offered that, “Over time we think that the model will be so 

embedded, that no community will let it go, because it will be helping school districts 

achieve ambitious new goals around the expectation that every kid graduates ready for 

college.”  Here in the interview I deviated from the protocol and asked Mr. Blonde if he 

thought that at some point there would be an ECH in every county in the state.  This question 

prompted an anecdote from him about the intriguing directions that the ECH movement is 

taking in North Carolina. 

 Mr. Blonde replied, “Well, we envision multiple ECHs in many different settings 

around the state… there is emerging a second wave of innovation around ECHs that is going 

to challenge us to test some of our assumptions.”  For example, ECH programs are being 

created at two of the top universities in the state: 1) with a dual focus on in-the-field, actual 

lab-based agricultural research and energy and engineering foci; and 2) a partnership that 

would focus on STEM education leading to future work in the healthcare field.  These kinds 

of partnerships that link underrepresented secondary students with a pipeline into accelerated 
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degree programs that if followed, could provide livable incomes upon entry into the 

workforce, are direct answers to the country’s secondary education problems and demand-

side deficit of highly-trained workers in various technical fields. 

When Ms. Blue answered the interview question on how ECH sustainment and 

development will continue, she cited the positive professional working relationship between 

ECH-related organizations and the strong outputs on educational measures that ECHs 

produce for students.  Ms. Blue explained that, “This is a unique public-private partnership.”  

Ms. Blue cited a tenet from a book she had recently read, Disrupting Class, that “true 

innovation takes place outside the typical bureaucratic structures.”  Ms. Blue continued, “We 

have a whole division here from the state department that is on loan to and set down in the 

middle of, and on a day-to-day basis we report to the NCNSP.  There is this wonderful 

collaboration that exists.”  Specifically, “There is a ton of state support and financial 

commitment to these schools.”  Ms. Blue summarized that, “I think that [ECHs] will be 

sustained as long as the results warrant them to be sustained.  These are the most successful 

schools that this state has ever seen. As long as they are working for young people, then I 

think that they’ll be supported.”  Ms. Blue’s interview responses underscore the importance 

of various state and local-level education and governmental entities working together to 

create a policy climate favorable to ECH genesis and operations. 

Mr. Green had plenty to say about his view of the sustainability of his ECH and the 

larger ECH movement in the interview.  He stated that, “the number one piece of the 

sustainability and the development part of it is where the ECH model is now in the state.”  
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Against a backdrop of “school reform has been around as long as schools have been around,” 

in Mr. Green’s view, the ECH “is a different way of doing school.  We’ve put some of the 

things that are very important to traditional high schools, again, like the football team and the 

basketball team, we’ve put those things aside, to focus on academics.”  In Mr. Green’s mind, 

“The ECH model of doing high school is to me, the most significant, and really the most 

important reform that has taken place in the last 50 years.”  He went on to say that, “The 

sustainability I believe will come from the fact that in North Carolina, there are now some 70 

ECHs.”  Mr. Green mentioned a few of the comparisons that he could draw personally 

between his ECH and other traditional high schools in the state: “Our drop-out rate is low, 

my graduation rate at this school was 93% last year.   Compare that to a graduation rate state-

wide of maybe 70%, and nationally 75%.”  Mr. Green mentioned that he believed that the 

achievement gap at ECHs was dramatically reduced over their brief five-year lifetime to-date 

as well.  He summarized, “five years ago we were at a point where there were seven of us, 

now there are 70 of us.  Those results will only continue to speak for themselves.”  Mr. 

Green’s enthusiasm for ECH accomplishment is equaled by his view of their future. 

Looking down the road, Mr. Green stated that he thinks a “critical mass of a different 

way of doing school will be reached, different than a charter school, different than a private 

school, but a viable option for students and parents who want something different than a 

traditional, comprehensive high school.”  Mr. Green noted that, “Once that critical mass has 

been met, I think it will be impossible not to sustain.”  In Mr. Green’s view, the results that 

the model produces for students generate the growing overall size of the ECH movement. 
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Ms. Orange identified funding as her main concern for the continued develop and 

sustainment of ECHs.  She explained that, “Sustainability is one thing that we’re always 

worried about.  The grant itself is for five years, and then you have follow-up grants that can 

help sustain certain positions and that sort of thing.”  Drilling down deeper, Ms. Orange 

explained that, “it’s a true commitment from the school system and your sister school, your 

higher education school.  It’s all about relationships with that.”  Furthermore, Ms. Orange 

added that she thinks “the relationship is one big piece to the continued sustainability of the 

school.”  Returning to the funding issue, Ms. Orange commented that, “Funding has to be 

there, but it doesn’t necessarily have to come from the BMGF.”  She went on to comment 

that, “I think with the commitment from the college and the school system, that they’ll 

probably have to fund it as needed, for example, to provide transportation for these students 

and those kinds of things.”  On the larger ECH sustainability question, Ms. Orange cautioned 

that, “You have to start with sustainability in year one, you can’t wait until year five to 

wonder, ‘Hey, what are we going to do for next year?’”  Summing up her view on ECH 

sustainability, Ms. Orange explained, “I think sustainability really depends on the 

relationships you have and if people are willing to make the commitment and put their 

money where the commitment is.”  As with Mr. Green at his ECH, positive relationships 

between the various stakeholders in the ECH model arrangement are paramount to the 

continued operational successes of the school. 

 Ms. Pink and Ms. Lime mentioned similar measures of success related to continued 

ECH sustainment.  Both reiterated that positive educational results are critical to the 
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continued operation of ECHs.  Ms. Pink mentioned the greater social benefits that the ECH 

model can provide a local community or region: “They’ll be developed by leaders in all of 

the various communities, seeing them as an economic as well as social driver for change in 

that community.”  She clarified that communities could come to regard ECHs “as perhaps an 

economic driver for their kids, as well as a way to eliminate some of the social challenges of 

having kids who are not engaged in schools.”  Ms. Lime focused on the financial elements of 

ECH sustainment in her response to the question.  She explained how the cost per student at 

ECHs is much higher than at traditional public high schools, stating that, “The amount of 

money you’re spending for the amount of students and teachers being served, when you 

compare it to a larger school, can be an expensive endeavor.”  In her mind, “The 

sustainability piece is going to come in when the county would pick up the continuation of 

the school, of the paying of the employees, of the financing, things of that nature.”  Ms. Lime 

tied continued ECH sustainment with school success, explaining that, “In terms of our 

sustainability, it’s directly connected to our ability to be successful, not just with the target 

group of students.”  As with other interviewees, in Ms. Pink and Ms. Lime’s views, 

continued ECH success was not a simple matter linked to one or a select few measures of 

success. 

 Phase One interview findings on ECH sustainability hinge upon the educational 

successes of local ECHs.  All of the Phase One interviewees mentioned that continued 

positive performance on standard metrics for secondary and post-secondary student and 

school achievement would likely insure the sustainment of local ECHs.  Several interviewees 
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mentioned that regular challenges to ECH sustainment, such as financing and budgeting 

issues, could be overcome if the educational successes of ECHs continue.  Indeed if the ECH 

model can continue to produce the positive educational results that their performance metrics 

to-date indicate, then the ECH may in fact embed itself as deeply as Phase One interviewees 

predict into the public secondary milieu in which it is taking root.  The strong ECH 

leadership and educator performance that Phase One interviewees reported to be the norm for 

ECHs in North Carolina bodes well for the future of ECHs in the state. 

Chapter Summary  

The eight Phase One interviews provided a large volume of data for the study that 

reported on critical aspects of the ECH movement at the national, state, and local levels.  

Participant responses to the Phase One Interview Protocol provided ample data to answer in 

part the study’s overarching descriptive research goal: investigate what philosophy and 

policies shape the form, process, and leadership of local ECH organizations.  Specifically, 

Phase One findings answered in part Research Sub-questions One and Two: How is ECH 

design unique? and, What characterizes ECH leadership?  Phase One findings were reported 

thematically by topic: Philosophy and Policy; Genesis and Form; Staff and Process; 

Educational Outcomes; and Sustainability.  These sub-chapter themes were selected because 

of their inextricable overlapping influence on each other, and for their capacity to convey the 

ECH story. 

Phase One interviewees all reported that a confluence of social, economic, and 

educational trends cohered to spur the genesis of the ECH movement.  They mentioned that 
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critical funding for the genesis of the ECH movement was provided by various 

philanthropies, most prominently the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation.  The purposeful 

design of the ECH secondary model emerged in Phase One interview responses to protocol 

questions aimed to discover the rationale and research that background the movement.  The 

distinct philosophy and policy of ECHs established the unique structure of typical ECHs: a 

small-school setting located on a community college or university campus, staffed by 

exceptional masters of curriculum who believe 110% in the capacity for exceptional 

academic achievement on the part of typically underperforming secondary students. 

ECH leadership was reported to be a distinct type of work in which only strong 

leaders with requisite skill sets could flourish.  As Phase One interview findings reported, 

many of the leadership aspects of ECHs were impacted by the unique design elements 

inherent to typical ECH structure (flexibility; distinct school settings; great personalization; 

serving the needs of underperforming secondary students).  A strong program of regular 

professional development assisted with the growth of ECH leaders and teachers. 

The ECH logos centers on a unique blend of educational research and theory as a 

foundation for the design of a school that offers accelerated secondary and post-secondary 

degree opportunities for underrepresented college-aspiring youth.  ECH design integrates a 

small-school setting in unique physical locations with comprehensive student and staff 

supports in order to produce positive educational process for specific target populations.  

Phase One interview findings reported on the process of the ECH model in terms of standard 

secondary and post-secondary measures of educational attainment.  The reported process of 
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local ECHs examined in this study linked back to the unique philosophy, policy, design, 

structure, staff, and leadership endemic to what Phase One interviewees reported about the 

ECH movement. 

In the next chapter of this paper I present findings from the perspectives of local ECH 

educators through the lens of Q-Methodology on how their educational process functions.  

Findings from the Phase One interviews were the basis for the 40 item natural concourse set 

of statements that Phase Two participants arranged in their Q-Sorts.  In Chapter Five, this 

paper discusses Phase Two findings that provide an answer to Research Sub-question Three: 

How do ECH educators perceive their school process to be successful?  Results of the Phase 

Two Q-Sorts complete the study’s findings on its overarching descriptive research goal: 

investigate what philosophy and policies shape the form, process, and leadership of three 

local ECHs. 
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CHAPTER FIVE:  PHASE TWO FINDINGS 

Q-Methodology Perception of Local Early College High School Process 

This study was designed to answer an over-arching descriptive research goal of 

investigating what philosophy and policies shape the form, process, and leadership of local 

ECH organizations by answering three research sub-questions.  Phase One interviews 

answered Research Sub-questions One and Two: How is ECH design unique? and, What 

characterizes ECH leadership?  Phase One interview data was linked to Phase Two data 

collection as a basis for the development of the natural concourse of statements that ECH 

teachers and administrators arranged in their Q-Sorts.  The natural concourse of statements 

was member-checked with ECH principals participating in the study to insure that the 

statements aligned with what ECH educators would perceive as naturally linked to their 

general and site-specific educational processes.  The study’s Phase Two model Q-Sorts 

provided the answer to Research Sub-question Three: How do ECH leaders and educators 

perceive their school process to be successful?  Findings from these four model Q-Sorts 

provide a snapshot of local ECH process in terms of the estimate models they represent from 

the study’s Q-Sorts of the natural concourse statements. 

A four factor model array answer to Research Sub-question Three emerged from the 

Phase Two data out of an N of 40 Q-Sorts.  Four analytics were considered in the 

establishment of the four model factor array solution: 1) a Scree Plot of the Eigenvalues for 

factors One through Eight; 2) emergent factor correlations; 3) Humphrey’s Rule; and 4) Q-

Sort significance at the p < .01 and .05 levels.  The first four model factor arrays accounted 
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for 53% of the explained variance out of the eight that emerged in the Un-rotated Factor 

Matrix of Q-Sort data.  Respectively, factors one through four accounted for the Q-Sort 

variance with: factor one at 30% and an Eigenvalue of 12.16; factor two at 10% with an 

Eigenvalue of 3.89; factor three at 7% and an Eigenvalue of 2.97; and factor four at 6% with 

an Eigenvalue of 2.56.  After factor four, the flattening of the Eigenvalues scree plot was 

apparent, that is, a flattening of subsequent Eigenvalues was discernible, and this fact 

indicated a four factor model array solution to the Phase Two data. 

Apart from these considerations, a two or even one-factor solution for a Q-

Methodology study is far less explanatory and inclusive a solution for a given research 

phenomenon of study.  Although it could be argued that a more definitive elbow exists in the 

Eigenvalue scree plot between factors two and three, the real flattening of the line occurs 

after factor four.  In consultation with Dr. Militello, we agreed that a four factor solution 

would be much more informative for the purposes of the study than a mere two or one-factor 

solution.  Please see Figure 1 for a scree plot of this information. 
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Figure 1. Scree Plot of Factor Eigen Values 

Another analysis performed on Phase Two data that was considered in determining a four-

factor solution for the Q-Sort was factor correlation.  See Table 8 for an exhibit of this 

finding for factors one through four. 
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Table 8 

Correlations Between Factor Scores 

 

Factors one and two correlate negatively at a -.09 value; factors one and three negatively at a 

-.35 value; and factors one and four at the .45 value.  This correlation indicates that factors 

one and four could be similar.  The correlation data table for the Q-Sort indicated that factors 

two and three negatively correlated at the -.22 value.  This data indicates that factors two and 

three are dissimilar in terms of correlation.  The same effect appeared between factors three 

and four.  Factors three and four correlate negatively at the -.13 value.  Each model factor 

array appeared distinctly, based on the correlation matrix of the first four factors.  This 

finding lead me to infer that each model factor array represented a unique perception of their 

ECH educational process, with only model factors one and four exhibiting any positive 

correlational similarity. 

 Humphrey’s Rule (Fruchter, 1954) was the third analysis that was performed on 

Phase Two data that supported the establishment of a four factor model array solution to the 

Q-Sorts.  Humphrey’s Rule states that a factor is significant if the product of its two highest 

loadings (ignoring sign) exceeds twice the standard error of the data, which for this study 

Factor 1 2 3 4

1 1 -0.099 -0.3531 0.4572

2 -0.099 1 -0.2222 -0.2162

3 -0.3531 -0.2222 1 -0.1316

4 0.4572 -0.2162 -0.1316 1
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calculated to be 2 * .16 = .32.  Table 9 exhibits the values for these calculations for factors 

one through four. 

Table 9 

Humphrey’s Rule for Factors 1 to 4 

  

A fourth examination of the Q-Sort data was performed to determine a four-factor model 

array solution.  In this type of analysis, to determine significant factors from a Q-Sort, one 

retains those factors that have at least two significant factor loadings.  A factor loading is 

significant if it can exceed the standard error of the sample at the p < .01 and/or p < .05 

levels.  The study had 40 statements, the standard error calculated from 1√40 = .1581.  At the 

p < .01 and p < .05 levels of significance, this number would be multiplied by 2.58 and 1.96, 

which calculated to .41 and .31 respectively.  Table 10 presents this information for the p < 

.01 level of significance for the four model factor solution. 

 

 

  

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4

Product of Two 

Highest Loadings 3.96 3.79 4.43 5.17

Standard Error 0.32 0.32 0.32 0.32

Difference 3.64 3.47 4.11 4.85
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Table 10 

Significant Factor Loadings at the p < .01level 

 

Sorts 1 2 3 4

1 0.1113 0.6933 ** -0.1964 -0.1998

2 0.5929 ** 0.2045 0.3691 -0.0413

3 0.5497 ** 0.3209 -0.0125 -0.088

4 0.6394 ** -0.219 -0.3186 0.3035

5 0.2082 0.2456 0.2027 -0.0124

6 0.7291 ** 0.0136 -0.2774 -0.2391

7 0.5422 ** 0.4474 ** -0.1925 0.0626

8 0.739 -0.0851 -0.2932 0.0647

9 0.6528 ** -0.1511 -0.262 -0.1764

10 0.5163 ** -0.2742 -0.4326 ** -0.4828 **

11 0.6439 ** -0.4117 ** 0.168 0.0696

12 0.7517 ** 0.0222 0.0662 -0.2971

13 0.6943 ** 0.251 0.1059 0.2362

14 0.4809 ** 0.1412 0.4929 ** 0.1792

15 0.4415 ** -0.0179 0.0923 -0.1053

16 0.2071 -0.7035 ** 0.291 -0.1994

17 0.6749 ** -0.3376 -0.1737 -0.1358

18 0.5156 ** 0.1182 0.3451 -0.4691 **

19 0.235 -0.3397 -0.4033 -0.0499

20 0.3299 0.4042 -0.354 0.4114 **

21 0.7009 ** -0.285 0.2121 -0.1136

22 0.4872 ** 0.0871 0.0488 -0.1642

23 0.7046 ** -0.1759 -0.3155 -0.0522

24 0.5872 ** -0.3285 -0.013 0.3091

25 -0.1565 0.6229 ** -0.0019 0.2359

26 0.4224 ** -0.2624 -0.0511 0.5344 **

27 0.4941 ** 0.2213 0.1063 -0.449

28 0.7736 ** -0.2448 0.0833 0.165

29 0.3857 0.2312 -0.5533 ** -0.0904

30 0.7455 ** -0.2664 0.2982 0.034

31 0.6443 ** 0.2514 0.2714 0.0757

32 0.5632 ** -0.0809 -0.2383 0.122

33 0.6238 ** -0.0919 -0.0475 0.4188 **

34 0.3878 -0.0515 0.1187 0.5224 **

35 0.571 0.2242 0.4742 ** 0.0974

36 0.3293 -0.1815 0.4342 ** -0.2917

37 0.5301 ** 0.2015 0.0487 0.332

38 0.5688 ** 0.369 -0.2199 -0.2085

39 0.4231 ** 0.4479 ** 0.4071 -0.0209

40 0.599 ** 0.4945 ** -0.201 -0.1225

12.1676 3.898 2.9706 2.5634 Eigenvalues

30 10 7 6 % expl.Var.

Model Factor Array
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The significant loadings tell much about the Q-Sort data.  Factor one reported 29 significant 

Q-Sorts at the p < .01 level.  Factors two, three and four reported seven, five, and six 

significant Q-Sorts at the p < .01 level.  The number of significant loadings can exceed the N 

of the Q-sort phase of the study because Q-Sort loadings are counted for multiple model 

factor arrays. 

As expected, more factors loaded significantly at the p < .05 level.  Table 11 depicts 

this information for the Q-Sort data. 
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Table 11 

Significant Factor Loadings at the p < .05 level 

 

Sorts 1 2 3 4

1 0.1113 0.6933 * -0.1964 -0.1998

2 0.5929 * 0.2045 0.3691 * -0.0413

3 0.5497 * 0.3209 * -0.0125 -0.088

4 0.6394 * -0.219 -0.3186 * 0.3035

5 0.2082 0.2456 0.2027 -0.0124

6 0.7291 * 0.0136 -0.2774 -0.2391

7 0.5422 * 0.4474 * -0.1925 0.0626

8 0.739 * -0.0851 -0.2932 0.0647

9 0.6528 * -0.1511 -0.262 -0.1764

10 0.5163 * -0.2742 -0.4326 * -0.4828 *

11 0.6439 * -0.4117 * 0.168 0.0696

12 0.7517 * 0.0222 0.0662 -0.2971

13 0.6943 * 0.251 0.1059 0.2362

14 0.4809 * 0.1412 0.4929 * 0.1792

15 0.4415 * -0.0179 0.0923 -0.1053

16 0.2071 -0.7035 * 0.291 -0.1994

17 0.6749 * -0.3376 * -0.1737 -0.1358

18 0.5156 * 0.1182 0.3451 * -0.4691 *

19 0.235 -0.3397 * -0.4033 * -0.0499

20 0.3299 * 0.4042 * -0.354 0.4114 *

21 0.7009 * -0.285 0.2121 -0.1136

22 0.4872 * 0.0871 0.0488 -0.1642

23 0.7046 * -0.1759 -0.3155 * -0.0522

24 0.5872 * -0.3285 * -0.013 0.3091

25 -0.1565 0.6229 * -0.0019 0.2359

26 0.4224 * -0.2624 -0.0511 0.5344 *

27 0.4941 * 0.2213 0.1063 -0.449

28 0.7736 * -0.2448 0.0833 0.165

29 0.3857 * 0.2312 -0.5533 * -0.0904

30 0.7455 * -0.2664 0.2982 0.034

31 0.6443 * 0.2514 0.2714 0.0757

32 0.5632 * -0.0809 -0.2383 0.122

33 0.6238 * -0.0919 -0.0475 0.4188 *

34 0.3878 * -0.0515 0.1187 0.5224 *

35 0.571 * 0.2242 0.4742 * 0.0974

36 0.3293 * -0.1815 0.4342 * -0.2917

37 0.5301 * 0.2015 0.0487 0.332 *

38 0.5688 * 0.369 * -0.2199 -0.2085

39 0.4231 * 0.4479 * 0.4071 * -0.0209

40 0.599 * 0.4945 * -0.201 -0.1225

12.1676 3.898 2.9706 2.5634 Eigenvalues

30 10 7 6 % expl.Var.

Model Factor Arrays
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The total number of significant loadings across factors one through four at the p < .01 level 

was 47.  At the p < .05 level, there were 66 significant loadings across factors one through 

four.  Table 12 displays this data. 

Table 12 

Number of Factor Loadings at the p < .01 and .05 levels 

 

Another part of Q-Methodology data analysis in this stage of the method is the analysis of 

confounding loadings.  These are defined as Q-Sorts that load significantly at either the p < 

.01 and/or .05 levels for more than one model factor array.  In this study, there were nine 

confounding loadings at the p < .01 level, and 23 at the .05 level.  Please see Tables 13 and 

14 for summaries of this data. 

  

Significance One Two Three Four

p < .01 29 7 5 6

p < .05 35 13 11 7

Factor Array
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Table 13 

Number of Confounding Factor Loadings at the p < .01 level 

 

  

Sorts 1 2 3 4

7 0.5422 ** 0.4474 ** -0.1925 0.0626

10 0.5163 ** -0.2742 -0.4326 ** -0.4828 **

11 0.6439 ** -0.4117 ** 0.168 0.0696

14 0.4809 ** 0.1412 0.4929 ** 0.1792

18 0.5156 ** 0.1182 0.3451 -0.4691 **

26 0.4224 ** -0.2624 -0.0511 0.5344 **

33 0.6238 ** -0.0919 -0.0475 0.4188 **

39 0.4231 ** 0.4479 ** 0.4071 -0.0209

40 0.599 ** 0.4945 ** -0.201 -0.1225

Model Factor Array
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Table 14 

Number of Confounding Factor Loadings at the p < .05 level 

 

Confounding loading patterns in Q-Sort data indicate bias in the experiment’s design on the 

part of the participant sample.  Bias in the group of Q-Sort participants in this study could be 

explained due to their heavy saturation, regular exposure to, and strong beliefs in the 

philosophy and policy inherent to ECH process.  This confluence of psychological factors 

Sorts 1 2 3 4

2 0.5929 * 0.2045 0.3691 * -0.0413

3 0.5497 * 0.3209 * -0.0125 -0.088

4 0.6394 * -0.219 -0.3186 * 0.3035

7 0.5422 * 0.4474 * -0.1925 0.0626

10 0.5163 * -0.2742 -0.4326 * -0.4828 *

11 0.6439 * -0.4117 * 0.168 0.0696

14 0.4809 * 0.1412 0.4929 * 0.1792

17 0.6749 * -0.3376 * -0.1737 -0.1358

18 0.5156 * 0.1182 0.3451 * -0.4691 *

19 0.235 -0.3397 * -0.4033 * -0.0499

20 0.3299 * 0.4042 * -0.354 0.4114 *

23 0.7046 * -0.1759 -0.3155 * -0.0522

24 0.5872 * -0.3285 * -0.013 0.3091

26 0.4224 * -0.2624 -0.0511 0.5344 *

29 0.3857 * 0.2312 -0.5533 * -0.0904

33 0.6238 * -0.0919 -0.0475 0.4188 *

34 0.3878 * -0.0515 0.1187 0.5224 *

35 0.571 * 0.2242 0.4742 * 0.0974

36 0.3293 * -0.1815 0.4342 * -0.2917

37 0.5301 * 0.2015 0.0487 0.332 *

38 0.5688 * 0.369 * -0.2199 -0.2085

39 0.4231 * 0.4479 * 0.4071 * -0.0209

40 0.599 * 0.4945 * -0.201 -0.1225

Model Factor Arrays
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could explain why a given sort, for example, Sort 7 or 10 would appear significant in more 

than one model factor array at either or both the p < .01 or .05 levels.  Due to the potentially 

strong identifications with ECH philosophy, policy, and expected practice, Q-Sort 

participants could have reported certain statements as significant on more than one model 

factor array because of their close identifications with more than one model sort.  This aspect 

of the study’s Q-Sort data does not necessarily discount its usefulness.  Instead, it may point 

to the possibility that study participants encountered difficulty in sorting which concourse 

statements were most relevant to perceived ECH process.  For the purposes of including or 

discounting confounding statements within multiple model factor arrays, in consult with Dr. 

Militello, I decided that the greater factor load value per sort would be used for analysis. 

Although not displayed in Table 10 or 11, factors five, six, seven and eight reported 

two, three, zero, and one significantly loading Q-Sort at the p < .01 level.  This fact about the 

significant loadings in the emergent model factors from the Q-Sorts was another piece of 

information that pointed to a four factor solution to the study’s Q-Sort data.  Factors one 

through four were the strongest model factor arrays at the p < .01 level of significance.  This 

result served to strengthen the best-mathematical fit, four factor model array solution to the 

Q-Sort Phase Two data. 

 The next sections of this chapter are devoted to describing the four solution model 

factor arrays: The Tutor, ECH Core Values, Popular Secondary Instruction, and The Mentor.  

Data analysis provided by PQ Method 2.11 software offered various summaries of the Q-Sort 

data.  Reports such as Distinguishing Statements per Factor, Normalized Factor Scores, and 
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diagrams of the model sort arrays including statements, offered high resolution snapshots of 

Phase Two findings on perceived ECH process. 

Four Model Factor Array Solution 

As explained in the previous section, a mathematical best-fit four model factor array 

solution was selected based on the series of analyses performed on the initial un-rotated Q-

Sort data.  Subsequent statistical analyses of the Varimax rotated four factor solution 

provided insight into the relationships within the estimated Q-Sort model expressions and 

their values of concourse statements.  Table 15 presents concourse statement rankings per 

model factor arrays one through four for all 40 concourse statements. 
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Table 15 

Concourse Statement Rankings per Model Factor Array 

 

Number Statement 1 2 3 4

1 Reaching Under-Represented Student Populations 2 1 1 1

2 Ready for College 4 1 -1 1

3 Powerful Teaching 3 -2 2 -1

4 Personalization 2 -2 1 5

5 Redefine Professionalism 0 0 -1 -3

6 Purposeful Design 1 4 -2 0

7 Leadership Flexibility -1 1 -3 -1

8 Principal-Teacher Relationship Building 1 -1 -2 1

9 Principal-Local Education Organization Relationship -2 0 0 -3

10 Principal-Corporate Partner Relationship Building -2 1 -4 -2

11 The Power of Place/ECH Culture 2 3 -1 2

12 Small School and Classroom Setting 5 2 -2 4

13 Logistics -4 2 -3 -3

14 Community College or University Setting 3 5 -5 2

15 Instructional Flexibility 1 -4 0 3

16 Teacher-Student Relationship Building 4 -5 0 3

17 Teacher Knowledge of Course Content -1 -4 2 0

18 STEM-based Instruction -2 0 3 -4

19 Career-Focused Educational Opportunities 1 -2 -4 0

20 High School Course Content Remediation -3 -2 1 3

21 Social Supports -1 -3 1 2

22 Research-Based Instructional Techniques 1 -1 0 -2

23 Common Instructional Framework 1 0 -2 -4

24 High Student Expectations/Academic Rigor 3 -1 -3 4

25 Collaborative Group Work 0 0 1 2

26 Writing to Learn 0 -1 0 -2

27 Literacy Groups -1 -2 4 1

28 Critical Questioning 0 -1 -1 0

29 Scaffolding 0 -3 2 -2

30 Critical Classroom Talk 2 -3 1 1

31 Club Activities for Students -5 3 -1 2

32 Standardized Assessments (EG: EOC, EOG, etc.) -4 -1 3 -1

33 High School Graduation Requirements -3 1 5 -1

34 Associate's Degree or University-level Credit Requirements 2 2 -2 -2

35 College Acceptance Rate -1 1 4 -1

36 School Change Coach -2 4 3 -2

37 Instructional Coach -2 3 2 -5

38 Teacher Rounds Model 0 0 -1 0

39 State and Local Policy Revision -3 2 0 -2

40 Student Retention -1 2 2 1

Factor Array
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Certain rankings of concourse statement items for some factors demonstrated the variance of 

specific statement values within the estimated model expressions.  For example, Statement 4 

– Personalization, was ranked 2, - 2, 1, and 5 for model factors One through Four.  Statement 

12 – Small School and Classroom Setting, was respectively ranked 5, 2, - 2, and 4.  

Statement 14 – Community College or University Setting, was ranked 3, 5, - 5, and 2.  

Statement 16 – Teacher-Student Relationship Building, was ranked 4, - 5, 0, and 3.  

Statement 31 – Club Activities for Students, was ranked – 5, 3, - 1, and 2.  Statement 33 – 

High School Graduation Requirements, was ranked – 3, 1, 5, and – 1.  Statement 37 – 

Instructional Coach, was ranked – 2, 3, 2, and – 5.  Each of these statements was ranked by a 

model factor array at either the 5 or – 5 value, but other factor arrays reported these same 

statements to be less or of even opposing value in their estimated model sorts.  This finding 

underscores the variance observed between model sorts One to Four. 

Model Factor Array One – The Tutor 

 Model factor array one was named The Tutor for its focus on educational conditions, 

instruction, and expected standards exhibited on the positive side of its concourse statement 

distribution figure.  The types of statements that were ranked positively on model factor array 

one expanded on its tutorial nature.  Concourse statements such as, Small School and 

Classroom Setting (the highest valued statement at + 5), Community College or University 

Setting (+ 3), and The Power of Place/ECH Culture (+ 2) all fall within the top eleven ranked 

statements for model factor array one.  See Figure 2 for a complete diagram of the model 

factor array with its concourse statements.
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Figure 2. Model Factor Array One - The Tutor
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The top six concourse statements for the structure of these model factor arrays cover the + 5, 

+ 4, and + 3 columns in the sort image.  Conversely the lowest-ranked concourse statement 

items would be found in the bottom six factor array positions at the – 5, - 4, and – 3 

locations.  Although Q-Sorts contain a positive and negative spectrum along which items as 

ranked can be compared, it is important to note that when selecting from a set of good 

statements, a hierarchy of positive statements is forcefully arranged into higher and lesser 

values.  One comment from the Post- Q-Sort Interview Protocol that served to reinforce this 

point was a participant’s response to the question, “Which cards were the most difficult to 

place? Why?”  This individual stated, “All of them… it’s really hard to rank such important 

educational tools/issues.”  Many quality quotations were captured by the Post- Q-Sort 

Interview Protocol, and selected highlights of this instruments’ data are discussed for each 

model factor array. 

Returning to the positive-ranked concourse items for model factor array one, 

instructionally-centered statements were noted: Powerful Teaching, + 3; Critical Classroom 

Talk, + 2; Personalization, + 2; and Teacher-Student Relationship Building, + 4.  These 

positively-ranked items added to the tutorial guise of the model factor array.  High Student 

Expectations/Academic Rigor and Associate’s Degree or University-level Credit 

Requirements were ranked in the + 3 and + 2 columns.  Many ECH-related values were 

ranked positively in model factor array one: Ready for College, + 4; Reaching 

Underrepresented Student Populations, + 2; Purposeful Design, + 1; Career-Focused 

Educational Opportunities, + 1; and Research-Based Instructional Techniques, + 1.  The 

impact of the positive-ranked concourse statements for model factor array one paint a portrait 
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of an ECH teacher who perceives the unique structure and process endemic to the model as a 

means to provide not just educational opportunity, but likely success in secondary and post-

secondary academic achievement. 

 Along the negatively-ranked statements in model factor array one were some 

contemporary secondary instructional techniques, foci, and measures such as: Standardized 

Assessments (EG: EOC, EOG, etc.) at - 4; STEM-based instruction at - 2; and Literacy 

Groups at -1.  The least valued concourse statement for model factor array one was Club 

Activities for Students in the – 5 sort location.  However this finding fits the tutorial nature of 

model factor array one by indicating a focus on things other than extra-curriculars (such as 

academics).  Other lower-ranked concourse statements from this model factor array included: 

Student Retention, - 1; College Acceptance Rate, - 1; Social Supports, - 1; Teacher 

Knowledge of Content, - 1; School Change Coach, - 2; Instructional Coach, - 2; High School 

Course Content Remediation, - 3; and High School Graduation Requirements, - 3.  This array 

of statements informed on the lesser-valued items from the concourse statement list for 

model factor array one.  As a grouping itself, it contains crucial elements of any secondary 

educational experience occupying the lesser-valued half of the model factor array.  The list 

spurs one to consider whether these statements are not of great concern to teachers’ 

perceptions of their ECHs process because they are not hurdles or challenges anymore. 

Another vector of analysis that PQ Method 2.11 computed for Q-Sort data were 

concourse item statement Z-scores for model factor arrays.  This information is helpful in 

determining how far model factor array statements fall in relationship to the mean scores for 
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statements across model factors.  Table 16 presents concourse statement Z-scores for The 

Tutor model factor array.  
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Table 16 

Concourse Statement Z-scores and Q-Sort Rank, The Tutor 

 

Q-Sort

Number Statement Z-Score  Rank

12 Small School and Classroom Setting 1.979 5

2 Ready for College 1.533 4

16 Teacher-Student Relationship Building 1.447 4

24 High Student Expectations/Academic Rigor 1.397 3

3 Powerful Teaching 1.348 3

14 Community College or University Setting 1.32 3

11 The Power of Place/ECH Culture 1.266 2

34 Associate's Degree or University-level Credit Requirements 1.111 2

4 Personalization 1.083 2

1 Reaching Under-Represented Student Populations 0.847 2

30 Critical Classroom Talk 0.577 2

19 Career-Focused Educational Opportunities 0.39 1

6 Purposeful Design 0.346 1

22 Research-Based Instructional Techniques 0.317 1

15 Instructional Flexibility 0.214 1

23 Common Instructional Framework 0.171 1

8 Principal-Teacher Relationship Building 0.138 1

28 Critical Questioning 0.103 0

25 Collaborative Group Work 0.073 0

38 Teacher Rounds Model 0.051 0

29 Scaffolding 0.049 0

26 Writing to Learn 0.025 0

5 Redefine Professionalism 0.017 0

35 College Acceptance Rate -0.014 -1

7 Leadership Flexibility -0.085 -1

17 Teacher Knowledge of Course Content -0.212 -1

21 Social Supports -0.379 -1

27 Literacy Groups -0.55 -1

40 Student Retention -0.778 -1

36 School Change Coach -0.918 -2

10 Principal-Corporate Partner Relationship Building -0.933 -2

9 Principal-Local Education Organization Relationship -0.998 2

37 Instructional Coach -1.011 2

18 STEM-based Instruction -1.012 2

20 High School Course Content Remediation -1.093 -3

39 State and Local Policy Revision -1.295 -3

33 High School Graduation Requirements -1.431 -3

13 Logistics -1.448 -4

32 Standardized Assessments (EG: EOC, EOG, etc.) -1.643 -4

31 Club Activities for Students -2.002 -5



191 
 

Out of the 40 item concourse statement set, 17 negative and 23 positive Z-scores occupy a 

range from – 2.002 for Statement 31 – Club Activities for Students, to 1.979 for Statement 12 

– Small School and Classroom Setting.  The greater number of positive Z-scores for The 

Tutor model factor array indicated a positive skew to the range of concourse item Z-scores 

for this model factor array. 

 One other analysis that PQ Method 2.11 performs on Q-Sort data is the determination 

of distinguishing statements for a model factor array.  There were six distinguishing 

statements for model factor array one.  They were: Ready For College at + 4; Student 

Retention at – 1; Instructional Coach, -2; High School Graduation Requirements, - 3; 

Standardized Assessments (EG: EOC, EOG, etc.), -4; and Club Activities for Students, -5.  

All were significant at the p < .01 level.  This set of distinguishing statements for model 

factor array one indicated an important focus on teachers’ perceptions of their ECH process 

to prepare their students to be Ready for College.  Model factor array one indicated that other 

typical challenges at the secondary level are not as important in this perception of process, 

such as Student Retention, High School Graduation Requirements, and Standardized 

Assessments (EG: EOC, EOG, etc.).  Perhaps these concourse items are no longer concerns 

for Model Factor Array One’s perception of ECH process. 

Post- Q-Sort Interview Protocol data offered unique insight into participants’ 

reasoning for sorting statements as they did.  The following quotations come from Phase 

Two participants whose Q-Sorts scored significant on The Tutor, model factor array one, at 

the p < .01 and/or .05 levels.  A participant who ranked Statement 12 – Small School and 
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Classroom Setting in the + 5 spot on their Q-Sort commented that, “this facilitates all else in 

the classroom’s development of relationships, questioning, scaffolding, etc..”  Another 

participant who ranked Statement 31 – Club Activities for Students in the – 5 spot stated that 

they did so “because we focus on academics, and the structure of our school day makes 

student clubs more difficult to implement and maintain.”  This participant explained that they 

placed Statement 2 – Ready for College and 24 – High Student Expectations/Academic Rigor 

in + 3 spots on their Q-Sort because “Our mission is to push students above and beyond 

where they are so that they can succeed in the 21
st
 Century.”  Another participant explained 

why they sorted Statement 32 – Standardized Assessments (EG: EOC, EOG, etc.) on the low 

end of their sort in the – 5 column, “If we are teaching the way we should, testing takes care 

of itself.”  Another interesting comment made by a participant whose Q-Sort scored 

significant for The Tutor model factor array, reported that instructional-related concourse 

items statements were difficult to place.  This participant commented that for Statements 25, 

26, 27, 28, 29, and 30, “All teachers use these types of instructional techniques but do not 

realize it.”  This participant ranked Collaborative Group Work, Writing to Learn, Literacy 

Groups, Critical Questioning, Scaffolding, and Critical Classroom Talk in their 0 column.  

This feedback supports the essential meaning of The Tutor’s model factor array because not 

one particular instructional technique makes for the Powerful Teaching which can 

accomplish High Student Expectations/Academic Rigor, as this model factor array depicted 

in their + 3 and above concourse item statements. 
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The Post Q-Sort Interview Protocol collected basic demographic data about Q-Sort 

study participants.  A summary of this data for the 13 Q-Sort participants whose sorts loaded 

significantly for The Tutor model factor array is displayed in Table 17. 

Table 17 

The Tutor Demographic Summary 

 

The group of Q-Study participants that loaded significantly on model factor array one 

reported a mode score for working at their ECH for 4 – 9 years.  A commonality across the 

demographic information collected from Q-Sort study participants was their level of 

education, with a mode score for all four model factor arrays reporting completion of a 

master’s degree.  The Tutor demographics indicated ethnic backgrounds of either Black or 

White, with close to a 50-50 split of male and female educators. 

Model Factor Array Two – Early College High School Core Values 

 Model factor array two was named ECH Core Values because of its focus on ECH-

specific concourse statements.  There were many ECH-specific concourse statements ranked 

on the positive side of this model Q-Sort: Community College or University Setting at + 5; 

Demographic Mode Ethnicity Percentage Gender Percentage

How long have you been in education? 4 - 9 years Black 23% Male 46%

How long have you been in your current job? 4 - 9 years White 77% Female 54%

Why did you decide to work at an ECH?

Wanted to teach 

someplace other than 

previous traditional high 

school 

How many hours on average do you spend on work 

per week outside of the official school day?
5 – 9 hours

Highest Degree Obtained Master's
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Purposeful Design, + 4; School Change Coach, + 4; The Power of Place/ECH Culture, + 3; 

Instructional Coach, + 3; Small School and Classroom Setting, + 2; Reaching 

Underrepresented Student Populations, + 1; and Ready for College, + 1.  See Figure 3 for the 

complete picture of model factor array two. 

In model factor array two, eight out of the possible 15 positive ranking spots in the Q-

Sort reported ECH-specific concourse statements.  Other noted school operations related item 

rankings on the positive side of model factor array two included: Leadership Flexibility, + 1; 

and Logistics, + 2.  The picture of the greater valued concourse statements in model factor 

array two focuses on core ECH values and only two specific educational goals: High School 

Graduation Requirements, + 1; and Associate’s Degree or University-level Credit 

Requirements, + 2.  Model factor array two demonstrated a perception of ECH process that 

focused on the many nuances of the model itself to provide positive educational opportunity 

and potential attainment for students. 

 

  



195 
 

 

Figure 3. Model Factor Array Two - ECH Core Values
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Intriguingly, model factor array two reported Teacher-Student Relationship Building at the – 

5 spot in the Q-Sort.  This statement was followed by Instructional Flexibility and Teacher 

Knowledge of Course Content in the two – 4 spots.  Several other instructional types of 

concourse statements appeared in the less valued side of model factor array two: Scaffolding, 

- 3; Critical Classroom Talk, - 3; Powerful Teaching, - 2; Personalization, - 2; Literacy 

Groups, - 2; while Research-Based Instructional Techniques, Writing to Learn, and Critical 

Questioning all occupied a – 1 ranking.  The arrangement of concourse statement items in 

model factor array two indicated a perception of ECH process that focused on the core ECH 

values endemic to the model itself.  Further, the instructional items that appeared on the 

lesser-valued end of the model Q-Sort’s spectrum indicated that given the model’s proper 

structure, successful instruction was of less importance to perceived ECH process, potentially 

because it was considered bound to happen given the elements of the ECH school model. 

Model factor array two Z-scores helped determine where ECH Core Values 

statements aligned with those of other model factor arrays.  ECH Core Values Z-scores 

ranged from – 1.862 for Statement 16 – Teacher-Student Relationship Building, to 2.036 for 

Statement 14 – Community College or University Setting.  Table 18 presents the range of Z-

scores for the ECH Core Values model factor array.  
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Table 18 

Concourse Statement Z-scores and Q-Sort Rank, ECH Core Values 

 

Q-Sort

Number Statement Z-Score  Rank

14 Community College or University Setting 2.036 5

6 Purposeful Design 1.862 4

36 School Change Coach 1.584 4

37 Instructional Coach 1.255 3

11 The Power of Place/ECH Culture 1.161 3

31 Club Activities for Students 1.089 3

39 State and Local Policy Revision 1.067 2

12 Small School and Classroom Setting 1.022 2

34 Associate's Degree or University-level Credit Requirements 0.979 2

40 Student Retention 0.971 2

13 Logistics 0.84 2

1 Reaching Under-Represented Student Populations 0.816 1

35 College Acceptance Rate 0.701 1

33 High School Graduation Requirements 0.65 1

2 Ready for College 0.4 1

10 Principal-Corporate Partner Relationship Building 0.329 1

7 Leadership Flexibility 0.225 1

38 Teacher Rounds Model 0.153 0

9 Principal-Local Education Organization Relationship 0.051 0

5 Redefine Professionalism -0.051 0

23 Common Instructional Framework -0.139 0

25 Collaborative Group Work -0.364 0

18 STEM-based Instruction -0.484 0

24 High Student Expectations/Academic Rigor -0.503 -1

8 Principal-Teacher Relationship Building -0.512 -1

22 Research-Based Instructional Techniques -0.546 -1

28 Critical Questioning -0.562 -1

26 Writing to Learn -0.562 -1

32 Standardized Assessments (EG: EOC, EOG, etc.) -0.721 -1

20 High School Course Content Remediation -0.795 -2

3 Powerful Teaching -0.832 -2

27 Literacy Groups -0.979 2

4 Personalization -1.014 2

19 Career-Focused Educational Opportunities -1.03 2

30 Critical Classroom Talk -1.118 -3

29 Scaffolding -1.161 -3

21 Social Supports -1.196 -3

15 Instructional Flexibility -1.271 -4

17 Teacher Knowledge of Course Content -1.489 -4

16 Teacher-Student Relationship Building -1.862 -5
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Out of the 40 concourse item statements, 21 Z-scores for ECH Core Values were 

negative with Statement 16 – Teacher-Student Relationship Building occupying the lowest 

spot at – 1.862, and 19 were positive with Statement 14 – Community College or University 

Setting at 2.036.  This breakdown indicated a negative skew with respect to the kurtosis of 

the Z-score distribution for model factor array two, ECH Core Values. 

 Model factor array two reported 11 distinguishing statements along this vector of Q-

Sort data analysis.  This was the most distinguishing statements for any of the four model 

factor arrays.  Seven were at the p < .01 significance level: Purposeful Design, + 4; Logistics, 

+ 2; Personalization, - 2; Critical Classroom Talk, - 3; Social Supports, - 3; Teacher 

Knowledge of Course Content, - 4; and Teacher-Student Relationship Building, - 5.  At the p 

> .05 level of significance: Community College or University Setting, + 5; State and Local 

Policy Revision, + 2; High School Graduation requirements, + 1; and Instructional 

Flexibility, - 4.  Model factor array two’s set of distinguishing concourse statements focused 

on features of the ECH model as most important to the perception of ECH process.  Lesser 

valued concourse statements in model factor array two focused on the pedagogic items from 

the list, further supporting the elevation of the perception of the ECH model itself to permit 

successful educational process, and not particular ECH-based pedagogic elements. 

Post- Q-Sort Interview Protocol data for participant Q-Sorts that scored significant for 

model factor array two, ECH Core Values, offered insight into the reasons why they sorted 

concourse statement items as they did.  One participant commented that they placed 

Statement 14 – Community College or University Setting in the + 5 spot of their Q-Sort, 
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“because ECH is unique in that they often exist within a community college atmosphere.”  

Another participant commented that they placed Statement 17 – Teacher Knowledge of 

Course Content in the – 5 spot because, “Teachers are teachers – they know their stuff.”  

Another participant who scored significantly on the ECH Core Values model factor array 

reported that Statements 39, 6, and 14, State and Local Policy Revision, Purposeful Design 

(EG: varied teacher supports, unique professional development activities), and Community 

College or University Setting (EG: student presence on campus), ranked respectively in the + 

5 and + 4 spots.  She explained that, “policy is essential to the innovative high school’s 

existence and sustainability, whether it is design or funds,” and, “mission design drives the 

stretching of traditional models of school.”  Another ECH Core Values significant participant 

reported that Statements 24 and 27, High Student Expectations/Academic Rigor and Literacy 

Groups were “the most difficult to place” because these items “should be in both schools but 

are not as common in traditional high schools.”  Phase Two participants Q-Sorts that loaded 

significantly for ECH Core Values helped define the ECH-specific meaning of the model 

factor array. 

The Post Q-Sort Interview Protocol collected basic demographic data about Q-Sort 

study participants.  A summary of this data for the ten Q-Sort participants whose sorts loaded 

significantly for the ECH Core Values model factor array is displayed in Table 19. 
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Table 19 

ECH Core Values Demographic Summary 

 

Q-Study participants who loaded significantly on the ECH Core Values model factor array 

reported a mode answer of a longer period of time in education, 10 – 15 years.  ECH Core 

Values demographics reported a 50-50 split on educator’s gender, and the Native American 

ethnic background along with Black and White for Q-Study participants who loaded 

significantly on model factor array two. 

Model Factor Array Three – Popular Secondary Instruction 

 Model factor array three was named Popular Secondary Instruction because of an 

overall positive focus on contemporary secondary pedagogic practice.  Eight of the seventeen 

available positively valued rank spots in this model Q-Sort were instructionally-focused 

concourse statements.  They were: Literacy Groups, + 4; STEM-based Instruction, + 3; 

Powerful Teaching, + 2, Teacher Knowledge of Course Content, + 2, Scaffolding, + 2; High 

School Course Content Remediation, + 1; Collaborative Group Work, + 1; and Critical 

Classroom Talk, + 1.  See Figure 4 for the complete image of the model factor array three Q-

Sort.  The + 5 statement in model factor array three was High School Graduation 

Demographic Mode Ethnicity Percentage Gender Percentage

How long have you been in education? 10 - 15 years Black 10% Male 50%

How long have you been in your current job? 0 - 3 years White 80% Female 50%

Why did you decide to work at an ECH?

Wanted to teach 

someplace other than 

previous traditional high 

school 

Native American 10%

How many hours on average do you spend on work 

per week outside of the official school day?
5 - 9 hours

Highest Degree Obtained Master's
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Requirements.  Other typical secondary measures of student performance were noted in the 

positive rankings, such as, College Acceptance Rate, + 4; Standardized Assessments (EG: 

EOC, EOG, etc.), + 3; and Student Retention, + 2.  A few ECH-model related concourse 

statements were ranked in the positive side of model factor array three: Reaching 

Underrepresented Student Populations, + 1; Social Supports, + 1; Instructional Coach, + 2; 

and School Change Coach, + 3.  The combination of these sets of pedagogic based, 

secondary measures of student achievement, and select ECH-model related concourse 

statements revealed a model factor array that focused primarily on contemporary secondary 

instruction foci and strategies.  Given the positively ranked concourse statements reported, 

factor model array three perceived ECH process to be of greater value than other aspects of 

the ECH model. 
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Figure 4. Model Factor Array Three - Popular Secondary Instruction
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 Model factor array three reported many of the unique features of the ECH model in 

the less-valued side of the Q-Sort.  For example, Community College or University Setting 

was reported in the – 5 spot.  Other specific ECH-related concourse statements found on the 

lesser-valued side of model factor array three included: Career-Focused Educational 

Opportunities, - 4; High Student Expectations/Academic Rigor, - 3; Purposeful Design, - 2; 

Small School and Classroom Setting, - 2; Common Instructional Framework, - 2; Associate’s 

Degree of University-level Credit Requirements, - 2; and Ready for College, - 1; Redefine 

Professionalism, - 1; The Power of Place/ECH Culture, - 1; and Teacher Rounds Model, - 1.  

The appearance of these unique features of the ECH model on the lesser-valued side of the 

Q-Sort indicated their importance in those teachers’ perceptions of ECH process who fit the 

model three factor array category.  For model factor array three, popular secondary 

instructional techniques occupied higher values in its reporting of ECH process. 

The distribution of Z-scores for Popular Secondary Instruction were model in form.  

The Z-scores for factor model array three had 17 positive, six zero, and 17 negative Z-scores.  

Table 20 presents the Z-score data for Popular Secondary Instruction. 
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Table 20 

Concourse Statement Z-scores and Q-Sort Rank, Popular Secondary Instruction 

 

Q-Sort

Number Statement Z-Score  Rank

33 High School Graduation Requirements 2.105 5

27 Literacy Groups 1.684 4

35 College Acceptance Rate 1.684 4

18 STEM-based Instruction 1.263 3

32 Standardized Assessments (EG: EOC, EOG, etc.) 1.263 3

36 School Change Coach 1.263 3

17 Teacher Knowledge of Course Content 0.842 2

29 Scaffolding 0.842 2

3 Powerful Teaching 0.842 2

37 Instructional Coach 0.842 2

40 Student Retention 0.842 2

4 Personalization 0.421 1

20 High School Course Content Remediation 0.421 1

21 Social Supports 0.421 1

25 Collaborative Group Work 0.421 1

30 Critical Classroom Talk 0.421 1

1 Reaching Under-Represented Student Populations 0.421 1

22 Research-Based Instructional Techniques 0 0

15 Instructional Flexibility 0 0

26 Writing to Learn 0 0

16 Teacher-Student Relationship Building 0 0

9 Principal-Local Education Organization Relationship 0 0

39 State and Local Policy Revision 0 0

2 Ready for College -0.421 -1

28 Critical Questioning -0.421 -1

31 Club Activities for Students -0.421 -1

5 Redefine Professionalism -0.421 -1

38 Teacher Rounds Model -0.421 -1

11 The Power of Place/ECH Culture -0.421 -1

34 Associate's Degree or University-level Credit Requirements -0.842 -2

12 Small School and Classroom Setting -0.842 -2

6 Purposeful Design -0.842 2

23 Common Instructional Framework -0.842 2

8 Principal-Teacher Relationship Building -0.842 2

13 Logistics -1.263 -3

24 High Student Expectations/Academic Rigor -1.263 -3

7 Leadership Flexibility -1.263 -3

19 Career-Focused Educational Opportunities -1.684 -4

10 Principal-Corporate Partner Relationship Building -1.684 -4

14 Community College or University Setting -2.105 -5
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The near perfect bell-curve shape to this estimated factor expression reinforced the reasoning 

behind the name of model factor array.  Popular Secondary Instruction connoted mode 

pedagogic strategies and expected ECH elements that would promote quality process at the 

school level. 

 Model factor array three reported nine distinguishing statements, the second highest 

reporting thereof in the model Q-Sorts.  Six of the nine distinguishing statements were 

significant at the p < .01 level: High School Graduation Requirements, + 5; STEM-based 

Instruction, + 3; Standardized Assessments (EG: EOC, EOG, etc.), + 3; Club Activities for 

Students, - 1; Small School and Classroom Setting, - 2; and Community College or 

University Setting, - 5.  Three of the nine distinguishing statements for model factor array 

three were found to be significant at the p < .05 level: Literacy Groups, + 4; Teacher-Student 

Relationship Building, 0; and The Power of Place/ECH Culture, - 1.  The positively-ranked 

distinguishing statements for model factor array three informed on the greater-valued 

pedagogic elements of ECH process.  Indeed model factor array three reported a greater 

importance to elements of popular secondary instruction than unique features of the ECH 

model itself. 

Post- Q-Sort Interview Protocol data for participant Q-Sorts that scored significant for 

model factor array three offered insight into the reasons why they sorted their concourse 

statement items as they did.  One participant explained that they placed Statement 35 – 

College Acceptance Rate, in the + 4 slot because, “Students are encouraged to pursue higher 

education from admittance through graduation.  Small classes with more students wanting to 



206 
 

go to college result in higher college acceptance rate.”  This same participant noted that 

Statements 19, 24, and 40, Career-Focused Educational Opportunities, High Student 

Expectations/Academic Rigor, and Student Retention, were the “easiest to place” because 

“these are the focus of our school design.”  Another participant noted that Statements 3, 8, 

14, and 18 were difficult to place.  This participant commented that, Powerful Teaching (EG: 

academic rigor, STEM focus, etc.), Principal-Teacher Relationship Building, Community 

College or University Setting (EG: student presence on campus), and STEM-based 

Instruction, were “all important strategies” at their ECH.  Comments from the Post- Q-Sort 

Interview Protocol for participants whose Q-Sorts scored significant for Popular Secondary 

Instruction helped contextualize the meaning of this model factor array’s perception of ECH 

process. 

The Post Q-Sort Interview Protocol collected basic demographic data about Q-Sort 

study participants.  A summary of this data for the ten Q-Sort participants whose sorts loaded 

significantly for the Popular Secondary Instruction model factor array is displayed in Table 

21. 
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Table 21 

Popular Secondary Instruction Demographic Summary 

 

Study participants who loaded significantly on model factor array three reported a mode 

score of the longest in education for Q-Study participants with 15 – 20 years in the field.  The 

Popular Secondary Instruction demographic data reported ethnic backgrounds of educators 

who loaded significantly on this model factor array to be Black, White, and Other.  

Educators’ gender within this model factor array’s participant loadings was mostly female, 

this was the only model factor array to report such lop-sided gender background.  

Participants who loaded significantly on the Popular Secondary Instruction model factor 

array reported the most hours worked per week outside of the school day, with an average of 

10 – 14 hours reported. 

Model Factor Array Four – The Mentor 

 Model factor array four was named The Mentor because of its focus on secondary 

instructional techniques plus student supports inherent to the ECH model.  The top-ranked 

concourse statement in model factor array four was Personalization, + 5.  Other positively 

ranked concourse statements that added a mentor-like feel to model factor array four 

Demographic Mode Ethnicity Percentage Gender Percentage

How long have you been in education? 15 - 20 years Black 30% Male 20%

How long have you been in your current job? 0 - 3 years White 60% Female 80%

Why did you decide to work at an ECH? Other Other 10%

How many hours on average do you spend on work 

per week outside of the official school day?
10 - 14 hours

Highest Degree Obtained Master's
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included: Teacher-Student Relationship Building, + 3, and Social Supports, + 2.  See Figure 

5 for the complete image of concourse statements for model factor array four.  Other 

positively-valued concourse statements found in model factor array four included typical 

measures of secondary student achievement, ECH-model related features, and certain 

pedagogic techniques.  The typical measures of secondary student achievement were: High 

Student Expectations/Academic Rigor, + 4; High School Course Content Remediation, + 3; 

Ready for College, + 1; and Student Retention, + 1.  ECH-model related concourse 

statements included: Small School and Classroom Setting, + 4; The Power of Place/ECH 

Culture, + 2; Community College of University Setting, + 2; and Reaching Underrepresented 

Student Populations, + 1.  Model factor array four reported the following pedagogic 

techniques as high in value to its perception of ECH process: Instructional Flexibility, + 3; 

Collaborative Group Work, + 2; Literacy Groups, + 1; and Critical Classroom Talk, + 1.  

This constellation of positively-valued concourse statements revealed an image of model 

factor array four that focused on effective instruction and a nurturing facet to ECH process.  

A highly personalized, powerful instructional approach that encourages strong teacher-

student relationship building with built-in social supports for students depicted a mentor-like 

perception of ECH process as reported in model factor array four.  
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Figure 5. Model Factor Array Four - The Mentor
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 Model factor array four reported various concourse statements along the lesser-valued 

end of its Q-Sort spectrum.  The Instructional Coach was reported to occupy the – 5 ranking.  

Various ECH-model related and pedagogic techniques were reported to be less valued from 

the list of concourse statements arranged in model factor array four.  Examples included: 

STEM-based Instruction, - 4; Common Instructional Framework, - 4; Redefine 

Professionalism, - 3; Research-Based Instructional Techniques, - 2; Writing to Learn, - 2; 

School Change Coach, - 2; Powerful Teaching, - 1; and Scaffolding, - 1.  Interestingly, two 

common measures of effective secondary educational process were ranked in the less-valued 

side of model factor array four: Standardized Assessments (EG: EOC, EOG, etc.), - 1 and 

Associate’s Degree or University-level Credit Requirements, -2.  The list of less-valued 

concourse statements reported in model factor array four supported its greater focus on a 

particularly mentor-like activity: reaching and supporting underrepresented student 

populations in a strong instructionally-based, personalized fashion. 

Z-scores for The Mentor are fairly regularly distributed with a slight negative skew.  

Table 22 presents Z-score data for concourse statements for model factor array four.  
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Table 22 

Concourse Statement Z-scores and Q-Sort Rank, The Mentor 

 

Q-Sort

Number Statement Z-Score  Rank

4 Personalization 2.274 5

12 Small School and Classroom Setting 1.788 4

24 High Student Expectations/Academic Rigor 1.519 4

15 Instructional Flexibility 1.509 3

16 Teacher-Student Relationship Building 1.251 3

20 High School Course Content Remediation 1.033 3

31 Club Activities for Students 1.023 2

11 The Power of Place/ECH Culture 1.013 2

25 Collaborative Group Work 1.003 2

21 Social Supports 0.765 2

14 Community College or University Setting 0.755 2

1 Reaching Under-Represented Student Populations 0.496 1

30 Critical Classroom Talk 0.279 1

27 Literacy Groups 0.268 1

40 Student Retention 0.258 1

8 Principal-Teacher Relationship Building 0.248 1

2 Ready for College 0.248 1

19 Career-Focused Educational Opportunities 0.228 0

38 Teacher Rounds Model 0 0

17 Teacher Knowledge of Course Content -0.228 0

28 Critical Questioning -0.238 0

6 Purposeful Design -0.248 0

33 High School Graduation Requirements -0.258 0

35 College Acceptance Rate -0.258 -1

32 Standardized Assessments (EG: EOC, EOG, etc.) -0.279 -1

3 Powerful Teaching -0.486 -1

7 Leadership Flexibility -0.496 -1

10 Principal-Corporate Partner Relationship Building -0.506 -1

29 Scaffolding -0.506 -1

26 Writing to Learn -0.506 -2

22 Research-Based Instructional Techniques -0.527 -2

34 Associate's Degree or University-level Credit Requirements -0.765 2

36 School Change Coach -0.775 2

39 State and Local Policy Revision -0.785 2

9 Principal-Local Education Organization Relationship -1.013 -3

13 Logistics -1.251 -3

5 Redefine Professionalism -1.261 -3

23 Common Instructional Framework -1.509 -4

18 STEM-based Instruction -1.788 -4

37 Instructional Coach -2.274 -5
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The spectrum of Z-scores for The Mentor included 22 negative values with Statement 37 – 

Instructional Coach at the lowest with – 2.274, one zero Z-score, and 17 positive values with 

Statement 4 – Personalization, at 2.274 at the high end. 

 Model factor array four reported six distinguishing statements, three higher and three 

lesser-valued concourse statements.  Three were reported at the p > .01 level of significance: 

Personalization, + 5; Instructional Flexibility, + 3; and Instructional Coach, - 5.  At the p < 

.05 level of significance, model factor array four reported: Literacy Groups, + 1; High School 

Graduation Requirements, - 1; and STEM-based Instruction, - 4.  These distinguishing 

statements depicted a perception of ECH process within model factor array four that hinged 

on strong, developed teacher-student relationships that utilized appropriate instructional 

techniques and student supports.  The arrangement of the constellation of concourse 

statements in model factor array four revealed a striking mentor-like perception of ECH 

process. 

Post- Q-Sort Interview Protocol data for participant Q-Sorts that scored significant for 

model factor array four offered insight into the reasons why they sorted concourse statement 

items as they did.  One participant ranked Statements 12  and 4 in the + 5 and + 4 spots.  

They noted that Small School and Classroom Setting was “key for leaning and relationships,” 

and that Personalization was “everything.”  Furthermore, this participant noted that their 

easiest statement to place was Statement 4 - Personalization, adding that, “relationships 

building are keys to success.”  Another participant placed Statement 2 – Ready for College 

(EG: academically prepared, inclined to go to college, etc.) in the + 5 spot of their Q-Sort.  
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This participant commented that they did so because, “This is what distinguishes ECHs the 

most and provides maximum opportunities for underrepresented groups.”  This was the 

extent of feedback on the Post- Q-Sort Interview Protocol for Q-Sort participants who loaded 

significantly on The Mentor model factor array.  In light of this fact, key features of a 

mentor-like perception of model factor array four are highlighted in the quotations about 

Statements 4 - Personalization and 12 - Ready for College. 

The Post Q-Sort Interview Protocol collected basic demographic data about Q-Sort 

study participants.  A summary of this data for the seven Q-Sort participants whose sorts 

loaded significantly for The Mentor model factor array is displayed in Table 23. 

Table 23 

The Mentor Demographic Summary 

 

Q-Study participants who loaded significantly on The Mentor model factor array also 

reported the longest period of time in education for participants in the Q-Study, of 15 – 20 

years.  As with Popular Secondary Instruction, The Mentor demographics reported a greater 

number of hours worked outside the official school day, with 10 – 14 hours reported on 

average.  In terms of ethnic and gender backgrounds for Q-Sort participants who loaded 

Demographic Mode Ethnicity Percentage Gender Percentage

How long have you been in education? 15 - 20 years Black 14% Female 43%

How long have you been in your current job? 4 - 9 years White 86% Male 57%

Why did you decide to work at an ECH? Other

How many hours on average do you spend on work 

per week outside of the official school day?
10 - 14 hours

Highest Degree Obtained Master's



214 
 

significantly on The Mentor, most were White but some were Black, and the familiar near- 

50-50 split of male to female educators was closer to a 60/40 split for this model factor array. 

Model Factor Array Consensus and Disagreement 

 The Q-Sort analysis conducted by PQ Method 2.11 generated tables of consensus and 

disagreement concourse statements across model factor arrays one through four.  Model 

factor arrays one through four were so distinct, that no consensus statements were reported 

across all four factors.  This feature of the Phase Two Q-Sort data prompted the author to 

include the greatest and least-valued concourse statements and consensus statements that do 

not distinguish between any pair of factors for this subsection’s findings. 

 The + 5 and – 5 concourse statements reported for each model factor array depicted 

disagreement across the four model factor arrays.  Factor one reported: Small School and 

Classroom Setting, + 5; and Club Activities for Students, - 5.  Factor two reported: 

Community College or University Setting, + 5; and Teacher-Student Relationship Building, -

5.  Factor three reported: High School Graduation Requirements, + 5; and Community 

College or University Setting, - 5.  Factor four reported: Personalization, + 5; and 

Instructional Coach, - 5.  This data is depicted in Table 24. 
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Table 24 

Significant Statements sorted by Consensus vs. Disagreement 

  

The contrasting most and least-valued concourse statements as reported by model factor 

arrays one through four illustrated the diverse and unique perceptions of ECH process found 

in the study’s Phase Two data.  For example, model factor array two and three ranked 

Community College or University Setting on opposing ends of the Q-Sort spectrum.  Model 

factor arrays one and two approximately ranked Teacher-Student Relationship Building on 

opposing ends of the Q-Sort spectrum.  The other concourse statements listed in this table 

often exhibited contrasting values of importance to a lesser degree, such as with 

Personalization, where model factor array four ranked this statement as most valued, while 

the rest of the model factor arrays ranked it as somewhat important or somewhat 

unimportant.  One approximate agreement was found between model factor arrays one and 

four for the concourse item Small School and Classroom Setting. These ambiguities across 

model factor arrays one through four reinforced their unique perceptions of the value of 

concourse statements to the model perceptions of ECH process. 

Number Statement 1 2 3 4

12 Small School and Classroom Setting 5 2 -2 4

31 Club Activities for Students -5 3 -1 2

16 Teacher-Student Relationship Building 4 -5 0 3

14 Community College or University Setting 3 5 -5 2

33 High School Graduation Requirements -3 1 5 -1

4 Personalization 2 -2 1 5

37 Instructional Coach -2 3 2 -5
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 There were a few concourse statements that did not distinguish between any pair of 

factors.  The following concourse statements were reported to be non-significant between 

any pair of factors at the p < .01 level: Reaching Underrepresented Student Populations; 

Principal-Teacher Relationship Building; Writing to Learn; Critical Questioning; Teacher 

Rounds Model.  Understandably, they all fell within the middle-range of the model Q-Sorts.  

Table 25 presents this data. 

Table 25 

Consensus Statements That Do Not Distinguish Between Factors 

 

Model factor arrays one through four reported these concourse statements to be insignificant 

to the perception of successful ECH process.  On the surface this finding demonstrated low 

value for these concourse statement items either along the positive or negative Q-Sort 

spectrum.  However, in consideration of the greater positive educational concepts that the list 

of concourse statements includes, that is, an array of educational goods, the impact of this 

finding was mitigated somewhat.  It was erroneous to interpret the list of consensus 

statements that do not distinguish between any pair of factors as holding no positive value 

1 2 3 4

No. Statement Rank Rank Rank Rank

1 Reaching Under-Represented Student Populations 2 1 1 1

8 Principal-Teacher Relationship Building 1 -1 -2 1

26 Writing to Learn 0 -1 0 -2

28 Critical Questioning 0 -1 -1 0

38 Teacher Rounds Model 0 0 -1 0

Factor Array
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whatsoever.  These five concourse item statements were ranked by Phase Two participants 

within the + 2 to – 2 range in the model Q-Sorts.  Sometimes in Q-Sort studies, concourse 

item statements that fall into the middle-range of a Q-Sort are items that are difficult to place 

for participants.  This line of logic makes sense in the context of how these concourse 

statement items fit into the larger conceptual milieu of the ECH model. 

Chapter Summary  

 Phase Two findings presented four distinct perceptions of the success of ECH process 

at the school level.  The Tutor, ECH Core Values, Popular Secondary Instruction, and The 

Mentor, were labels derived from the particular constellations of concourse item rankings 

distinct to model factor arrays one through four.  These names assisted with telling the story 

of the Phase Two Q-Sort data.  For example, model factor array one was named The Tutor 

largely because of the findings within the positively-ranked concourse statements that 

centered on pedagogic elements of the ECH model and process.  Model factor array two 

reported core elements of the ECH model to be most valued in its Q-Sort, and hence was 

named accordingly.  Model factor array three reported many aspects of common high school 

instruction as most important to its perception of the efficacy of ECH process, and thus 

earned the name Popular Secondary Instruction.  Building on a similar yet distinct reporting 

of the more-valued ECH instructional-based concourse statements from model factor array 

one, model factor array four added the mentor-like touch of highly personalized student-

teacher relationships with strong social supports for students, and thus earned The Mentor 

moniker. 



218 
 

 A critical aspect of the Phase Two data findings was that, given the three participant 

ECHs in the study, four distinct perceptions of ECH process emerged as model factor arrays 

from the 40 Q-Sorts.  Interestingly, these four main perceptions of ECH process denoted two 

governing viewpoints: instructional- and ECH-model based perspectives.  The Tutor, The 

Mentor, and Popular Secondary Instruction model factor arrays didn’t differ in kind but 

degree.  The ECH Core Values model factor array differed in kind from the other three 

model Q-Sorts.  The constellations of concourse statement rankings for The Tutor, The 

Mentor, and Popular Secondary Instruction all placed ECH-model specific items on the 

lower end of the scale of utility in their model Q-Sorts.  Conversely, the ECH Core Values 

model factor array reported an inverted constellation of concourse statements in comparison 

to the other three model factor arrays.  This finding indicated a progression to the model 

factor array perceptions of the efficacy of ECH process revealed in the Phase Two data.  The 

four model factor arrays that emerged from the Phase Two data revealed a continuum of 

development on the part of ECH educators that characterized four potential stages of ECH 

educational process. 

 This research study utilized a two-phase mixed method approach to answer the 

overarching descriptive research goal of investigating what philosophy and policies shape the 

form, process, outcomes, and leadership of local ECH organizations.  Phase One semi-

structured interviews provided findings on Research Sub-question One: How is ECH design 

unique? and Two: What characterizes ECH leadership?  The Phase Two Q-Method portion 

of the study provided answers to Research Sub-question Three: How do ECH educators 
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perceive their school process to be successful?  Four model factor arrays, The Tutor, EHC 

Core Values, Popular Secondary Instruction, and The Mentor, revealed distinct perceptions 

from the vantage of participant ECH educators on the efficacy of local ECH educational 

process.  These four snapshots of perceived local ECH process can be arranged along 

continuums based on organizational- and individual-centered perspectives.  The Tutor and 

The Mentor, ECH Core Values and Popular Secondary Instruction are not meant to be linked 

in a causal fashion; rather they are better regarded as distinct views of local ECH process.  

This theme and several others drawn from the Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 findings are the 

subject of the final chapter of the paper.  Discussion of the study’s Phase One and Two 

findings and their implications follows in the final Chapter Six of this paper.  
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CHAPTER SIX: STUDY DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

 The goal of this two-phase descriptive research study was to investigate what 

philosophy and policies shape the form, process, and leadership of local Early College High 

School (ECH or ECHS) organizations.  The study’s mixed method for accomplishing this 

end was two-fold and overlapped.  Eight Phase One interviews of national, state, and local 

study participants from ECH-affiliated organizations and participant ECHS administrators 

answered a series of questions from an author-generated interview protocol.  In Phase Two of 

the study, an N of 40 ECHS leaders and teachers from three participant ECH schools 

generated four model Q-Sort factor arrays derived from the natural concourse set of critical 

ECH-related items drawn from Phase One interview data.  In this fashion, a linkage between 

the content of Phase One interviews and the natural set of concourse statements that were 

sorted by Phase Two Q-Study participants was utilized in the study. 

Phase One interviews informed on the study’s overarching research goal by providing 

answers to Research Sub-questions One and Two: How is ECH design unique? and: What 

characterizes ECH leadership?  The study’s Phase Two Q-Sorts informed on the overarching 

research goal by answering Research Sub-question Three: How do ECH leaders and 

educators perceive their school process to be successful?  Data from these two research 

vectors provided findings from which inferences were made about the philosophy and 

policies that shape the form, process, and leadership of the three participant ECHs.  Along 

the spectrum of qualitative and quantitative ECH-specific data produced by the research, this 
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chapter’s discussion traces findings that run from the state- and national-level ECH-affiliated 

organizations on down to the ECH-school and teacher-levels of perceived ECH process.  The 

chapter includes the following subheadings: Phase One Discussion; Phase Two Discussion; 

Study Alignment with Early College High School Research; Implications for Policymakers; 

Implications for Practice; Implications for Future Research; Limitations of the Study; and 

Reflection on the Dissertation. 

Phase One Discussion 

 A major finding from the Phase One interviews was the fact that all participants noted 

a confluence of economic, social, political, and educational strands that produced the historic 

circumstances which gave rise to the ECH movement.  This study finding resonated with 

work by other educational researchers who have examined the historic circumstances of 

education reform events in the United States (Nodine, 2009; Ravitch, 2000; Tyack & Cuban, 

1995).  Perhaps Ms. Blue phrased it best when she explained the ECH movement genesis in 

North Carolina to stem from: “an educative as well as an economic initiative to increase the 

graduation rate and to improve the economic stability and educational outcomes for 

individuals.”  From an educational perspective, too many high school students who are not 

succeeding in mainstream secondary models do not persist in the currently available 

education credentialing pathways (Snyder, et. al., 2009).  This is a problem with the 

contemporary secondary public education model from the vantage point of a human capital 

perspective as well (Ravitch, 2000; Tyack & Cuban, 1995).  It is also a problem from a social 

justice viewpoint: without the requisite preparation for family-supporting work-force 
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employment, how could high schoolers maintain interest in the school process with which 

they are presented, what’s more post-secondary education credentialing?  The disconnect 

between high school skill sets and securing a job that permits a family-supporting income in 

the workforce is too great today.  As Mr. Green put it, there is a “national drive to have all 

kids college and job-ready when they finish with their secondary and post-secondary 

education.”  The ECH model is a potential solution designed specifically to accomplish the 

goal of helping bridge the gap between secondary educational attainment and post-secondary 

academic credentialing or gaining employment in the workforce. 

One working definition of a family-supporting wage discovered in the Phase One 

interviews was Mr. Brown’s description: “certification programs in technical fields, a 

baccalaureate or above.  In some cases an Associate’s Degree associated with some technical 

or certification program.”  Mr. Brown commented, “A college education is not a luxury as it 

might have been some time before, it’s a requisite for a family-supporting wage.”  Mr. 

Brown added that, “These are not negotiables anymore in terms of both a student or young 

person’s quality of life and ability to support a family.”  Further, the disparity between 

secondary diploma skill sets and the community college or university-level skills required for 

workplace success are becoming increasingly disconnected (Ravitch, 2000; Tyack & Cuban, 

1995).    In Mr. Blonde’s words, there was a recognition “that we had to expand the pool of 

young people that were succeeding both in high school and college” in order to address this 

hemorrhaging of economic talent from the workforce.  Moreover, there needed to be a better 

aligning of secondary and post-secondary skills development (Ravitch, 2000; Tyack & 
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Cuban, 1995).  As Mr. Brown noted, “Many high schools now offer a graduation test that 

students take as early as the 10
th

 grade.”  He continued, “once they’re in the 11
th

 grade, 

they’ve basically finished all of their high school requirements… they could be challenged 

and could actually get a head start and accelerate towards a post-secondary credential.”  

Apart from this current secondary trend, Mr. Brown mentioned university freshman 

remediation and attrition rates: “40% of all freshmen have to take a remediation course, and 

the attrition rate for first-year college-going students is quite high.”  These shortcomings in 

both the secondary and post-secondary education strata were part of the circumstances that 

spurred the creation of the ECH model and movement.  The complexity of this problem 

includes utilizing time better for students when they are in high school, improving the 

learning in high schools by aligning it better with actual job skills needed in the workforce 

today, and improving the quality of learning that goes on in high schools with respect to 

standard content areas of curricula in order to reduce remediation rates in these subjects for 

students if or when they begin university-level study. 

These same challenges to the secondary education system have historic roots in calls 

for education reform involving high schools since at least A Nation at Risk in 1983.  

Repeated calls for improving the quality of learning by better aligning high school 

curriculum with actual workforce skill sets, or for reducing higher education remediation 

rates by improving core content instruction, are two themes of secondary reform that 

perennially crop up in education leader’s and policymaker’s calls for improvements in the 
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public high school system (American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, 2009; A Nation at 

Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform, 1983; No Child Left Behind, 2001). 

In some states where politicians were specifically looking for novel solutions to these 

persistent social, economic, and education problems, deliberate policies favorable to ECH 

creation were established.  For example, in North Carolina, as Mr. Blonde reported, “around 

2000, we had lost over 200,000 jobs to manufacturing, textiles, and farming.  Policymakers 

were becoming very anxious that the time-honored industries in our state were eroding and 

that those jobs were eroding as well.”  Governor Easley and his staff asked Mr. Blonde’s 

organization for input on solutions to these problems.  They were already in the process of 

examining successful “models of high school that prepared young people for college.”  Mr. 

Blonde’s organization reported that, “The model that made the most sense was the ECH.”  

From there, in North Carolina, the policies that would need to be put in place to foster and to 

cultivate ECH development were supported by the highest levels of government.  Mr. Blonde 

summarized: “The rationale was about responding to an economic imperative for a new 

solution.  Our direct observations of successful schools lead us to believe that with the proper 

professional development, over time, these schools could be successful.”  Since 2001, they 

have taken root in this state, with North Carolina enjoying a high number of ECHs-70 ECHs 

in 2011 ("North carolina new," n.d.).  Furthermore, the ECH movement and system in North 

Carolina has served as a model for the ECH movement to other states such as California, 

Texas, Ohio, and New York.  This study finding makes sense because as the 2008 SRI and 

AIR International study on ECHs indicated, “the top five intermediaries in 2006 associated 
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with the ECHSI are: the North Carolina New Schools Project-33 ECHs open in total; the 

Middle College National Consortium-14 ECHs open total; followed by the National Council 

of La Raza, The Foundation for California Community Colleges, and the Texas High School 

Project-each with 11 open ECHs total.”  It seems that in recent years, states who have 

traditionally dominated the education sphere, such as New York, California, and Texas, are 

beginning to realize the potential impact ECHs can have for their underrepresented student 

populations. 

  ECHs are to a great extent unique in their philosophy, policy, form, process, and 

leadership.  As a result of this fact, they stand largely in contrast to traditional forms of the 

high school institution (Ravitch, 2000; Tyack & Cuban, 1995).  For example, the scope of the 

target population and mission for ECHs is specific: to provide secondary and post-secondary 

education credentialing opportunities through a novel high school model for first-time 

college-aspiring students (Adelman et. al., 2007; Dessof, 2005; Evan et al., 2006).  

Mainstream high schools serve a given region’s population of adolescents, it normally 

addresses this larger and more general body of students.  Mr. Brown summarized: “The ECH 

mission is to help prepare underrepresented students for access and success in higher 

education, leading to a post-secondary credential.”  The school-level, academic, and social 

supports involved in teaching ECH target populations, the skill sets necessary to achieve 

these goals, are critically important to the ECH process (Adelman et. al., 2007; Evan et al., 

2006; Edmunds, 2010; Nodine, 2009).  Mr. Blonde elaborated on these goals when he 

explained that part of the mission of ECHs is “to create what we call the power of place, 
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which is about motivating a certain population of young people to perceive themselves as 

both high school graduates and college-goers.”  The power of place is perhaps one of the 

most distinct features of the ECH model. 

In contrast to regular high schools, ECHs promote a culture that hinges on a unique 

setting, the community college or university location (Adelman et. al., 2007; Evan et al., 

2006; Nodine, 2009).  Furthermore, the saturation of education personnel staffing ECHs who 

put forth 100% effort in pushing students to excel in their academics while holding them to 

high education expectations and life-long success standards, generates a school culture that 

doubly impacts the potential for attainment for underrepresented higher education 

populations of students.  As one student from the SERVE study noted, 

 

Having all the people around you who genuinely care and know who you are, and are 

backing you 100% on your road to success, and graduation eventually.  It’s really 

motivating.  It’s just an experience that I’m sure that if everyone had the opportunity 

to take and realize, the world would be a different place. (Edmunds, 2010, p. 2) 

These aspects of the ECH model are accomplished in a small school and classroom setting 

which is another contrast from larger-scale mainstream high schools (Ravitch, 2000; Tyack 

& Cuban, 1995).  Ms. Blue explained the mission of ECHs further: “for all students to be 

successful in college careers and life.  To graduate from high school and have an opportunity 

to earn up to an Associate’s Degree or two years of college credit, all at no cost to the 



227 
 

family.”  The philosophical underpinnings to the ECH mission include an emerging sense of 

social justice in the domain of public education as well as establishing a successful secondary 

model that can provide educational opportunity for traditionally underrepresented college-

going students.  This philosophy boils down to a pragmatic approach to reducing or 

eliminating a large portion of educational costs in an attempt to help bridge the gap between 

high school and post-secondary academic attainment. 

ECH philosophy and mission is about believing in the academic potential for success 

of traditionally underrepresented college-going students and providing these target 

populations with the means to accomplish their educational goals in the unique form of a 

novel model of learning replete with the social and academic supports necessary for such 

attainment (Adelman et. al., 2007; Edmunds, 2010; Evan et al., 2006; Nodine, 2009).  As Mr. 

Blond phrased it, “the most significant barrier to success is the belief among the adults that 

the work can be done.  The belief that the problem lies not in the students, but in the support 

and design of the school itself.”  Mr. Blonde expanded: “That belief system is the most 

important element to be found in administrators and teachers in these schools.”  This positive 

philosophy buoys every aspect of the ECH, from policy to form, process, and leadership. 

 ECHs have a unique structure, pedagogic process, and professional support system.  

Accordingly, ECH educators are a special type of individual as well.  One ECH student from 

the SERVE study talked about the teachers at her ECH: 
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I like how they play on our strengths and weaknesses because the teachers, they don’t 

focus like, ‘Oh, you need to know this for the test.’  They’re more focused on what 

you’re going to retain and know in the long run.  I really like that because I like to 

learn.  I want to know something. (Edmunds, 2010, p. 6) 

ECHs are typically small schools of less than 400 students found on university or community 

college campuses.  They incorporate an accelerated hybrid secondary and post-secondary 

curriculum in order to provide students with the opportunity to complete a high school 

diploma and either an Associate’s Degree or the first two years of transferrable, university-

level credit within a four or five-year time frame (Dessof, 2005).  Although there are 

contemporary high schools that attempt to bridge the gap between secondary and post-

secondary academic skill sets, such as Charter Schools, only the ECH has it written into their 

mandate to address this kind of accelerated and hybrid curriculum within the high school 

timeframe. 

More of the features of ECHs emerged from Phase One interview data.  For example, 

all of the interviewees reported that ECH teachers are masters of curriculum and utilize 

student data to inform their instruction (Adelman et. al., 2007; Evan et al., 2006; Nodine, 

2009).  They also engage in comprehensive professional development processes.  ECH 

teachers are able to establish highly personalized relationships with students, relationships 

that can provide some of the social support necessary for first-time college-aspiring students 

to achieve standard measures of academic success necessary to gain a post-secondary 

education credential (Nodine, 2009).  The small school and classroom setting unique to the 
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ECH model can only help to cultivate student benefits from these types of quality educator-

student relationships.  Whereas with mainstream high schools with large student population 

bodies (Ravitch 2000; Tyack & Cuban, 1995), ECHs enjoy a much lower educator-to-student 

ratio, and this cannot help but improve on establishing quality educator-student relationships. 

The ECH teacher and administrator is a unique kind of individual that share and 

exemplify various common skill sets.  As mentioned previously, they must embody the belief 

that the “problem lies not in the students, but in the support and design of the school itself.”  

Indeed, Mr. Blonde reported situations in which “we would have to help the school recognize 

the need to make a change in the principalship or make a change in those teachers” that could 

not personify this outlook and attitude.  Some of the phrases that Phase One interviewees 

reported to describe ECH teachers and administrators included: “innovative and 

entrepreneurial spirit;” masters of curriculum and educational standards; experience working 

with “diverse populations;” and positive collaboration and team working skills.  These types 

of educator attributes were also found in the major empirical studies conducted on ECHs in 

the 2000s (Adelman et. al., 2007; Evan et al., 2006; Nodine, 2009). 

Perhaps Mr. Brown summarized it best when he stated that, “If you are a professional 

who’s bound to the old way of doing things, it will be very difficult to reach out in the new 

paradigm to new partners, such as higher education.”  He continued, “The cultures of high 

school and college are so different,” that, “You really need someone who is capable and 

comfortable reaching out to that audience successfully.”  In his interview, Mr. Blonde 

specifically described the typical mindset and attributes of an ECH administrator.  He stated 
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that “the leadership role of an [ECH] administrator” consists of thinking “every single day 

about the quality of teaching being provided to their students.  They have to become adept at 

helping teachers as a team, establish group norms about the meaning of excellent instruction 

in a school that works.”  He clarified further: “That no longer is this a classroom by 

classroom exercise, but it’s a matter of how is that school collectively identifying and 

holding up powerful teaching and learning as a shared goal of the entire faculty.”  Mr. 

Blonde mentioned a critical facet of the successful ECH administrator’s abilities: “Does that 

principal possess the ability to both sustain those norms over time and intervene when 

teachers are either unable or unwilling to deliver on those shared norms?”  The leadership 

role of an ECH administrator as described by Phase One interviewee responses described a 

level of professionalism firmly grounded in a positive, inclusive philosophy and vision that 

consistently upholds the potential for educational success for underrepresented higher 

education populations of students (Adelman et. al., 2007; Evan et al., 2006; Nodine, 2009).  

Accordingly, Phase One interviewees emphasized that ECH teachers shoulder the burden 

well of carrying out the unique work of this philosophy and process in their schools. 

The ECH model was designed on a foundation of best-practice educational research 

(Adelman et. al., 2007; AIR & SRI International, 2004; Evan et al., 2006).  As Mr. White 

explained with respect to the necessity for small school design in the ECH model, “students 

at smaller schools achieved higher performance, they received more attention from teachers, 

the school is of a more manageable size, classrooms are of a more manageable size.”  Mr. 

Brown mentioned an important point about the accelerated hybrid curriculum of the ECH 



231 
 

model: “to get colleges and high schools together in order to think about how they could 

align the curriculum.”  He acknowledged that part of the purposeful design of ECHs is to 

provide “the student supports and the targeted interventions that would result in students 

becoming college ready.”  The curriculum mastery piece of the ECH model of pedagogy is 

crucial (Adelman et. al., 2007; AIR & SRI International, 2004; Evan et al., 2006; SRI & AIR 

International, 2008).  For example, Mr. Brown mentioned the importance of ECH teachers 

understanding the secondary and post-secondary curriculum: “They have to understand the 

standards for whatever state or city in which the school is located… in order to help facilitate 

a process where’s there’s an alignment done between college courses and high school 

courses.”  The mastery of content knowledge that ECH teachers exhibit permits them to 

teach students the requisite skill sets that post-secondary learning requires.  Moreover, in 

contrast to mainstream high schools where a much larger teacher faculty is normally at work, 

the chances for elevating a cadre of small school educators to the level of content proficiency 

associated with being a master of curriculum is a much more realizable and realistic goal. 

A comprehensive system of professional development assists with the aligning of this 

content mastery (Adelman, et. al., 2007; SRI & AIR International, 2008).  In North Carolina, 

the IS4, or “Integrated System of School Support Services” provides ECH educators with a 

degree of professional development unique to the ECH model.  As Mr. Blonde explained: 

“IS4 simply means that every aspect of what we do, leadership development for the principal, 

classroom-based instructional coaching services for the teachers, our team’s analysis and 

interpretation of data, [leads] to actions to support a school.”  Some of the features of the 
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professional development for ECHs in North Carolina include: the Teacher Rounds Model; 

summer seminars conducted by the NCNSP or JFF; and curriculum mapping conducted by 

ECH teachers and community college or university instructors (Adelman, et. al., 2007; SRI 

& AIR International, 2008).  Although some of these pedagogic elements of best-practice 

based instruction are obviously present in many if not all high schools to some degree or 

another, it is exactly the degree to which these instructional techniques are emphasized by 

ECH philosophy and policy and mastered by ongoing professional development on the part 

of ECH educators that distinguishes their high levels of teaching proficiency. 

All of these features of the ECH model are purposefully designed to provide first-

time college-aspiring high schoolers with the opportunities and supports necessary to permit 

secondary and post-secondary achievement.  Recent and current ECH measures of student 

achievement are positive (Adelman et. al., 2007; AIR & SRI International, 2004; Edmunds, 

2010; Evan et al., 2006; Nodine, 2009; Roberts, 2007; SRI & AIR International, 2008).  Ms. 

Blue referred to several measures of success in her interview such as, “Our graduation rate is 

currently 89.9%, compared with the state that is 74.7%.”  She reported that on one of North 

Carolina’s new measures of secondary success, Algebra II enrollments, ECHs reported a 

“31.1% enrollment rate,” compared to the state benchmark of 25%.  Ms. Blue mentioned the 

drop-out rate: “statewide last year was 5.7%, and was 0.2% for ECHs.”  From the post-

secondary perspective, Ms. Blue reported that in community colleges, “70% of students 

enrolled in classes earn a C or better, but 75% of ECH students enrolled in college classes 

earn a C or better.”  Due to privacy statutes governing secondary and post-secondary 
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education organizations’ reporting of data, it is difficult to track ECH students once they 

graduate.  However, informal feedback loops exist between ECH educators and graduates 

largely due to the quality relationships formed during students’ years at the ECH.  For 

example, Mr. Green reported that many of his graduates “keep in touch” with him and other 

staff about what they’re doing post-graduation.  These types of ECH achievements can be 

directly linked back to the unique structure, process, and personnel inherent to the school 

model. 

One aspect of establishing ECH schools at the local level involves securing start-up 

grants from philanthropic organizations.  For example, the grants provided by the Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation typically expire after five years.  The source of school funding is a 

critical piece of the sustainability question for ECHs (Adelman et. al., 2007; AIR & SRI 

International, 2004; Evan et al., 2006; Nodine, 2009).  Mr. Green, Ms. Orange, Ms. Pink, and 

Ms. Lime all mentioned securing continued funding by further grants and the local school 

district as the central piece of their ECH sustainability issue.  These comments by ECH 

administrators on the nature of the ECH sustainability issue are telling.  Ms. Orange said that, 

“I think sustainability really depends on the relationships you have and if people are willing 

to make the commitment and put their money where the commitment is.”  This commitment 

can represent, as Ms. Pink put it, “an economic driver for their kids, as well as a way to 

eliminate some of the social challenges of having kids who are not engaged in schools.”  Ms. 

Lime was more specific about the fiscal elements of the continued sustainment of ECHs: 

“The sustainability piece is going to come in when the county would pick up the continuation 
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of the school, of the paying of the employees, of the financing, things of that nature.”  In this 

area of operations, ECHs appear similar to mainstream high schools.  Whether you’re a 

school principal at a mainstream high school or an ECH, funding will be an administrative 

concern that demands serious attention. 

However, these financial concerns should be considered against the backdrop of the 

unique form and process that ECHs typically produce.  As Mr. Green summarized, a “critical 

mass of a different way of doing school will be reached, different than a charter school, 

different than a private school, but a viable option for students and parents who want 

something different than a traditional, comprehensive high school.”  In his words, “Once that 

critical mass has been met, I think it will be impossible not to sustain.”  If the growing 

number of ECHs in North Carolina is any indicator of their sustainability, or the increasing 

ubiquity of ECH programs and schools across the country in various states, perhaps this 

critical mass is close to being met. 

Phase One interview findings covered a gamut of information about ECHs from the 

national down to the local school levels.  Findings from the interviews informed on ECH 

philosophy, policy, form, process, and leadership.  Repeated findings across the varied 

participants in Phase One interviews informed on the unique nature of these features of the 

ECH model and movement and a philosophy and policy alignment from the national down to 

the local-levels of ECH organizations.  Phase One interview data helped answer Research 

Sub-questions One and Two: How is ECH design unique? and: What characterizes ECH 

leadership?  One finding that presented an appealing outlook on the ECH model was that it 
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was described as “a different way of doing school.”  A different way of doing school that 

reaches but supports and promotes successful educational attainment for traditionally 

underrepresented college-aspiring populations of secondary students.  Phase One interview 

findings provided a critical piece of the answer to the investigation of what philosophy and 

policies shape the form, process, and leadership of local ECH organizations.  The focus of 

the next section of the paper’s Discussion Chapter reports on Phase Two Q-Sort findings in 

an oeuvre to answer Research Sub-question Three: How do ECH leaders and educators 

perceive their school process to be successful?  The Q-Method vector of the study enhanced 

the resolution of its answer to the overarching descriptive research goal. 

Phase Two Discussion 

 The study’s Phase Two research honed in on perceptions of ECH leaders and 

teachers’ sense of school process and efficacy by conducting 40 Q-Sorts.  Q-Methodology 

provided numerical values to participants’ perceptions of the given phenomenon of 

investigation, what concourse statement items had the most bearing on participant educators’ 

perceptions of their ECHs process.  The four model factor arrays, or model Q-Sorts, that 

Phase Two provided the study informed directly on Research Sub-question Three: How do 

ECH leaders and educators perceive their school process to be successful? The model factor 

arrays: The Tutor, ECH Core Values, Popular Secondary Instruction, and The Mentor, 

provided a distinct view of what particular pieces of the philosophy and policy of the ECH 

movement impact the form, process, and leadership of the three local participant ECH 

schools.  In this way, Phase Two provided findings primarily related to Research Sub-
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question Three, and occupied the last part of the study’s answers to the overarching 

descriptive research goal. 

 The four model factor arrays provided the study with four images of what ECH 

leaders and teachers perceive as effective and successful in their particular ECHs process.  

This insight into what works at the school level of operations is fundamental to this study and 

one of its greatest strengths.  There were surprises in the concourse statement arrangements 

in the model factor arrays, but not surprisingly, when confronted with having to rank-order a 

set of positive or good concourse statements, inherently, some goods would be ranked higher 

and lesser than others (McKeown & Thomas, 1988; Watts & Stenner, 2005). 

 A standard analysis that can be made in a Q-Method study includes comparing 

statistically significant concourse statement items across emergent model factor arrays 

(Brown, 1993, McKeown & Thomas, 1988; Stainton Rogers, 1995; Watts & Stenner, 2005).  

These are called “Distinguishing Statements” for a Model Factor Array (a model Q-Sort).  At 

a basic level, this is simply examining what identical concourse statement items each factor 

array reported to be significant (if any).  PQ Method 2.11 provides users with statistically 

significant statement items that appear in more than one model factor array from Q-Sort data.  

There were no distinguishing statements across model factor arrays for this study.  That is, no 

concourse item statements were repeated as statistically significant across model factor 

arrays one through four at any level of significance.  This is a unique finding of the Q-Sorts 

that comprised Phase Two data in the study.  Many of the same concourse item statements 

emerged as statistically significant items in the model Q-Sorts, but none of these concourse 
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statement items were ranked in similar or identical locations across model Q-Sorts one 

through four, so as to be “Distinguishing.”  This feature of the study’s Q-Sort data could be 

due to participants’ homogeneity in regard for statement items, in essence, difficulty in 

selecting certain statements as much more important or less important than others. 

This feature of the Phase Two data spurred me to consider whether each of the model 

Q-Sorts, as essentially unique perspectives on ECH process, could be categorized along an 

axis of individual- or organizational-based viewpoints.  The Tutor and The Mentor both 

evoked a more personalized, individual-based perspective on school-level ECH process.  

ECH Core Values and Popular Secondary Instruction seemed to indicate a more 

organizational-based outlook on local ECH process.  My sense of the individual or 

organizational-based axes on which to examine the model Q-Sorts was based on statement 

rankings patterns.  The individual- or organizational-perspective emphasis revealed in the 

four model factor arrays was evident in the rankings of particular concourse statement items 

within The Tutor, The Mentor, ECH Core Values, and Popular Secondary Instruction.  In 

essence, the four particular Q-Sorts of concourse item statements created individual- or 

organizational-based perceptions of ECH process. 

 Another standard analysis that PQ Method 2.11 provides users is called “Consensus 

Statements that do not Distinguish Between Any Pair of Factors” (Brown, 1993, McKeown 

& Thomas, 1988; Stainton Rogers, 1995; Watts & Stenner, 2005).  These are essentially 

concourse item statements that model factor arrays do not rank within the variance dimension 

of their Q-Sorts.  However, this is not to be interpreted as model factor arrays reporting 
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“Consensus Statements that do not Distinguish Between Any Pair of Factors” as identically 

unimportant.  Instead, this type of analysis reported lesser- to neutral-value to the following 

concourse item statements: “Reaching Underrepresented Student Populations;” “Principal-

Teacher Relationship Building;” “Writing to Learn;” Critical Questioning;” and “Teacher 

Rounds Model.”  These concourse items were reported in the middle-columns of all four 

Model Factor Arrays.  It’s reasonable to infer that Phase Two participants’ perceptions of the 

relative value of these concourse item statements to successful ECH process are neutral or 

ambivalent (McKeown & Thomas, 1988; Stainton Rogers, 1995).  These concourse 

statements can also be interpreted to have been difficult to rank order.  For example, model 

factor arrays one through four all ranked “Reaching Underrepresented Student Populations” 

in the + 1 column, while “Writing to Learn” in the 0, - 1, and – 2 columns.  Given the 

fundamental nature of reaching underrepresented student populations as a central goal of 

ECH philosophy, policy, and mission-almost a given in the milieu of ECH content-it makes 

sense that this and other fundamental concourse item statements would appear in the middle-

ground of model factor arrays. 

 Model Factor Array One, The Tutor, was named so because it displayed 

characteristics consistent with common conceptual connotations of tutoring: strong academic 

support; quality remediation and/or instructional practice; goal-focused growth; and 

moderate teacher-student personalization.  It was the axis of teacher-student relationship 

building that separated model factor array one from four.  In model factor array one, teacher-

student relationship-centered concourse statements were ranked highly, but not as the highest 
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item in the model factor array.  The Tutor ranked “Teacher-Student Relationship Building” at 

the + 4 level, and “Personalization” at the + 2 level.  The instructional and goals aspects of 

The Tutor were apparent in the positive side rankings from the model factor array.  “Ready 

for College, + 4;” “High Student Expectations/Academic Rigor, + 3;” “Critical Classroom 

Talk, + 2;” “Instructional Flexibility, + 1;” “Research-Based Instructional Techniques, + 1;” 

and “Common Instructional Framework, + 1;” all were reported on the positive half of The 

Tutor’s model factor array. 

This left certain items from the natural concourse statement list for the lesser-valued 

half of the forced-rank spectrum such as: “Social Supports, - 1;” “Literacy Groups, - 1;” 

“STEM-based Instruction, - 2;” “School Change Coach, - 2;” “Instructional Coach, - 2;” and 

“High School Course Content Remediation, - 3.”  Given this group’s perception of ECH 

process and success, the particular array of statement rankings exhibited a tutorial approach 

to ECH instruction and informed on the value of specific features of the ECH process that 

rank higher or lower in its utility.  One inference that could be made about The Tutor’s 

perception of ECH process and success centered on the potential current level of 

development at which ECH teachers find themselves.  Perhaps The Tutor is a step along an 

axis of ECH teacher development towards model factor array four: The Mentor.  Overall 

though and in essence, The Tutor seemed to belie an individual-based outlook on ECH 

process. 

 Model factor array two, ECH Core Values, was named such because of its focus on 

many of the critical elements of the unique ECH model.  For example, ECH-specific 
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concourse items were ranked highly in this model factor array: “Community College or 

University Setting, + 5;” “Purposeful Design, + 4;” “The Power of Place/ECH Culture, + 3;” 

“Small School and Classroom Setting, + 2.”  Two unique items from the professional 

development model for ECHs were ranked highly: “School Change Coach, + 4; and 

“Instructional Coach, + 3.”  Other positive ranking item statements in this array included 

more standard measures of secondary student performance like retention and meeting 

graduation and post-secondary skill sets proficiency.  This model factor array ordered on the 

lower end of the utility rank-order spectrum items such as “Teacher-Student Relationship 

Building, - 5;” “Teacher Knowledge of Courser Content, - 4;” “Social Supports, - 3;” and 

“Personalization, - 2.”  Many of the pedagogic types of concourse statements were ranked on 

the lower end of utility to ECH process and success by Core ECH Values too. 

Model factor array two’s concourse item rankings indicated a perception of ECH 

process and success that centered on core ECH philosophy, policy, and model structures.  

Following the line of logic with respect to the model factor arrays indicating levels of 

development along a scale of process and success at the school level, perhaps ECH Core 

Values indicated a distinct phase of local organizational development.  Otherwise it could be 

interpreted to demonstrate the ECH philosophy and policy “party line” with respect to 

standard, espoused ECH structure and process.  Curiously, the ranking of the School Change 

and Instructional Coaches highly in the array happened also in model factor array three, 

Popular Secondary Instruction.  Neither in The Tutor nor The Mentor were these two 

concourse item statements ranked positively.  Nuances of similar or identical concourse item 
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values across model factor arrays sheds further light on the unique perspectives they embody 

along the proposed individual- or organizational-based axes. 

Model factor array three, Popular Secondary Instruction, was so titled because of its 

focus on elements of current research-based, best-practice high school pedagogy.  Popular 

Secondary Instruction also focused on standard high school measures of student attainment.  

The + 5 concourse item statement for Popular Secondary Instruction was “High School 

Graduation Requirements.”  Other positively-valued concourse statements included: 

“College Acceptance Rate, + 4;” “Standardized Assessments (EG: EOC, EOG, etc.), + 3;” 

“Student Retention, + 2;” “Reaching Underrepresented Student Populations, + 1;” and 

“Social Supports,  + 1.”  Positively-ranked ECH pedagogy-related statements included: 

“Literacy Groups, + 4;” “Stem-based Instruction, + 3;” “Powerful Teaching, + 2;” 

“Scaffolding, + 2;” “Teacher Knowledge of Course Content, + 2;” “Critical Classroom Talk, 

+ 1;” “Collaborative Group Work, + 1;” and “High School Course Content Remediation, + 

1.”  Popular Secondary Instruction ranked the School Change and Instructional Coach 

positively as well (+ 3 and + 2).  This model factor array ordered ECH-specific design 

elements on the lower end of the sort spectrum.  Items such as “Community College or 

University Setting, - 5;” “High Student Expectations/Academic Rigor, - 3;” “Purposeful 

Design, - 2;” “Small School and Classroom Setting, - 2;” and “The Power of Place/ECH 

Culture, - 1,” occupied the lesser-valued end of the Popular Secondary Instruction model 

factor array.  The Popular Secondary Instruction model factor array may have indicated a 

concentrated focus on pedagogy at the school level with respect to ECH process and success.  
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If ECHs prove to be long-term successful models for a niche of secondary students, perhaps 

the types of concourse item statements that were perceived to rank so highly in Popular 

Secondary Instruction could be exported to other mainstream high schools. 

The most intriguing model factor array to me was the fourth, The Mentor.  The 

Mentor reported a positively-ranked blend of research-based, secondary instruction-related 

items; ECH-unique items; and standard measures and goals for high school students.  For 

example, “Personalization” was ranked in the + 5 spot.  “High Student 

Expectations/Academic Rigor” earned a + 4 spot.  “Teacher-Student Relationship Building, + 

3” and “Social Supports, + 2” helped round-out the tutorial type of feel to this model factor 

array’s reporting of successful ECH process at the school level.  Whereas The Tutor 

emphasized similar pedagogy and high school student achievement goals, The Mentor 

included a stronger emphasis on the positive relationship element between educator and 

student in the ECH model.  Critical ECH-specific items were reported to be positive aspects 

of The Mentor’s perception of successful ECH school-level process as well: “Small School 

and Classroom Setting, + 4;” “Instructional Flexibility, + 3;” “The Power of Place/ECH 

Culture, + 2;” “Community College or University Setting, + 2;” and “Reaching 

Underrepresented Student Populations, + 1.”  The only other model factor array that ranked 

Social Supports in a positive spot was Popular Secondary Instruction.  This similarity may 

strengthen the line of logic that model factor arrays one through four fall along axes based on 

individual-or organizational-level perspectives on ECH process. 
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Interestingly, The Mentor reported some en vogue secondary instructional techniques 

on the lower-valued side of the model Q-Sort. “STEM-based Instruction” and “Common 

Instructional Framework” were both placed in the – 4 spots.  “Research-Based Instructional 

Techniques” and “Writing to Learn” were ranked in the – 2 column.  “Powerful Teaching” 

and “Scaffolding” earned places in the – 1 column.  This nuance to concourse item rankings 

in model factor array four further added to its mentor-like feel.  The Mentor model Q-Sort 

valued more positively reaching students over what instructional technique an educator uses 

to reach students.  Nevertheless, broad expected student educational outcomes occupied 

higher-valued foci in The Mentor’s perception of school-level ECH process, with “Ready for 

College” and “Student Retention” falling in the + 1 column.  In effect, The Mentor model 

factor array indicated that reaching underrepresented university-level populations of 

secondary students was a critical stage of the successful educational processes that ECHs 

accomplish. 

The four model factor arrays do not lend themselves to a linear description of school-

level ECH development.  This is due to the nature of Q-Methodology’s inherent focus as a 

method on perceptions of phenomenon of study (Brown, 1993, McKeown & Thomas, 1988; 

Stainton Rogers, 1995; Watts & Stenner, 2005).  To establish a causal link between ECH 

Core Values, The Tutor, Popular Secondary Instruction, and The Mentor, would be a 

misinterpretation of Phase Two findings.  A better way to depict the four snapshots of ECH 

process would be along continuums of organizational- and individual-based continuums.  Q-

Methodology provides perceptual snapshots in the form of model factor arrays of a given 
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phenomenon of study (Brown, 1993, McKeown & Thomas, 1988; Stainton Rogers, 1995; 

Watts & Stenner, 2005).  Each model factor array elevated certain aspects and elements of 

the ECH model above others, such as this type of instructional technique or that type of 

ECH-specific design element, thereby providing insight into four distinct perceptions of the 

efficacy of ECH process at the school level.  The four model factor arrays are better suited to 

be used as analogies or types of successful school-level ECH approaches—estimated 

generalizations based on factor-analyzed similarities across and between concourse statement 

item Q-Sorts (Brown, 1993, McKeown & Thomas, 1988; Stainton Rogers, 1995; Watts & 

Stenner, 2005).  The Tutor, ECH Core Values, Popular Secondary Instruction, and The 

Mentor provided interesting answers to the question of what ECH educators perceived to be 

effective in their schools from both individual- and organizational-based perspectives. 

The study’s Phase Two Q-Sorts offered an in-depth look at what types of school-level 

ECH process go on to produce successful educational process for their students.  Four unique 

types of ECH process from the Phase Two Q-Method research component of the study 

provided answers to Research Sub-question Three: How do ECH leaders and educators 

perceive their school process to be successful?  Phase Two findings present The Tutor, ECH 

Core Values, Popular Secondary Instruction, and The Mentor as four generalized perceptions 

of ECH process by study Q-Sort participants. 

Study Alignment with Early College and High School Research 

 This research study confirmed certain aspects of current research already available on 

ECHs (Adelman et. al., 2007; AIR & SRI International, 2004; Edmunds, 2010; Evan et al., 
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2006; Nodine, 2009; Roberts, 2007; SRI & AIR International, 2008).  In at least two ways it 

extended and offered more to the existent body of ECH research by examining the many 

contrasts and few similarities between the ECH model and mainstream high schools.  The 

contrasts and similarities appeared in the study’s data in the form of particular philosophy, 

policy, form, process, and leadership items endemic to either the mainstream high school or 

the ECH reform model.  Through providing a narrative picture with Phase One data of the 

philosophy, policy, start-up history, form, typical process and leadership of ECHs, this study 

added to the research base by chronicling several national- to local-level key ECH-related 

organization leaders’ views on these category topics.  The research study then provided a 

unique snapshot of the manner in which local ECH educators perceived elements of their 

school process to be successful through the Phase Two Q-Sort.  The four model Q-Sorts that 

Phase Two findings reported, offered high-resolution snapshots of specific successful 

elements of the ECH milieu of philosophy, policy, form, process and leadership.  The Tutor, 

ECH Core Values, Popular Secondary Instruction, and The Mentor, shed light on the possible 

states of development of ECH educator and organizational development. 

 Typical measures of secondary process and efficacy such as: attendance, drop-out, 

promotion, retention, and graduation rates; GPA; the need for secondary remediation in core 

subjects; academic engagement; and post-secondary aspirations of educational attainment; 

are all items along which a high school’s process can be evaluated (Snyder et. al, 2008; 

Tyack & Cuban, 1995; Ravitch, 2000).  At points in some Phase One interview data, 

interviewees would reference that ECHs outperform their mainstream counterparts on many 
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if not all of these measures (Adelman et. al., 2007; AIR & SRI International, 2004; Edmunds, 

2010; Evan et al., 2006; Nodine, 2009; SRI & AIR International, 2008).  This research study 

helps answer the question why. 

EOC, EOG, GPA, AYP, standardized measures of evaluation in general, are 

traditional metrics of evaluation with which I find comparisons between ECHs and 

mainstream high schools to be somewhat informing.  Today’s standards-based educational 

environment in which researchers, policymakers, educators and school leaders work, places 

great value to standardized measures of student and school performance (Adelman et. al., 

2007; AIR & SRI International, 2004; Edmunds, 2010; Evan et al., 2006; Nodine, 2009; 

Snyder et. al., 2008; SRI & AIR International, 2008).  However, I think standardized 

measures of performance begin to capture the greater educational processes and leadership 

going on in the ECH reform model.  This outlook was one of the reasons why I chose Q-

Methodology to delve deep into the perceived process of local ECH participant schools. 

One main reason why such unique educational processes can occur with the ECH 

model is its purposeful design-from top philosophy, policy, and mission, to bottom local 

ECH process.  Perhaps one of the most impactful features of the ECH model is the small 

school and classroom size (Adelman et. al., 2007; AIR & SRI International, 2004; Evan et 

al., 2006; Nodine, 2009; SRI & AIR International, 2008).  In small school and classroom 

sized educational settings, the teacher-student ratio is much lower than in mainstream public 

schools.  The impact of just one aspect of the ECH model is difficult to pin down.  To 

mention a couple of ways in which this ECH core element could impact school process 
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would include the fact that: greater teacher-student capacity for interaction exists with lower 

teacher-student ratios.  Certainly the attention that a teacher can spread to a smaller list of 

students impacts their instructional power for those students in a positive fashion.  Classroom 

management issues in general are less problematic in smaller group settings.  There are a 

number of ways in which small school and classroom size can impact the ECH model 

educational process.  This is the case for many if not all of the ECH model design elements 

and one of its greatest strengths.  The ECH model is well hewn as an organic whole, and the 

difficulty in pinning down one particular element’s greater impact to the overall ECH process 

is a sign of the model’s coherence. 

One of the underlying epistemological aspects of my study was to determine as much 

why as what is happening with the ECH model.  Contrasting common standardized methods 

of secondary student and school performance was not a deliberate focus of the study’s 

method nor data sources.  Input on these types of issues from various Phase One interviewees 

can only be regarded as secondary type of data finding for the purposes of the study.  

However, why ECHs appear to outperform mainstream public high schools has to have 

something to do with at least one of the purposeful design elements of the ECH model. 

 The purposeful design element of the ECH model is fundamental and critical to its 

success (Adelman et. al., 2007; AIR & SRI International, 2004; Evan et al., 2006; Nodine, 

2009; SRI & AIR International, 2008).  Small school settings staffed by committed masters 

of secondary core subject curriculum who leverage highly personalized pedagogic 

approaches should be able to reach just about any kind of apathetic, unwilling, or potentially 
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under-prepared student.  Certainly the power of place and purposeful design aspects of the 

ECH model function as levers for motivating students in a novel, unusual secondary 

education setting-typically a community college campus.  But this unique education setting 

extends past the physical parameters of its location and operation into the human element of 

its learning community.  The exposure young people receive to adults striving to complete 

education achievements at the local community college-just in passing others on campus-

could serve as an eye-opener for reevaluating one’s goals to complete secondary and post-

secondary academic credentials.  Place the small school setting and great personalization of 

the ECH pedagogic experience in the hands of highly qualified education professionals who 

demonstrate genuine care in their day-to-day interactions for youth who have been 

marginalized in their previous public schooling, and a recipe for successful academic 

aspiration and attainment on the parts of many types of students becomes viable.  These are 

further aspects of the ECH model that explain why it contrasts with mainstream secondary 

schools. 

I believe it is important to note that the confluence of ECH items which bear from the 

philosophy, policy, form, process and leadership elements of the model cannot be extracted 

for analysis raising one above another element.  They can be described in terms of Phase One 

and Two data content that fit them into the process of three study participant ECHs.  ECH 

model core values alignment appears seamless or inter-related together enough such that it 

should prove difficult for researchers to determine if the small school setting, personalization, 
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high student expectations, remediation, social supports, or other variable from the ECH 

model could be determined to be a significant, independent feature of ECH process. 

Most if not all ECH model elements are drawn from best-practice research bases.  

ECH philosophy, policy, and mission guidelines stem from leading theory in education 

reform, best practice pedagogy, organizational structure and leadership.  To infer that the 

sample of Q-Sort participants offered four snapshots of perceived local ECH process from 

individual- and organization-based viewpoints resonates with the ECH model’s high value 

for high school structure, process, leadership, and human elements.  Phase One interview 

findings and Phase Two Q-Sort perspectives on local ECH process all reinforced the study’s 

answer to what and why the ECH model is successful. 

Study Alignment with Secondary School History and Reform 

For me, the most puzzling aspect of educational, and certainly high school reform, is 

the perennial and cyclic nature of the calls for it by policymakers.  In my ear, calls for public 

education reform in the past thirty years sound eerily similar (American Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act, 2009; A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform, 1983; 

No Child Left Behind, 2001).  Perhaps instead of regarding educational process along a 

linear-based model of progress and regress, maybe a perspective that regards the capacity for 

incremental raises in the field’s awareness and concurrent moments of forgetting or exclusion 

by field experts might better describe the historic development of educational process. 
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When policymakers change the demands, standards, and expectations of public 

schooling systems, resource realignment occurs (Tyack & Cuban, 1995; Ravitch, 2000).  In 

the resource realignment shuffle, educational processes including quality and other 

dimensions of their performance are affected.  Educational processes impact measurable 

outputs of schools, and consequently student learning services can be impacted by shifts of 

policy.  To be sure, this description is a highly generalized way to trace a trickle-down effect.  

It suits my purposes though by raising the question of what aspects of high school reform 

have been marginalized or excluded in the periods of time between major historic calls for 

high school reform.  What pieces of the mainstream secondary model persist in a neutral or 

static state in terms of positive public education services impact?  The main thematic items 

include: drop-out and graduation rates; increasing overall secondary student academic 

performance; improving the alignment of secondary academic skill set development and both 

post-secondary academic and workforce skill sets; reaching under-served populations of 

secondary students; and streamlining pathways from high school to the workforce or post-

secondary academic institutions (American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, 2009; A Nation 

at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform, 1983; No Child Left Behind, 2001; Tyack 

& Cuban, 1995; Ravitch, 2000). 

Over time, the utility of features of a given organization’s process can become less 

relevant, more relevant, or remain static.  Within the realm of education and in other fields, 

professional research is one driver of progress towards better-valued features of 

organizational process.  When better ideas work their way into a field’s process, they will 
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either remain or disappear from the system’s practices and operations, based on the value of 

their currency as determined by experts and practitioners in the field. 

In public education, it seems that many elements of a static system are not removed 

from mainstream educative structures and processes because of the system’s inherent inertia 

to change (Tyack & Cuban, 1995; Ravitch, 2000).  If this were not the case on some level, 

why are there recurrent calls for reform in education history events such as A Nation at Risk, 

NCLB, and Race to the Top?  Certainly there are thematic patterns that repeat content of the 

reform calls for each of these separate education history events.  A few of these include 

improving scores on standardized, measurable outputs of public education process; reducing 

drop-out and increasing secondary graduation rates; curriculum and content realignment with 

both post-secondary education institutions and actual workforce skill sets; and improving the 

academic achievement of the disadvantaged.  Why do these types of major areas of 

improvement for the public education system continue to surface in calls for education 

reform unless they were in fact not being met and addressed with changes to policy, form, or 

process?  Are they innate, perennial areas of improvement for the public education system 

that can be improved upon only by repeated, historic calls to their attention?  I think part of 

the answer lies in the resistance to change that the form of public education bureaucracies 

take in modern times (Tyack & Cuban, 1995; Ravitch, 2000).  Another part of the answer 

could be that reform efforts and models to-date have not generated the success that the ECH 

model seems to produce.  The point here is to recall that the ECH model is not one particular 

or even a few best-practice, research-based pedagogic elements arranged to address a specific 
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content area’s learning such as middle school reading skill levels or say, Algebra II EOC 

scores.  Instead, it is a comprehensive, well-aligned and coherent system of best-practice, 

research-based educational philosophy, policy, purposeful design, pedagogic techniques, 

strategies, and practices that offer a balanced and supportive learning environment for 

disadvantaged youth (Adelman et. al., 2007; AIR & SRI International, 2004; Edmunds, 2010; 

Evan et al., 2006; Nodine, 2009; SRI & AIR International, 2008). 

To be sure, different models of secondary reform and structure exist in the 

contemporary high school spectrum, each with their accompanying levels of efficacy, 

mission goals, leadership styles, content area specializations, and students that they serve.  

Schools within schools, STEM-schools, Charter Schools, IB Schools, all occupy a place in an 

emerging, more diverse array of secondary choice for students in the nation.  This flourishing 

of school choice increases the options for aspiring high school graduates, and permits more 

pathways to educational attainment.  The ECH is claiming a role in this offering of new 

pathways to secondary and post-secondary success for underrepresented students today. 

ECHs represent a 21
st
 Century secondary reform experiment in the form of a model 

that includes best-practice, research-based elements from the field of educational research to 

provide common, expected instructional services and supports to underrepresented 

populations of students in higher education (Adelman et. al., 2007; AIR & SRI International, 

2004; Edmunds, 2010; Evan et al., 2006; Nodine, 2009; SRI & AIR International, 2008).  

The ECH represents a viable and potentially sustainable model which can ameliorate some of 

the pesky perennial issues associated with the content of historic calls for public education 
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reform (American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, 2009; A Nation at Risk: The Imperative 

for Educational Reform, 1983; No Child Left Behind, 2001).  The ECH model addresses 

many of the areas of improvement that historic calls for secondary education reform have 

consistently identified.  ECHs serve marginalized groups of secondary and post-secondary 

populations of students.  They offer a best-practice, research-based suite of educational 

services to these students in a unique school form and setting.  The particular types of 

educators and ECH leaders who demonstrate great levels of relationship building and 

cultivation, personalization, with students is a unique aspect of the model. 

Creating a secondary school model that leverages the difficult-to-measure skill sets of 

educators, leaders, school form and process, inverts the typical approach to education reform 

that previous attempts have harnessed (American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, 2009; A 

Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform, 1983; No Child Left Behind, 2001; 

Tyack & Cuban, 1995; Ravitch, 2000).  Instead of implementing a policy change that 

included, for example, identifying and tracking semester-based or annual standardized 

measures in a bid to improve school process quality, progenitors of the ECH movement 

assembled philosophy, policy, and mission goals that established the conditions for a quality 

educative process for underrepresented students in a school form highly likely to promote 

educational success.  In this sense, the ECH movement examined the inputs for creating 

learning and quality educational attainment, instead of working from identifying measurable 

educational outputs and attempting to trace items impactful of such processes back to the 

learning environments in public schools.  Forward-looking thinking distinguishes the ECH 



254 
 

approach and mindset of its educators, leaders, and policymakers.  In ECH parlance, 

purposeful design and forward-looking thinking are quite resonant of each other. 

Contrasts and similarities that the ECH model embodies with respect to the history of 

secondary schools and reform models and movements are telling.  However, these contrasts 

and similarities between the ECH model and mainstream high schools can be discussed in 

terms of philosophy, policy, form, process, and leadership.  The unique aspects of the ECH 

model separate it from previous secondary reform attempts, as well as from the design, 

process, and leadership of mainstream high schools.  It follows that implications of the ECH 

model for policymakers, practice, and research may center on the unique aspects it brings as 

a secondary reform model.  In the next three sections of the Discussion chapter I would like 

to trace potential implications of the study’s research policymakers, practice, and future 

professional research. 

Implications for Policymakers 

 In this study, what is to be learned from the Early College High School movement 

was provided in two research formats: semi-structured interviews and Q-Method analysis.  

The findings, discussion, and conclusions that can be reached based on Phase One and Phase 

Two data offered a broad and detailed description of the philosophy and policy that shapes 

local ECH design, process, and leadership.  Highlights of the establishment and start-up 

periods for ECHs, particularly in North Carolina, as well as four snapshots of perceived types 

of successful ECH process, emerged from the study.  Issues and items that bear mentioning 

include: a climate of favorable state- and local-policy establishment for ECHs; the impact of 
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purposefully designed and highly personalized school forms for ECH populations of 

students; the impact of research-based, best-practice instructional techniques for ECH 

populations of students; the unique leadership and teacher roles that ECHs require; and 

exporting elements from the ECH model that could be applied to other high schools. 

 Perhaps the strongest finding from this study at the policymaker level was when Mr. 

Blonde described how the ECH initiative in North Carolina started.  He explained that the 

then-current Governor Easley was actively searching for ways in which to solve problems 

facing the North Carolina secondary school system.  The ECH model addressed social, 

financial, and educational issues that were challenging the high school system in North 

Carolina (Tyack & Cuban, 1995; Ravitch, 2000).  Reaching underrepresented university 

populations of students, first-time college aspiring high schoolers, and providing this 

segment of the state’s population with education opportunities that spanned secondary and 

post-secondary credentials in a highly personalized design and fashion, was a viable solution 

to North Carolina’s job losses across various sectors of industry and other perennial 

challenges to the secondary education system (A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for 

Educational Reform, 1983; No Child Left Behind, 2001;). The NCNSP was an organization 

that could help in determining the merits of the ECH model for North Carolina, but also how 

to best start-up ECHs in the state.  The favorable policy atmosphere established for ECH 

start-up in North Carolina from the top of the state government down to the local levels, 

permitted a window of opportunity for these schools to develop into the movement they 

represent for the state today. 
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One potential vision of the ECH model’s application that could benefit from local or 

even state- or national-level policy revision might be adjusting the target group of students to 

include in a more specific fashion the Limited English Proficient (LEP) subgroup.  In his 

Phase One interview, Mr. White mentioned that some smaller school districts on the border 

of the United States and Mexico had moved to a high school system that utilized only the 

ECH model.  It makes sense that other subcategories in the generally-considered 

disadvantaged learner population would benefit from the structure, support, and process the 

ECH model offers.  In adding a LEP component to the ECH model, the notions of bilingual, 

native-language, or Mother-Tongue instruction would be added to its dimensions of 

instruction and process.  However, a vision of LEP-serving ECHs wouldn’t necessarily have 

to exist at borders; instead they could also serve in areas of large immigration influx such as 

in cities near major ports of entry. 

Implications for Practice 

 This study’s implications for practice fell into two major categories: educator 

pedagogy and school leadership.  Both of these standard education system domains are 

grounded in the unique philosophy, policy, design, process, and leadership inherent to the 

ECH model.  Implications for practice gleaned from this study centered on exporting 

successful aspects and elements of the ECH model to other secondary education institutions. 

 ECH pedagogy has a foundation on best-practice, research-based instructional 

techniques (Adelman et. al., 2007; AIR & SRI International, 2004; Edmunds, 2010; Evan et 

al., 2006; Nodine, 2009; SRI & AIR International, 2008).  A robust professional development 
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model (IS4) exists to permit the opportunity for ECH educators in North Carolina to become 

true masters of their field.  The purposeful design of ECHs hinges on small-school setting, 

the power of place (at the community college or university setting), and highly personalized 

and comprehensive sets of academic and social supports for ECH target populations of 

secondary youth. 

It is critical to note that ECH educators are teachers and principals that believe in the 

potential for successful educational attainment on the part of underrepresented college-

aspiring high schoolers.  All of the Phase One interview participants mentioned the unique 

character, attitude, and outlook of educators who persist in the ECH model.  It is largely the 

tools, but also the human relations dimension to the ECH model, that permits positive 

educational processes for their students (Edmunds, 2010; Roberts, 2007).  Becoming a 

master of curriculum in a secondary subject field is a neutered achievement on the part of a 

teacher if they cannot demonstrate the depth of their inter-personal relationship skills, that is, 

reach and motivate their students to achieve in day-to-day instruction. 

The ECH model of professional development permits teachers with various sources 

of input to hone instructional skills as well (Teacher Rounds Model; summer seminars; 

monthly or even weekly staff meetings devoted to tracking student development).  Yet the 

instructional and interpersonal dimensions to ECH process are bounded by the small school 

setting.  A low teacher-student ratio evades many of the challenges typical of mainstream 

secondary classrooms today where fewer teachers are instructing greater class sizes. 
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 The human relations skills of typical ECH educators extend from the teacher strata up 

to the administrator level.  All of the ECH administrator participants in Phase One interviews 

reported developing and maintaining positive relationships with staff and students as a high 

priority in their leadership practice.  This is one feature of the different and unique way of 

doing school that study participants reported ECHs to embody.  In a small-school setting, this 

goal can be accomplished with strong results-the frequency of contact between 

administrators and teachers and students in a small school setting is a completely different 

dynamic than in large-sized schools. 

The purposeful design of ECHs impacts school leadership practice in a positive 

fashion.  One Phase One interview administrator stated that he thought the ECH model was 

how school should be done because he could reach teachers and students with respect to their 

needed areas of development, but moreover, that the positive human relationships established 

in the ECH model served as a foundation for students, teachers, and administrators alike in 

their own wishes to learn and to grow.  This type of description of the ECH model’s process 

conjures notions of a real, authentic, professional learning community to mind. 

Leading a group of educators who have bought into the philosophy and policy of the 

ECH model whole hog could be perceived as an easy task.  A lot of the administrative work 

of mainstream high schools can be cast in terms of managing effectively various share-

holders’ expectations in determining school process.  In an ECH, teacher and administrator 

expectations are similar enough in alignment due to the philosophy, policy, and mission 

expectations that underpin the model, that typical conflict resolution obligations and 
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responsibilities for leaders with respect to school process and operations are not as prevalent 

as in large-sized secondary schools.  In effect, school staff being on the same page permits a 

different set of leadership challenges that contrast those of mainstream high schools, as well 

as the unique form of ECHs.  For example, managing positive professional relations between 

two sets of educator staff, those of the community college and the ECH teachers, is not a 

concern for mainstream high school principals.  All of the Phase One ECH leader 

interviewees reported that managing the professional relationships between community 

college staff and the ECH was a top priority. 

Implications For Future Research 

There are at least two types of methodological modifications that could be added to 

the basic model of this research study that would produce different results.  For example, a 

state-wide database with measures of secondary student performance could be examined with 

respect to ECH and other high schools’ standardized performance metrics (EOC, EOG, GPA, 

AP, retention- promotion- and graduation rates, etc.).  This type of comparison could be 

quantitative in essence, perhaps focusing on schools similar in demographics, student size, or 

geographical location.  ECH proponents already compare student performance along these 

types of metrics between ECHs and other high schools, but an in depth quantitative and/or 

longitudinal analysis that took into account contrasting variables in structure and process 

with respect to mainstream high schools and the ECH model could determine which aspects, 

if any, of the ECH model are more significant in producing their unique educational 
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processes.  This type of research project is already ongoing in at least one professional 

research setting, the NC Serve Center (Edmunds, 2010). 

Other directions that this type of research could take would include expanding, 

decreasing, or changing the focus of Phase One interviews or Q-Study participants.  Eight 

Phase One interviews and 40 Phase Two Q-Sort participants from three ECHs were about all 

the principal researcher could manage on his own for the purposes of this study.  However, a 

team of researchers could handle better the greater workload that increasing the pool of 

interviewees would represent for the purposes of a study similar to this one.  In this day and 

age of technological capabilities, a state-wide data collection phase that utilized an online 

survey format administered to ECH educators could be executed. 

Another area of ECH-related study would be determining which aspects of the model 

export well to mainstream high schools.  Considering this line of research and the objects of 

study it might include, mainstream high schools and ECHs, examining the compatibleness of 

ECH elements and mainstream high school pedagogic and school-level design aspects, could 

be two foci of this type of research.  In their Phase One interviews, Mr. White, Mr. Brown, 

and Mr. Blonde all alluded to this type of research being implemented at the Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation, Jobs for the Future, and the North Carolina New Schools Project.  

One type of question associated with this line of research would include: what types of 

mainstream high schools align well to the implementation of ECH-model elements?  IB 

schools?  Charter schools?  The question of exporting ECH-model elements to mainstream 

high schools is a potentially complex area of future study. 
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Some states perform annual survey-based assessments of the quality of work 

conditions for educators.  North Carolina is one such state.  Comparing data from the Annual 

Teacher’s Workplace and Conditions Survey would add another source of information that 

could inform on the state of ECHs in North Carolina.  This data could be examined along an 

axis of analysis between ECHs and mainstream high schools as well.  What is clear to me is 

that future research on ECHs will continue, given the relative success of the ECH model to-

date. 

Limitations of the Study 

 This research study’s limitations began with an overarching descriptive research goal.  

The main goal of the study was to describe the philosophy and policy that shapes the form, 

process, and leadership of local ECHs.  This goal was refined by including three research 

sub-questions, designed to inform on ECH uniqueness, leadership, and perceived  successful 

educational processes.  These three foci increased the precision of the overarching 

descriptive research goal, and provided a foundation for findings and discussion that the 

research generated. 

One vector of the scope of the study included eight Phase One interview participants.  

With this sample in mind, the breadth of the philosophy and policy that could be captured for 

the purposes of answering how ECH design is unique and what characterizes ECH leadership 

was bounded by what the sample of Phase One participants reported in their interviews.  

Increasing or changing the composition of participants in this sample would alter findings of 

subject interviews.  Also, since the overarching descriptive research goal’s focus was on 
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ECHs specifically, potential Phase One interviewees from outside the ECH-related 

organizational domain were not included in the Phase One participant sample.  Including 

other school or education-organization leaders apart from ECHs would have greatly altered 

the Phase One interview participant sample. 

Though Phase One interview transcriptions were member-checked by participants, 

the argument that they would report only what the semi-scripted interview protocol was 

designed to ask might be valid to some extent.  However, the direct link between Phase One 

data and the natural concourse of statements utilized for the Phase Two Q-Sort enhanced the 

specificity of the study and increased construct validity by solidly linking the content of 

Phase One and Two research. 

It could be argued that the Phase One portion of the study was conducted in a text-

book Q-Methodology fashion, since the natural concourse item statements were sourced from 

interviews with the phenomenon of study’s key players.  The overlap and symbiosis of the 

qualitative Phase One interviews and quantitative Phase Two Q-Study are strongly linked 

together.  Although I believe that this feature of the study’s mixed research format is a 

strength, some could take issue with the subjective perceptions that Q-Methodology factor 

analysis examines.  The basic contrast between these two factor analysis methods follows.  

R-Method factor analysis examines a population of individuals who have been measured by a 

series of tests, whereas Q-Method examines a population of tests scaled by a group of 

individuals’ perceptions. 
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Other potential limitations of the study could focus specifically on the Phase Two Q-

Sort.  The three ECHs that participated in Phase Two produced 40 Q-Sorts and four model 

factor arrays that described how ECH leaders and teachers perceived what aspects of their 

school process were successful.  Here again, sample size and type issues could be argued to 

be a limitation of the research design.  However, within the Q-Method research process, great 

care was taken to follow as many checks and approved procedures for analyzing Q-Data as 

the research recommends (Brown, 1993; McKeown & Thomas, 1988; Stainton Rogers, 1995; 

Watts & Stenner, 2005).  Drawing back from these potential study-specific limitations, other 

theoretic parameters that could apply include: arguments against the validity of Q-

Methodology as a research tool used to describe social science phenomenon; the complex 

nature of educational research; and the actual or perceived contrasts between qualitative, 

quantitative, and mixed- research methods.  It is my view that the qualitative and quantitative 

instruments used in this study complemented each other well, and produced a higher 

resolution picture of the phenomenon of study than interviews or a Q-Study alone could have 

generated. 

Arguments contra the validity of Q-Methodology as an appropriate social science 

research tool are primarily made along the lines of two basic arguments.  The first centers on 

the statistical inferences produced from the results of Q-Method factor analysis.  The second 

centers on how Q-Methodology occupies a place in social science research as an instrument 

that permits researchers with the capability to label phenomenon of study conveniently in 

terms accessible and understandable to non-experts.  With Q-Methodology, a researcher can 



264 
 

generate their own or use a ready-made list of concourse statement items from whatever 

objects are the focus of study, and extract model Q-Sorts that indicate perceptions of the 

phenomenon of research by study participants.  One of Q-Methodology’s strengths is the 

capacity to use whatever phenomenal labels are appropriate to a given field of social science 

research, and produce results expressing statistical inference.  

Plenty has been written about the difficult nature of determining causality in social 

science research.  Social science research methods produce probable results.  In general, they 

are not regarded to guarantee results.  At a fundamental level, if social science research were 

able to always guarantee results, then the spark of the unknown and unpredictable in research 

phenomenon would be extinguished.  Social science research methods can produce a high 

degree of probability that predicted, expected results occur.  This probability inherent to 

education research is another potential limitation of the study. 

There is debate in academic fields today about the utility of quantitative, qualitative, 

and mixed-methods social science research.  The debate ranges from claims that only 

quantitative or quasi-scientific methods are the best way to examine social science 

phenomenon of study, to the perspective that the detailed, highly personalized subjective 

nature of a phenomenon of study is best captured in a deep, rich, voluminous, replete 

narrative.  Reasonable social scientists might agree that certain statistical measures and the 

power to tell a story well are equally-important research tools, given the objects of study. 
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To me, it seems that a form of synthesis is occurring in the field of social science 

research today with respect to the utility of quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods 

forms of research.  At bottom, doesn’t more data produce a better resolution picture of a 

given phenomenon of study?  Along this line of reason, the study was designed to include 

specific qualitative and quantitative instruments.  Phase One interviews informed on the 

perspectives that The Tutor, The Mentor, ECH Core Values, and Popular Secondary 

Instruction meant to ECH teachers from the study.  In this way, the qualitative and 

quantitative methods of inquiry utilized in the study produced a high resolution picture of the 

local ECH phenomenon of study. 

Reflection on the Dissertation 

  The beginnings of this study and the impulse to examine ECHs started with an 

interest in high school reform and examining potential solutions to its challenges.  I wanted 

my dissertation to be on current issues in educational research and leadership.  Education 

reform continues to capture attention over time. 

 Early College High Schools were a new secondary model that demonstrated early 

success in reaching students who may not persist in the contemporary public high school 

models.  In North Carolina, ECHs witnessed an explosive growth since 2001, and the 

feedback at this time-informal and research-based-that was available on these schools was 

incipient.  Some larger-scale studies conducted by national education research organizations 

have produced promising reports on the efficacy and process of ECHs.  Longitudinal 

empirical evidence on ECH process and efficacy was being established in the mid- to late-
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2000s because of the relative newness of ECH schools.  Today, these kinds of studies and 

data collection procedures are in place to track the impact of the ECH model for 

underrepresented populations of college-aspiring students.  To the best of my search 

capabilities at the time of my literature review, I located seventeen dissertations on ECHs, so 

I wanted to add to this stratum of research. 

Along the way in my dissertation process I encountered challenges.  Some included: 

losing an intended participant school right before data collection was to begin (and having to 

source an adequate replacement so as not to lose N values or to re-propose my research to my 

committee); learning the ropes of gaining access to conduct research in multiple school 

districts (learning various local bureaucratic research application processes); the same 

process with respect to higher education institutions of learning; sourcing interviewees from 

national-, state-, and local- ECH-related organizations (including large-scale organizations 

such as international philanthropies and national non-profit research organizations); 

designing, refining, and proposing a dissertation-caliber research study; quality questionnaire 

writing; unfunded, individual data collection at multiple research sites; passing successfully 

formal dissertation milestones such as the research proposal and oral defense; the list goes 

on.  Then there were the difficult-to-measure skills (persistence, motivation) associated with 

completing a dissertation in education research as a full-time graduate student dependent on 

student loans and whatever campus or part-time work that could be found along the way.  I 

am grateful to those who were kind enough to permit me with graduate and research 
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assistantships when finances were available.  Without their help I would not have been able 

to finance life while working on my doctorate. 

I have encountered great highlights along the Ph. D. experience.  I met people who 

were able to spark my imagination and interests at a time in life where one could be codified 

into ways of thinking and attitudes, in their outlooks on life.  Doctoral coursework exposed 

me to influential teachers, some of the smartest and most benevolent too.  The students I met 

continue to influence my thinking and mindset.  The personal attention that I received from 

faculty in completing my Ph. D. was invaluable to its completion. 
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Appendix A: Phase One Interview Protocol 

 

1. What is the mission of ECH’s? 

a. What are the target populations for students at ECH’s? 

b. What are the expected learning outcomes for students at ECH’s? 

2. What was the impetus to start and to fund ECHs? 

a. What was the rationale and research backing this initiative? 

3. What qualities do ECHs look for in leaders (principals) and teachers? 

a. How do ECHs recruit and train their educational staff? 

b. What specific skill sets do ECH staff possess? 

c. In what in-service professional development do ECH staff normally 

participate? 

d. How are ECH staff evaluated in terms of their performance? 

4. How is ECH success currently measured? 

5. What kinds of barriers did ECHs face in the implementation of the ECHSI ? 

6. How will the ECHSI be sustained and developed? 
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Appendix B: Q-Sort Directions Protocol 

 

Facilitator’s Introduction 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in the Q-Sort data collection process (my dissertation 

research).  Please make sure that you have read and turned-in your consent form to me before 

we start. I want to begin by providing a brief overview of “Q Methodology.” The purpose of 

Q-Methodology is to understand better the relationships of statements made by a group of 

participants. For example, we might want to know more about your perception of the food 

quality, service, convenience, nutrition, and so on of your neighborhood McDonald’s.  We 

would use this Q-Method to collect your perceptions and then we would analyze how you 

sorted your perceptions, which would allow us to better understand your attitudes towards 

McDonald’s restaurants.  

 

Participant Q-Method Instructions 

Please read the entire list of Concourse Statements that relate to the philosophy, policy, 

process, and leadership of ECHs.  Place the concourse statement cards in front of you and the 

40 Concourse Statement Rank-Order Diagram in order to begin the sorting process.  Please 

place all of the concourse statements in a corresponding box on the rank-order diagram 

according to the following prompt: 
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To what extent does the concourse statement bear on your school’s process? 

Every box on the rank-order diagram document should include only one concourse 

statement. 

Alternatively, one may organize their concourse statement cards according to the 40 

Concourse Statement Rank-Order Diagram and write in the appropriate concourse statement 

number on the 40 Concourse Statement Rank-Order Diagram.  When you are finished 

ordering the concourse statements, please ask Mr. Warren to check that all of the concourse 

statements have been used and arranged according to the 40 Concourse Statement Rank-

Order Diagram.   Lastly, please fill out the brief follow-up questionnaire. 

Thank you for your time and participation! 
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Appendix C: Natural Concourse Statement Items 

 

1. ECH Policy & Mission 

Reaching Under-Represented Student Populations 

2. ECH Policy & Mission 

Ready for College (EG: academically prepared, inclined to go to college, etc.) 

3. ECH Policy & Mission 

Powerful Teaching (EG: academic rigor, STEM focus, etc.) 

4. ECH Policy & Mission 

Personalization (Relationship building, social supports, etc.) 

5. ECH Policy & Mission 

Redefine Professionalism (EG: varied teacher supports, unique professional 

development activities) 

6. ECH Policy & Mission 

Purposeful Design (EG: local education organization, higher education, district 

partnership) 

7. ECH Leadership 

Leadership Flexibility 

8. ECH Leadership 

Principal-Teacher Relationship Building 

9. ECH Leadership 

Principal-Local Education Organization Relationship Building 
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10. ECH Leadership 

Principal-Corporate Partner Relationship Building 

11. ECH Structure 

The Power of Place/ECH Culture 

12. ECH Structure 

Small School and Classroom Setting 

13. ECH Structure 

Logistics (EG: transportation, textbooks, meeting scheduling, etc.) 

14. ECH Structure 

Community College or University Setting (EG: student presence on the campus) 

15. Teacher Attributes 

Instructional Flexibility (EG: differentiation, remediation, etc.) 

16. Teacher Attributes 

Teacher-Student Relationship Building 

17. Teacher Attributes 

Teacher Knowledge of Course Content 

18. ECH Instruction 

STEM-based Instruction 

19. ECH Instruction 

Career-Focused Educational Opportunities (for students) 

20. ECH Instruction 

High School Course Content Remediation 
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21. ECH Instruction 

Social Supports 

22. ECH Instruction 

Research-Based Instructional Techniques 

23. ECH Instruction 

Common Instructional Framework 

24. ECH Instruction 

High Student Expectations/Academic Rigor 

25. ECH Instruction 

Collaborative Group Work 

26. ECH Instruction 

Writing to Learn 

27. ECH Instruction 

Literacy Groups 

28. ECH Instruction 

Critical Questioning 

29. ECH Instruction 

Scaffolding 

30. ECH Instruction 

Critical Classroom Talk 

31. ECH Instruction 

Club Activities for Students 
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32. Educational Outcomes 

Standardized Assessments (EG: EOC, EOG, etc.) 

33. Educational Outcomes 

High School Graduation Requirements 

34. Educational Outcomes 

Associate's Degree or University-Level Credit Requirements 

35. Educational Outcomes 

College Acceptance Rate 

36. Professional Development 

School Change Coach 

37. Professional Development 

Instructional Coach 

38. Professional Development 

Teacher Rounds Model 

39. ECH Barriers 

State and Local Policy Revision 

40. ECH Barriers 

Student Retention 
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Appendix D: Q-Sort Diagram 
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Appendix E: Post- Q-Sort Interview Protocol 

 

1. Why did you place the card you did in the + 5 spot? 

What card did you place in the + 5 spot?  __________ 

 

2. Why did you place the cards you did in the + 4 spots? 

What cards did you place in the + 4 spots?  __________ 

 

3. Why did you place the card you did in the - 5 spot? 

What card did you place in the - 5 spot?  __________ 

 

4. Why did you place the cards you did in the – 4 spots? 

What cards did you place in the - 4 spots?  __________ 

 

5. Which cards were the most difficult to place?  Why? 

Which card numbers were these?  __________ 

 

6. Which cards were the easiest to place?  Why? 

Which card numbers were these?  __________ 
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7. What card would you add to the list of concourse statements?  What card was 

missing?  Where would you have placed it? 

 

Demographic Background Information 

1. How long have you been in education? 

_____ 0-3 years  [1] 

_____ 4-9 years  [2] 

_____ 10-15  [3] 

_____ 15-20   [4] 

_____ 21-25  [5] 

_____ 26-30   [6] 

_____ More than 30  [7] 

2. How long have you been in your current job? 

_____ 0-3 years  [1] 

_____ 4-9 years  [2] 

_____ 10-15   [3] 



283 
 

_____ 15-20   [4] 

_____ 21-25   [5] 

_____ 26-30   [6] 

_____ More than 30  [7] 

3. Why did you decide to work at an ECH? 

_____  Wanted to teach someplace other than previous alternative high school  [1] 

_____  Wanted to teach someplace other than previous charter high school  [2] 

_____  Wanted to teach someplace other than previous traditional high school  [3] 

_____  Wanted to teach someplace other than previous private high school  [4] 

_____  Other; Please explain:        [5]  

4. How many hours on average do you spend on work per week outside of the official 

school day? 

_____  0 – 4   [1] 

_____ 5 – 9   [2] 

_____ 10 – 14  [3] 

_____ 15 – 19  [4] 
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_____ 20 – 24  [5] 

5. Highest Degree Obtained: 

_____  Bachelor’s Degree         [1] 

_____ Master (MA, MS, MEd), In what field?______________________  [2] 

_____  Educational Specialist (EdS)        [3] 

_____  Doctorate (PhD or EdD)        [4] 

6. Ethnicity (Check One): 

_____  African American    [1] 

_____ White      [2] 

_____ Hispanic/Latino(a)    [3] 

_____ Middle Eastern    [4] 

_____ Native American    [5] 

_____ Asian      [6] 

_____ Other:______________   [7] 

7. Gender:  ____M   [1] 

____F    [2] 
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Participant Number:  __________ 

Participant’s Code: ____________________ 


