FRESHMAN ACADEMY
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INTRO
Freshman year can make or break a high school career.  It’s WHEN students establish their high school identity, setting them on a path towards college – or not. And statewide, more students drop out in ninth grade than any other year. At Western Guilford High School in Greensboro, school leaders took a hard look at the ninth grade experience and decided to try something different. 
Alison Jones spent some time at Western’s new Freshman Academy as part of our series “North Carolina Voices: Studying High School.”


Sound: (Laura York) Alright guys, Travis find your seat please…Shh. Everyone should be in their seats. Star, pay attention please (fade down under copy)

COPY: (over sound of York’s class) Ninth grade is a notoriously challenging transition year, when supercharged hormones collide with the tougher academic demands of high school.

SCENE UP:  RJ, Will. Guys, listen please….shh.. quiet down… please don’t throw things..(fade down)

COPY: (over sound above) In recent years, ninth grade has been a sore spot for Western Guilford High School. Fights broke out every few weeks among freshmen, resulting in student suspensions. And each year, a handful of ninth graders dropped out before even finishing their first year of high school. School leaders hope the Freshman Academy will give ninth graders a year to mature, apart from upperclassmen. Who, by the way, don’t think much of the idea.

ACT: I don’t see them all day, they’re in a cage over there. It makes a different feeling – it feels like part of the school is missing. I remember my freshman year, that was like the coolest part, looking up to the seniors, saying I want to be like them, I want to go to college like them. The freshmen this year don’t have anyone to look up to, they don’t have any interaction with older people. 

COPY: But experienced teachers think the Academy is an approach worth trying. Jo Adams teaches freshman math. 

ACT: It’s the first time I’ve taught all ninth graders all day long. (How’s it going?) Drama city. It’s a challenge every day. 

COPY: In Freshman Academy ninth graders take all their core classes together. It’s an attempt to make their school world smaller and more personal. The students are divided in three teams based on test scores. Kids who score low in either math or reading are on Team A, where Jo Adams teaches. Adams has taught for 16 years, winning awards for her previous work as an Advanced Placement calculus and computer science teacher. She’s a petite woman with lively eyes, short, spiky haiir and a quick laugh. 

ACT (Jo Adams) Most of our students are on edge, hyper, daredevils,(( 7 o’clock –when’s 7 o’clock?)) They have no concept of time or turning things in. And so without even coming in and getting to know them there’s an automatic conflict between students and teacher by no fault of anybody just by their own personal make-up. So I thought, since my personality kinda falls in between I thought well, let me try it and see what I can do. 

COPY: Outside Adams’ classroom, a sign announces “Mickey Mouse Club.” Inside, Mickey Mouse cut-outs and stuffed animals fill the walls and bookshelves and decorate the file cabinets. It’s an homage to the childhood Adams says she wishes she’d had. For her, school was a refuge from an abusive home. Adams says she empathizes with the kids she teaches, because she once struggled in school herself. 

ACT: I don’t remember what grade level I read at, I just know that when I was in high school and my first 4 years of college the reading just about got the best of me. I could read and read and read and you could ask me and I couldn’t tell you a thing. And it would take me a good 20 minutes to read one page. 

COPY: During class, Adams stays in constant motion, fielding student questions and pages from her fellow teachers. When a fog of confusion threatens, she senses the change in the weather, and instantly changes tack. She spices up lessons with references to things her students like and understand. She illustrates fractions with a recipe for pizza.

SCENE: Alright now, how much all-purpose flour? Two and three-fourths. How much does that make: I want to do what to it? Cut it  half. (fade down)

COPY: A breezeway separates the Freshman Academy from the main high school building. Teams B and C meet in a low-slung brick building, and Team A has its own separate building, a trailer by the track field. 

ACT:  (RJ) At first everybody thought the main building in freshman academy was where all the smart kids go, and the dumb kids go to the trailers. 

COPY: R.J. McLaughlin is a bright, likeable kid who’s devoted to basketball, and not very interested in homework. Early on, he says, he didn’t like being separated from both upperclassmen and other freshmen. But now, RJ says, his friends on the other freshmen teams are struggling, making D’s and F’s. Meanwhile, his own grades are improving. 

ACT: My whole perspective looks different now about the main building and the trailers. They’re pretty much the same, it doesn’t mean  you’re dumb. You just get a little more help, and it’ll be easier for you in the long run…The teachers care enough to help you. They’re not going to let you get a zero. They’ll make you come in there for the whole school year until you get it done. You still may not get 100 you may get a 1, but they’re going to make you do the work.  

COPY: And the academy is having some early successes.  Reading scores on Team A are up, for one. In that group, some students started the year reading at a third grade level. After one semester, their scores had gone up at least one grade level, and some students’ scores shot up three grade levels. Only one ninth grader has dropped out this year, compared to five last year. And fights are much less common.

SOUND: PE class –flag football. 

COPY: Chris Peascoe, who teaches ninth grade science, says that’s no surprise.

ACT://///////, they’re right down the hall, they can’t go far. So we gotta little leash on them. They can’t go to far to get in trouble cause they’re within sight. We know each kid a whole lot better than we did just seeing them one period a day.

COPY: Knowing kids better includes understanding what goes on outside of school. In the Freshman Academy, teachers are on the phone with parents every week. Sometimes, the school seems almost like a deputy parent.

LOST BOY SCENE: Daniel, this is Ms. Bailey, how are you? (fade down under copy)

COPY: Folice Bailey, who leads the Freshman Academy, has a distraught mother on her hands today. School is out for the day, and her son  didn’t come home. So she’s turned to Bailey and Western principal Randy Shaver for help. Bailey has a hunch about where the boy could be. 

SCENE UP:..Jesse? Did you call your mother? Did you get permission to go to Daniel’s house after school? Your mother is here and wants to speak with you. Shaver: And then I want to speak to Daniel. (Mother in Spanish – no, no, no…) You’re welcome.

COPY: (Over Spanish) Shaver thinks there’s more going on than mere teenage irresponsibility. He’s worried about gang recruitment, a reality he says high school principals can’t ignore. 

ACT: (Shaver) My fear is he’s probably in a different chapter and Daniel is recruiting him… Hello Daniel. Daniel, this is Mr. Shaver. Want you in my office at 1:45… We need to come to an understanding. I run this school, you don’t… and you’re going to quit putting other students in jeopardy…. You be in my office. Bye. Make sure he’s up there. 

COPY: Gang recruitment doesn’t shock Jo Adams. As a teacher, she has heard worse. She has helped kids who were secretly homeless and kids who were silently suffering from abuse.  She’s come to expect that in every class, she’ll have students who are dealing with much more than equations and square roots. 

ACT: Most days that I walk into the room, math is the icing on the cake. I deal with the cake first, and hopefully I get to teach a little math as I go along... . And I firmly believe that when a kid is ready, they’ll learn. 

COPY: Whether they are negotiating big issues at home, or simply caught up in being fourteen, her students’ minds are elsewhere some days. Today is one of those days. 

SCENE: Took your three… you with me? That’s all I’m asking.. Understand? Instead of saying it that way Julius, we gotta get a little more fancy because we’re in Algebra now. (fade down)

COPY: Algebra I is a critical class for these students. They must pass it to graduate high school, much less to enter college. Adams knows this well, and she knows some of her students are on the brink of failing. But that’s in the future. At the moment, they’re busy drumming pencils on desktops, and passing notes when Adams turns to jot a problem on the white board. Or they are simply zoning out.

SCENE UP: the domain is three (yawn). That’s this. (fade down)

COPY: At moments like these, she can get discouraged. Today is a Monday, and Adams looks tired, and a little sunburnt. Her students did badly on a test last week, after days of review. She spent the weekend driving her silver convertible with the top down, zooming down country roads to blast away the stress. 

ACT: (Jo Adams)  It’s been a really tough week for all of us…. It’s the first time I’ve known the A team teachers to snap at each other.  But we were a little snappy on Friday so we had to all make out apologies.…I would come back and do this again. I would just make sure I get plenty of rest over the summer. 
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