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ABSTRACT 

 Knowledge and experience that can be transferred from the secondary public 

school experience to the post secondary education setting is crucial. This study aspired to 

add to the body of knowledge regarding the leadership and direction of lab school 

partnerships and their impact on secondary school students. The purpose of this study 

was to explore the relationship between a small private university and a secondary school 

and examine how this unique setting was assisting the development and success of 

secondary public school students in their academic achievement, college readiness, and 

graduation rates. A non-comparative qualitative case study research design examined lab 

school culture and captured the partnership from the voices of students, parents, teachers, 

university professors, and stakeholders invested in this unique educational partnership. A 

variety of data sources, including existing documents, observations, and interviews 

provided for content analysis. The impact of this study offered further insights into the 

influence of school culture and the strength provided to students by the linking of parents, 

students, teachers, and universities. 

KEY WORDS: Lab Schools, Case Study Analysis, Educational Leadership
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CHAPTER I INTRODUCTION 

American society is experiencing change at an exponential pace. The 

transformations brought forward by advances in technology, the competition of a global 

economy, along with the blended and non-traditional family structure, have converged 

into the classrooms of our public schools. These circumstances have rendered the 

conventional forms of instruction ineffective for many secondary students. Schools that 

have proven effective in our country are not only relevant but are highly adaptive and 

engaged with their students and communities. The famous American attorney, Clarence 

Darrow, opined, “It is not the strongest of the species that survives or the most intelligent, 

but the one most responsive to change.” 

  From the 1840‟s, when Horace Mann first advocated for educational opportunities 

for the commoners, the need to either fine tune or completely overhaul the instructional 

practices of public schools has been a continuing theme for every generation of 

practitioners and researchers (Emery, 2007). Whether the school reform debate supports 

classical or progressive education, normal or charter schools, the underlying theme in all 

discussions is determining the best method for teaching and engaging students. “A 

quality education is never more valuable than in uncertain times,” rings clearly in a 

United States Department of Education publication entitled Great Expectations (USDE 

2010, p.4). As the world becomes more competitive, our public school systems must 

become more rigorous and responsive. The planning and preparation for changes in 

society verify that public education in America should never aim to arrive but rather 

remain in an experimental state – constantly adjusting and improving to meet the shifting 

demands of an ever-changing world.
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Reform, restructuring, the three R‟s, the new three R‟s of rigor, relevance, and 

relationships are all terms used to describe the actions behind school improvement efforts 

and educational research in public education. A major focus of public school reform 

efforts in the United States continues to revolve around secondary schools and secondary 

students. It has been acceptable for the latter part of this century to push students who do 

not fit the mold of public education out of our high schools. Recent accountability 

standards and economic constraints have driven conversations about dropout rates, 

college readiness, and a skilled labor force to the top of the list of concerns for parents, 

educators, business leaders, and many residents of this country.  

The tragedy of the student who becomes a high school dropout is no longer a 

personal setback for the student, but a true community concern and accountability reality 

for every secondary school in the United States. The National Center for Education 

Statistics puts the total student dropout rate at approximately 10 % over the last 10 years 

(NCES, 2010). Hispanic dropout rates were as high as 27.8% and Black dropout rates 

were at 13.1% in the year 2000 (NCES, 2010). The nonpartisan Urban Institute puts the 

dropout rate at approximately 30% with only 50% of minority students graduating from 

high school (Swanson, 2004). Students from poverty and urban school districts lag 

behind their peers from 15 to 18 percentage points in graduation rates (Swanson).  

Preparation for college, or college readiness, is another primary concern for 

parents and leaders of education and business. Recruitment of secondary students into 

higher education is only one-half of the critical conversation; retention and completion 

are more important than ever in both high schools and universities. The number of 

college freshmen who require remedial courses at the university level remains around 
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30% nationwide (Tafel & Eberhart, 1999). The outcomes of recent international 

assessments are also alarming. U.S. students in fourth grade, eighth grade, and at the age 

of 15 fall behind their peers from China, Hong Kong, and Japan in literacy, math, and 

science (NCES, 2010). These reports are distressing to a populace who understands that 

higher levels of educational achievement will be needed to be competitive in a global 

economy. 

Clearly, all areas of society are concerned about these issues and are seeking 

answers. In response to these concerns, a rapidly spreading collaboration in the United 

States is the P-16 initiative. P-16 is an acronym for a seamless educational system from 

early childhood (the “P” stands for pre-school) through a four-year college degree (grade 

16). The fundamental goal of a P-16 system is to improve student achievement by 

“getting kids off to a good start, raising academic standards, conducting appropriate 

assessments, improving teacher quality and generally smoothing student transitions from 

one level of learning to the next” (Education Commission of the United States,  2001). 

While this is only one example of community coalitions, it is imperative that higher 

education and K-12 educational leaders continue to reach out to each other and their 

communities to offer solutions to these mutually vexing concerns.  

Emerging from these dialogues on school reform, high school graduation rates, 

and college readiness, one viable model for educational leaders to consider is the 

formation of lab schools. More than 100 lab schools in the United States have combined 

the resources and expertise of the public schools and universities to become partners in 

educating students from pre-school to high school (NALS, 2010). Research from these 

partnerships has initially shown higher levels of student learning, particularly for those 
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students at the lowest levels of achievement. If partnering across traditional school 

boundaries has the power to improve the lowest performing students, then a strong case is 

made for aggressively pursuing this model (Castle, Fox, & Souder, 2006). This 

qualitative study attempted to provide an examination of one lab school model that has 

shown promise in improving college readiness and increasing high school retention and 

completion through the influence of the lab school partnership stakeholders. 

Theoretical framework 

Overlapping spheres of influence. 

 This case study involved a lab school in an urban southwest area of the United 

States and drew upon the theoretical research from Dr. Joyce Epstein of Johns Hopkins 

University. Epstein‟s Overlapping Spheres of Influence model emphasizes the importance 

of the spheres of family, community, and school and how these combined forces impact 

the educational experiences of children (Epstein, 1996). Epstein believes these three 

influences are continuously moving in and out of areas or contexts of influence, and that 

together these areas can positively or negatively impact the educational future of the 

student. 

 Epstein describes three theoretical perspectives of schools and families based on 

the separate, sequenced, or overlapping influence of each. A separate influence deems 

that schools and families are best served when the leaders have independent goals and 

values. Clear boundaries are set between the two institutions as to what areas of 

responsibility belong to the school and what areas of responsibility belong to the family 

(Epstein, 1992). Sequenced influence exhibits itself in a timeline. Parents provide for a 

child during infancy and early childhood and have the primary job of preparing children 
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for school. Progressively, it becomes the responsibility of the school to provide the 

education and to prepare the student for the next level of education. Finally, the 

responsibility of education falls on the individual as he or she becomes a young adult. A 

theory that integrates family, school, and community influence is the overlapping 

influence. The overlapping sphere of influence adopts a framework that allows for the 

continuity of family, school, and the community to interact through the different stages of 

development (Epstein, 1996). 

Pictorially, the overlapping sphere of influence model places the child as the 

central figure of the model. Circling the child are three spheres of influence – the family, 

the school, and the community. Epstein ( Epstein & Sanders, 2006) further explains, “By 

design, this model can be pushed together or pulled apart by practices and interpersonal 

forces in each environment” (p. 2). Epstein‟s Theory of Overlapping Influences serves as 

the “cornerstone of national conversations on family-school partnerships and as the basis 

of the standards for parent involvement in the National Parent Teacher Association” 

(Cooper, Chavira, & Mena, 2005, p. 409).  

Through the overlapping spheres of influence perspective, schools, families, and 

communities all share responsibility for the education of a child. Across all demographic 

groups– age, income, and ethnicity – the most successful students develop connections 

across their families, schools, peers, and communities who in turn support their 

educational goals (Cooper, 2005). This study utilizes Epstein‟s Theory of Overlapping 

Influences as a framework for researching the unique partnership between a local public 

school and a university. The theory shifts focus on families, schools, and communities as 

separate spheres and towards building synergy between the entities. The overlapping 
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sphere of influence model can have positive effects on the issues of academic 

achievement, high school dropouts, and college readiness. A strengthening of the bond 

between family and school has shown to improve academic achievement. Henderson and 

Mapp (2002) analyzed 51 studies to confirm the following impact of strong partnerships 

between the family and the home: 

1.  Students earn higher grades and test scores, and enroll in higher-level programs. 

2.  Students are promoted at higher rates, pass their classes, and earn more high 

school credits. 

3.  Students have higher attendance rates.  

4.  Students have better social skills, show improved behavior, and adapt well to 

school.  

 

The plight of the high school dropout and the unprepared college student is a 

grave situation for both individual and society. This crisis determinedly brings families, 

schools, and community leaders to the roundtable for dialogue and action. It is the 

continuing call for researchers, educators and families to collaborate to improve the 

intersection and interaction of the spheres of influence. Each year, approximately one 

million students drop out of high school (USDE, 2009). According to a report by the 

United States Department of Education, “The United States is the only industrialized 

nation whose young people are less likely than their parents to earn a high school 

diploma.” (USDE, 2009, p.46).   

Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board and P-16 Initiative. 

 Even many of the high school students who graduate are still not prepared for the 

rigors of academics at the next level. What knowledge and skills are required for a high 

student to be ready for college? How can we better prepare our college students for 

competition in a global market place? The State of Texas has confronted these questions 
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and concerns with an action plan created by the Texas Higher Education Coordinating 

Board [THECB], to increase the pipeline of students into higher education. 

  The Texas Legislature created THECB in 1965 to coordinate higher education 

institutions in Texas (THECB, 2010). In 2006, the Texas Legislature enacted legislation 

to strengthen the connection between K-12 public schools and universities called the P-16 

initiative. P-16 is a process to coordinate educational efforts from preschool to college 

graduation and the P-16 initiative began a statewide conversation in Texas between 

public schools and universities. Two of the major goals of the P-16 activities are (1) the 

coordination of programs including curriculum, research, and instruction between public 

schools and universities, and (2) the delivery of recommendations regarding the 

alignment of the secondary and post-secondary experience. The hope of those developing 

the P-16 movement is to provide a more seamless transition from high school graduation 

into post-secondary education (THECB, 2010, P 16 Initiatives).   

 Sustained educational partnerships have drawn on long-term data to connect 

measurable goals from childhood to college and careers (Cooper, et al, 2005). This 

research posits that the seamless transition described in P-16 initiatives broadens the 

definition of school from ending at grade 12 to ending at grade 16. With that broader 

definition of school, universities join the three major spheres of influence on Epstein‟s 

chart. Lab schools are one method of assisting universities in becoming an earlier 

influence on students and thus becoming an earlier partner in improving the future 

success of students. 

 

 

http://www.capitol.state.tx.us/
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Rationale for the study 

 The goal of increasing secondary student success in high school and post-

secondary education levels was the primary rationale for researching the lab school 

model. Too many students in the United States fail to reach their full educational 

potential because they arrive unprepared for school and eventually drop out of the high 

school and college education pipeline. In The Professional Development School, A 

Commonsense Approach to Improving Education, the Sid Richardson Foundation Forum 

proposes that the “roles of public schools and universities are too important to the well 

being of society to simply hope they will become more effective” (Richardson, 1993, p. 

9). The same report additionally states that schools and universities are not “totally 

responsible for societal crisis, but they are an important component of the overall 

solution: they educate people who eventually provide leadership in every area of life,” 

and as a result should be willing to “re-examine everything: the way they utilize 

personnel, space, money, time, research, and technology” (Richardson, 1993, p. 14).   

Lab schools are unique public school classrooms and campuses that have existed 

on university campuses in the United States since 1896. This research explored the 

unique partnerships and school culture created by lab schools and the positive impact that 

these partnerships potentially could have on the education in the United States. This study 

attempted to advance the model of overlapping influences by adding the effectiveness of 

an established partnership between a public school and a university.  

The lab school model is a K-16 pipeline effort being made to transition secondary 

students successfully into college by exposing students daily to the college environment. 

Lab school students make these transitionary steps by taking dual credit courses, 
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receiving guest lectures by university professors, experiencing the college schedule, and 

attending school on the same campus as college students. This study sought to investigate 

these interactions in a lab school and document the impact and influence these 

experiences have on secondary students. 

At the core of choosing lab schools as a research topic was the need to explore the 

lab school experience, examine reflections from students‟ perspectives, and investigate 

the school culture and its impact on college readiness and high school graduation rates. If 

the lab school model has a positive effect on secondary students, what qualities of the 

school partnership lead to this effect?  What characteristics differ between a lab school 

and a traditional school? Is the lab school model an efficient and propitious method that 

public schools and universities can use to ensure that high school graduates are college 

ready?  

After decades of reports on the failures of public schools, the poor performance 

by U.S. students in comparison to their foreign counterparts, and educational reform 

proposals promising restructuring efforts for secondary student success, the public is 

alarmed and skeptical about the condition of the nation‟s public schools. The citizenry 

understands the need for stronger academic requirements and that a better equipped 

workforce will be needed to meet the needs of the future workplace. An examination of 

this type of restructuring and partnership of the high school experience was worthy of an 

in-depth study.  

 According to the National Association for College Admissions draft legislation 

(2010), more than 80% of the 23 million jobs expected to be created over the next decade 

will require some college coursework. Moreover, parents and students understand that 
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higher education will enhance their lives.  Higher education is a public good that 

generates great societal dividends. Philip Ballinger writes in Why and How 

Socioeconomic Factors Should Be Used in Selective College Admissions that a higher 

education level correlates with significantly higher income for all ethnic and racial groups 

and for both men and women. In fact, individuals who complete a bachelor's degree will 

earn, on average, one million dollars more over a lifetime than those who graduate from 

high school only (Ballinger, 2007). Adults with a higher level of education contribute 

more to the tax base of their community, are more likely to volunteer and be active 

citizens, are healthier, and are less likely to receive public assistance or become 

incarcerated (p. 3).  

In Diploma to Nowhere, the Strong American School report confirms that nearly 

one-third of the freshman class of a four-year public university is required to take 

remedial courses, and the rate jumps to 42% of students at a public two-year institution 

(Strong, 2008). The cost of these remedial classes comes to over two billion dollars each 

year (Strong, 2008). The student interviews contained in the Diploma to No Where report 

indicate that most of the students were required to take college remediation courses 

although they maintained A and B averages in high school (Strong, 2008). 

A secondary benefit into research on the lab school model was the possibility of 

economic benefits to students, public schools, and universities. In a strictly monetary 

sense, the taxpayers are paying twice for the same education – the high school setting 

where the skill was presented first and the college remedial course where the same 

material was presented again. The State of Texas alone spends $172 million per year on 

remediation classes (Strong, 2008). The research demonstrates that for many students 
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there is no academic link between what they learn in high school and what they need to 

be prepared for at the university level. According to Ballinger (2007), this current state of 

academic preparedness weakens our nation‟s capacity to be the leader of an 

internationally competitive knowledge-based economy.  

In 2005, the United States ranked seventh in the world in its share of citizens with 

college degrees. Twenty years prior to that, the United States was first in the number of 

citizens who had attained a bachelor degree. Retention of the university students is of 

primary importance to higher education. When reviewing the data on degree-seeking 

undergraduate students at four-year institutions, the National Center for Education 

Statistics indicate that slightly over half of entering freshman graduate within six years 

(NCES, 2004). This exodus from the university negatively impacts both the students and 

the institution. Resources dedicated to retaining university students and recruitment of 

new students are costly to the university. By combining resources – buildings, staff, and 

best practices in pedagogy – public schools and universities can better transition students 

into the university setting (California Alliance, 2004). For these reasons, exploring lab 

schools as a possible avenue for better college preparedness was appropriate. 

A final motivation for this research into lab schools comes from the university 

perspective. Increased research possibilities can be created with public school students on 

the university campus. The collaboration and partnership of a lab schools can also create 

bridges between research and practice within the confines of the university setting. The 

ability to conduct action research in the area of pedagogy and the convenience of 

observing the learning and personal development of secondary students are made easier 

by the close proximity of a public school setting.  
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Background of laboratory schools 

This section will provide a brief history of the first university and public school 

partnership followed by a definition of lab schools and professional development schools 

and delineation between the two terms. Subsequent information will give an overview of 

the purpose of lab schools.  

John Dewey was at the forefront of improving public education in the late nineteenth 

century. Dewey, an American educational philosopher and champion of experiential 

education, opened a laboratory school on the campus of the University of Chicago. 

Dewey‟s school stressed experimental learning and began with 16 elementary-aged 

students. The University of Chicago Lab School continues to remain true to Dewey‟s 

precepts by teaching across the curriculum, integrating problem solving and critical 

thinking skills into the content areas, and the using cooperative learning. Project based 

learning, community service ventures, assessment by portfolio, and an overall de-

emphasis of the use of textbooks are current methods that mirror Dewey‟s philosophical 

framework. Although no longer a public school, the University of Chicago Lab School is 

still in existence on the university campus with 1,770 preschool through 12
th

-grade 

students (University of Chicago Lab Schools, 2010). 

Many different types of partnerships exist between universities and public 

schools. Lab schools are distinctive because they coexist on university campuses or in 

close proximity to university campuses in the United States (McCarthy & Bertani, 1987). 

Currently there are approximately 100 lab schools according to the National Association 

of Lab Schools.  
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Professional development schools (PDS) have very similar goals to lab schools; 

however, the PDS model does not extend to the location of the public school campus at 

the university location. In Professional development schools: Weighing the evidence, 

Abdal-Haqq‟s estimates the number of professional development partnerships at over 

1,000 existing in all 50 states (Abdal-Haqq, 2000). The most recent surge in the PDS 

model began during the reform efforts of the late 1980‟s. PDS are described by the 

Holmes Group (Holmes, 1995) as a way to strengthen the relationship between public 

schools and universities and thereby improve education for both institutions. According 

to Goodlad, the strength of such a model is the combining and focusing of resources to 

support mutual concern and that the “bumping together of university and school cultures 

would have a positive effect on both institutions” (Goodlad, 1993, p. 25). With this 

model, opportunities for real reform are increased (Goodlad, 1993). 

Lab school partnerships are designed to assist all stakeholders by expanding the 

role and nature of the interaction between public school and university participants. 

University staff members spend more time in K-12 schools, gaining valuable knowledge 

of the current state of teaching in public schools. K-12 school personnel acquire useful 

information about the latest research-based methods and are much more involved in the 

design, implementation, and improvement of the teacher preparation program (Klinger, 

Leftwich, Garderen, & Hernandez, 2004). Ongoing professional development for student 

teachers and classroom-based research are both integral components of the PDS model, 

and together they have the goal of improving instructional practices. Ideally, students 

benefit most and every PDS should more effectively educate everyone at all levels (Valli, 

Cooper, & Frankes, 1997). In Tomorrow‟s Schools of Education, the Holmes group 
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characterizes professional development schools as akin to teaching hospitals for doctors. 

The Holmes Report promotes partnerships between public schools and universities as a 

way to promote the teaching profession and improve the public schools (Holmes, 1995). 

Overview of literature 

The body of research literature on lab schools includes information that is helpful 

to university and public school leaders as they consider partnerships. The literature is 

divided into four main categories: the partnership process, the impact of partnerships on 

teacher development, the impact of the partnerships on student achievement, and the 

importance of school culture on academic achievement. 

The majority of the research is written by university professors from the 

university perspective and focuses primarily on student teaching and teacher preparation. 

For public school leaders, there is evidence that lab schools produce teachers with greater 

confidence and self-efficacy in teaching and who stay longer in their professions (Abdal-

Haqq, 1998). Teacher shortages exist throughout the United States, and it is predicted that 

as more Baby Boomers retire, the shortage will become dire. Comparable to the student 

retention issue at the university level, retaining teachers is paramount to the future of the 

profession. When examining veteran teachers, Latham and Vogt (2007, p.153) conclude 

that “even when controlling for important student background and cognitive 

characteristics, teachers trained in professional development schools (PDS) are more 

likely to enter into the teaching profession and persist in teaching.”  

Armed with this information, public school leaders should conclude that 

recruiting student teachers with clinical experience will ensure higher teacher retention 

rates. With veteran teachers, research details the positive changes in teaching practice that 
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have occurred through partnerships with universities, including a higher desire by veteran 

teachers for more clinical experimentation in their own classrooms (Galissi, et al, 2001; 

Latham & Vogt, 2007). Shroyer, Yahnke, Bennet, and Dunn (2007) find that a 

partnership between a university and public school creates an appreciation for innovation, 

experimentation, and risk-taking among the veteran staff members.  

The impact of partnerships on academic achievement did not materialize as 

quickly as information on teacher development. A reasonable explanation for the 

shortage of information linking partnerships to academic achievement is the enormous 

amount of additional work resulting from the practitioners in the partnership. The 

practitioners who have the knowledge of the results of the collaborative efforts are too 

busy collaborating and teaching to stop and chronicle their successes and failures. In 

recent years, however, more information has been available from the field about 

partnerships around the United States. 

The book Linking School-University Collaboration and K-12 Outcomes gives the 

most extensive review of partnerships and their effect on academic achievement of 

students (Wiseman & Knight, 2003). Wiseman uses nine chapters to outline the link 

between public school-university collaborations and student outcomes at nine separate 

sites. In eight of the nine sites, the partnerships could claim academic gains compared to 

the years prior to the partnership. Only in the state of Maryland were the partnership and 

traditional sites similar in terms of gains in student achievement.   

The making of partnerships proves to be a popular topic in the body of research. 

Three national organizations – the National Association of Lab Schools, the National 

Association of Professional Development Schools, and the National Council for the 
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Accreditation of Teacher Education – give very similar definitions of the partnerships 

between universities and public schools. Whether the partnership was a professional 

development school or a lab school, many articles have been published about the 

importance of communication in each of the steps of the partnership process. 

The final topic with a substantial body of research is the history of lab schools in 

the United States and individual case studies of partnerships. The National Science 

Foundation examines numerous partnerships in K-20 Partnerships: Literature Review 

and Recommendations for Research (Clifford & Millar, 2007). Within this research, 36 

studies on partnership are scrutinized for their scientific methodology. Of the 36 case 

studies, 25 are single case studies, three are multi-case studies, and eight are survey 

studies (Clifford & Millar, 2007).  

The body of research makes little mention on the culture of lab schools. This gap 

in the literature on the lab school model reveals a lack of explanation of school culture 

and its impact on student achievement. It is the goal of this research to conduct a deep 

examination of a lab school to determine the distinct personality of the campus and the 

impact of the culture of the campus on its students.  

The terms culture and climate have been used interchangeably in many 

conversations about school. The term climate is viewed as behavior, while culture is seen 

as comprising the values and norms of the school or organization (Hoy, 1990). Culture is 

defined as “a way of life, especially as it relates to socially transmitted habits, traditions, 

customs, and beliefs that characterize a group of people.” Culture also includes the 

“actions, behaviors, practices, attitudes, and values of an organization. Culture is the lens 
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through which each individual sees the world.” (Blankenstein, Cole, and Houston, 2007, 

p.88). 

Organizational theorists have pointed to the culture of the school as a key factor in 

student achievement. Watson (2001) advises school leaders that substandard student 

achievement will occur if a school culture is not convivial to learning. 

Input from public schools is evident in aforementioned research and K-12 school 

leaders can glean much from these partnerships and a university perspective. The 

preponderance of research on public school and university partnerships points positively 

to these collaborations. The pooling of resources and the work of merging educational 

institutions for the past 100 years has assembled a growing body of research that verified 

positive effects from these partnerships. 

Purpose of the study 

The purpose of this study is to add to the body of knowledge and research base on 

lab schools by conducting a deep multi-dimensional view of the lab school model and its 

possible impact on students. The inquiry looked at the partnership in a holistic method. 

Dr. Lee Teitel has studied partnerships extensively in his career and currently serves as 

the Director of the School Leadership Program at the Harvard Graduate School of 

Education. Tietel (2001), suggests that not enough has been written about the academic 

achievement of students in partner schools. The impactful role played by educational 

leaders and stakeholders in shaping school culture continues to impact student 

achievement. The influence and academic impact of lab school partnerships and practices 

cannot survive without cultural support from leaders and educators in the building. These 
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tenants are central to this study in understanding and further scrutinizing lab schools as an 

effective model of instruction. 

 Additional research was needed for school districts and universities to justify 

support for the lab school model.  This research provided practitioners, in a broader 

sense, alternate options and models to increase student achievement. If the lab school 

setting improves academic performance and better prepares students for the college 

transition, this collaborative model should be studied by both public schools and 

universities as they struggle with implementing best practices while experiencing 

dwindling budgets. Partnership models need to clearly demonstrate that the extra costs 

associated with shared responsibility are offset by increased academic achievement and 

the enhanced ability to prepare students for success at the university level and in the 

workforce. 

Significance of the study 

 Through the examination of a unique partnership and venture between a public 

school and university, stakeholders and students, this case study will make a significant 

contribution to the body of research on high school restructuring. This study is also 

important and timely as many states enact college readiness standards into exams needed 

to meet high school graduation requirements. The body of existing research has not 

addressed the impact of lab schools on graduation rates and college readiness. Results of 

this study should influence and impact the model of instruction provided at the nation‟s 

high schools. In addition, findings indicate a greater need for collaboration between the 

two educational entities– public education and higher education. 
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Overview of methodology 

Qualitative research methods are most frequently used in researching lab schools 

because they provide the best vehicle for capturing the distinct nature of the 

collaboration. Each partnership is unique and therefore not conducive to quantitative 

work (Clark, 1988; Sirotnik, 1995). Candid and sincere communication between the 

students, university professors, and the public school staff is the basis for what makes a 

lab school cohesive and successful. A qualitative study was best able to examine the 

mores of the lab school community and peel back the layers to capture the voice of the 

stakeholders in the lab school (Borman & Lacompte, 1986). Qualitative researchers enjoy 

interacting with people and thrive on direct association with the participants who are 

central to the research questions ( p. 55). For these reasons, qualitative research was the 

optimum tool for this research topic. 

A case study was chosen as the research model for this analysis. According to 

Robert Yin, a case study is defined as an empirical inquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context (Yin, 2009). This 

examination was based on narrative accounts of the lab school participants. This case 

study is a descriptive, single-case study of a lab school in West Texas. Yin describes the 

case study design as a method that will allow for a “holistic view” of its subject, in this 

instance, the lab school site (Yin, 2009,  p. 353). This case study described the particular 

characteristics of the site and provided answers to the effects of the lab school setting on 

its students. 

Multiple voices were used to shape this case study including students, teachers, 

and university professors. The opinions and viewpoints of the participants represented a 
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critical test to the theory that the lab school setting was advantageous in preparing high 

school students for their transition to university life.  

Research questions. 

Across the United States, over 1,000 PDS and over 100 lab schools exist on 

university campuses (NALS, 2010). Although much research has been conducted on 

university and public school collaborations, there was limited information on how the 

culture created by lab school partnerships impacted students and their achievement. 

Specifically, there was an existing gap in the research literature on the characteristics of 

lab schools and their impact on students. The purpose of this study was to examine the 

characteristics of the lab school culture through the voices of stakeholders and students. 

Further investigation sought to link the impact of school culture on secondary student 

success in high school and on the transition and preparedness for the university 

experience. The primary research questions were:  

1. What are the key differences between the culture of a lab school and a traditional 

secondary school? 

2. In what ways does the location of a K-12 school on a university campus influence 

secondary student college readiness and secondary school culture? 

3. What are secondary students‟ perceptions on the advantages and disadvantages of 

attending a lab school? 

4. How has the immersion of a secondary student on a university campus impacted 

the pathway to a post secondary education?  
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Research assumptions. 

 Three research assumptions guided this case study. The primary assumption of the 

study was based on the idea that the lab school stakeholders were well informed on the 

school‟s culture and genuinely interested and engaged with promoting college readiness 

and overall high school success. Secondly, it was assumed that educators at the high 

school and university level were concerned about high school graduation rates and the 

college readiness of university students. The third assumption was that participants would 

be honest, truthful, and sincere with their responses toward the researcher and have a real 

willingness to participate in the study. The confirmation of these three beliefs allowed for 

the most accurate description and honest appraisal of the lab school culture. 

  Delimitations. 

Delimitations that affect the scope of this research were twofold. First, the data 

included in this investigation came from one mid-sized school district located in the 

Southwestern United States. Because lab schools are ideally located on or in close 

proximity of a university, this research was limited to a school district with the advantage 

of having a nearby university. Second, the limited number of participants reduced the 

audience that this information benefits. The 10 participants, however, represented each 

sphere of influence of the students at the lab school site. 

Definition of key terms 

Laboratory School: Schools designed to prepare teachers while delivering quality 

instruction for children in the classroom. These schools are affiliated with a college or 
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university for specific purposes that reach beyond the scope of traditional public and 

private institutions (NALS, 2010). 

Professional Development School: “Innovative institutions formed through partnerships 

between professional education programs and P–12 schools. Their mission is professional 

preparation of candidates, faculty development, inquiry directed at the improvement of 

practice, and enhanced student learning” (NCATE, 2010). 

Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board: Texas state agency created in 1965 to 

coordinate higher education institutions (THECB, 2010). 

School Culture: “The historically transmitted patterns of meaning that include the norms, 

values, beliefs, ceremonies, rituals, traditions, and myths understood, maybe in varying 

degrees, by members of the school community.” (Stolp, 1994). 

College Readiness: Possessing the knowledge, skills, and behaviors to complete a college 

course of study successfully, without remediation (College Board, 2010). 

P-16 Initiative: Term used to describe a student-focused, comprehensive and integrated 

school system that provides a seamless transition from preschool (P) through post-

secondary (16). 

Summary 

This dissertation is organized into five chapters. Chapter I has introduced the 

concept of lab schools as a possible model for restructuring secondary school campuses. 

Epstein‟s Theory of Overlapping Influences (2001) was introduced as the theoretical 

framework from which the culture of the lab schools was examined. Included in Chapter 
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I was information on the rationale, the significance and purpose for studying the culture 

of lab schools, and the possibility of linking the lab school model with higher graduation 

rates and college readiness standards. Chapter II of this research contains the literature 

review related to lab schools and will provide the important foundation for this 

dissertation. Chapter III will reveal the desire to use qualitative research methods in the 

form of a case study of one lab school. Methodology is further detailed in Chapter III and 

delineates the research design, the context of the study, the participants involved, and the 

approach to data collection and analysis. Chapter IV will glean results from the research 

and included data analysis and data display taken from participants. Finally, Chapter V 

will draw upon on the research for an overall discussion of the study and offered 

important findings and suggestions for future research.  
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CHAPTER II LITERATURE REVIEW 

The purpose of this study is to examine lab schools, their partnership and further 

determine the characteristics that comprise the lab school culture. Looking at four themes 

in lab school literature, the first section provided an historical account of lab schools 

partnerships, the partnership process, and the current forms of partnerships in American 

education. A second section reviewed the research found on the impact of partnerships on 

teacher development, while the third section provided information on the impact of the 

partnerships on student achievement.  Finally, the current information on school culture 

and partnership schools was reviewed. 

Only a small quantity of literature has been accrued surrounding lab schools and 

partnerships, with even less written about the school culture of the model. Dr. Lee Tietel, 

a University of Massachusetts professor, has been a researcher, writer, consultant, 

speaker, and professional development school advocate since 1989. Teitel, who authored 

much of the research on university/public school partnerships, believes the number of 

articles about partnerships has increased dramatically; however, he notes a “paucity of 

quality studies about the effects of these collaborations and calls for more substantive 

assessments of these efforts” (Teitel, 1998, p. 65). One of the main reasons for the lack of 

research relates to the nature of the work of those involved in the partnership settings.  

Forging relationships, securing resources, and implementing partnership work are 

time-consuming activities. When these responsibilities are added to the schedules of 

classroom  teachers, administrators, and university faculty in field-based programs, 

the task becomes almost overwhelming. There is little time left for designing studies, 

collecting and analyzing data, and writing the results for dissemination, and thus the 

literature base on this topic is miniscule. (Teitel, 2001, p. 58). 

  



  Texas Tech University, Cathy Ashby, May 2011 

 

25 
 

Another factor contributing to the lack of lab school literature was the shortage of 

lab schools to examine. The State of Texas with approximately 85 universities and nearly 

100 community colleges (United States Department of Education, 2010), has five school 

sites located on a university campus. The National Association of Lab Schools put the 

nationwide count of lab schools at 100. The shortage of lab schools may be directly tied 

to the amount of hard work needed for them to thrive and survive. The Holmes Group 

(1995) addressed time constraints on educators in partnerships, noting that if the 

collaborations become another commitment among many, partnership efforts will fail. 

The work of lab schools is similar to the work of any educational setting except for the 

added layer of the partnership. Having experience as a campus administrator, the 

researcher recalls the difficulty and challenge to shepherd and lead a group while 

simultaneously producing results that please superiors and the community. The lab school 

concept can be viewed as doubling the workload, requiring additional collaboration with 

new associates such as student teachers, professors, and university administrators. From 

the university perspective, it is understandable to resist efforts that possibly bring more 

tasks to a busy schedule, create additional research to compile, and forfeit needed 

classroom space and facilities. 

Research affirmed that lab schools were much beloved by those who work in 

them, parents who enrolled their children in them, and professors who nurture them. With 

this brief introduction and background to lab schools, a more thorough critique of the 

literature collected thus far will begin. The literature examined was divided into four 

main categories: the partnership process, the impact of lab school partnerships on the 
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development of teachers, the impact of the partnerships on student achievement, and the 

school culture of lab schools. 

History of the first lab schools 

This section provides a brief history of the first university and public school 

partnership followed by a definition of lab schools and professional development schools 

and delineation between the two terms. Subsequent information gives an overview of the 

purpose of lab schools.  

American universities and public schools have had formal partnerships since the 

latter years of the nineteenth century. The first lab school was founded in 1896 by John 

Dewey, philosophy professor at the University of Chicago two years after the university 

was founded. Dewey was part of the progressive movement of the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth century. Classroom teachers had virtually no training in pedagogy; 

however, the educators influenced by Dewey and others rejected the conventional 

educational model of the time which consisted mainly of drills and rote learning. Dewey, 

as head of the Department of Philosophy at the university, led the effort in the United 

States to bring the study of educational pedagogy to the same intellectual level as other 

disciplines (Harms & DePencier, 1996). Dewey‟s school stressed experimental learning 

and began with 16 elementary-aged students. 

Another prominent educational innovator of the time, Colonel Francis Parker, 

accepted an offer in 1899 from philanthropist Emmons Blaine to establish a teacher-

training institute and accompanying elementary school. It was Mrs. Blaine who agreed to 

provide the initial endowment for the institute. The proposal attracted the attention of 

University of Chicago President William Harper, who had been interested in establishing 
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a program of studies in teacher education at the University. President Harper convinced 

Parker and Blaine to establish the Institute at the University. The Institute, which also 

included a model elementary school, formed the basis of the new School of Education at 

the university (Harms and DePencier, 1996).  

By 1901, both Parker‟s University Elementary School and Dewey‟s Laboratory 

School were operating at the University. The two schools merged and moved into a new 

building, Blaine Hall, upon its completion in 1903. Previously in 1902, two existing 

secondary schools in Chicago merged, joined by Dewey‟s high school-age students, to 

form University High School. The University Elementary School and University High 

became known as the Laboratory Schools of the University of Chicago (Harms and 

DePencier 1996). Although no longer a public school, the University of Chicago Lab 

School is still in existence on the university campus with 1,770 preschool through 12th 

grade students (University of Chicago Lab School, 2010). 

The partnership process 

Across the United States, many different types of partnerships exist between 

universities and public schools. MacNaughton and Johns (1993) declare that professional 

development schools are an evolutionary descendent of the laboratory school because of 

the underlying premise that both lab school and PDS are efforts to join universities and 

public schools for mutual purposes. The Holmes Group widely popularizes the term 

professional development school with its research in the Tomorrow‟s Teachers (Holmes 

Group, 1996). The Holmes Group described PDS as a way to strengthen the relationship 

between public schools and universities thereby improving education.  According to John 

Goodlad, educational theorist and researcher, the strength of such a model is that by 
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combining and focusing resources to support mutual concern, opportunities for real 

reform are increased (Bellamy & Goodlad, 2008).  

 Lab schools are distinctive because they coexist on university campuses in the 

United States. Professional development schools have similar goals to lab schools; 

however, the partnership model does not extend to the location of the public school 

campus at the university location. To generalize, all lab schools could be classified as 

professional development schools but not all professional development schools could be 

called lab schools.     

Lab school partnerships are designed to assist all stakeholders by expanding the 

role and nature of the interaction between public school and university participants. 

University staff members spend more time in K-12 schools, gaining valuable knowledge 

of the current state of teaching in public schools. Public school personnel acquire useful 

information about the latest research-based methods and are much more involved in the 

design, implementation, and improvement of the teacher preparation program (Klinger,et 

al., 2004). In Tomorrow‟s Schools of Education, the Holmes group characterizes 

professional development schools as akin to teaching hospitals for doctors. The Holmes 

report promotes partnerships between public schools and universities as a way to promote 

the teaching profession and improve the public schools (Holmes, 1995). 

Lab schools and PDS are both terms used to describe a partnership. Goodlad‟s 

(1993) definition is the most often cited in a review of educational literature:  

A school-university partnership represents a planned effort to establish a formal, 

mutually beneficial inter-institutional relationship characterized by the following: 

 

1. Sufficient dissimilarity among institutions to warrant the effort of seeking 

complementarity in the fulfillment of some function. 
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2. Sufficient overlap in some functions to make clearly apparent the potential 

benefits of collaboration. 

3. Sufficient commitment to the effective fulfillment of these overlapping 

functions to warrant the inevitable loss of some present control and authority of 

the part of the institution currently claiming dominant interest (Goodlad, 1993, 

p. 59). 

  

Whether using the term lab school or professional development schools (PDS), 

the distinctions between the two are minor and may depend upon the organization, the 

time period in the history of public education the concept is being used, or the profile of 

the individual public school-university partnership. Three different national organizations 

provide guidance on the characteristics of professional development schools and lab 

schools. In 2007, the National Association of Professional Development Schools 

(NAPDS) published the nine characteristics for a professional development school: 

1. A comprehensive mission that is broader in its outreach and scope than the 

mission of any partner and that furthers the education profession and its 

responsibility to advance equity within schools and, by potential extension, 

the broader community.  

2. A school–university culture committed to the preparation of future educators 

that embraces their active engagement in the school community. 

3. Ongoing and reciprocal professional development for all participants guided 

by need.  

4. A shared commitment to innovative and reflective practice by all participants. 

5. Engagement in and public sharing of the results of deliberate investigations of 

practice by respective participants. 

6. An articulation agreement developed by the respective participants delineating 

the roles and responsibilities of all involved.  

7. A structure that allows all participants a forum for ongoing governance, 

reflection, and collaboration. 

8. Work by college/university faculty and P–12 faculty in formal roles across 

institutional settings.  

9. Dedicated and shared resources and formal rewards and recognition structures 

(NAPDS, 2007). 

The National Association of Lab Schools (NALS, 2010, Mission Statement) states 

that the traditional focus of lab schools has been to assist in preparing teachers while 

delivering quality instruction for children in the classroom. These schools are affiliated 
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with a college or university for specific purposes that go beyond the scope of traditional 

public and private institutions. Over the years, the laboratory schools have changed to 

reflect the diverse needs of the teaching professional and have often led the way in 

improving the science and art of teaching (McConnaha, 2009). 

NALS goes on to state that the following tenants are critical to the success of lab 

schools: 

1. Autonomy over the school's program, curriculum, and research.  

2. Need for facilities and resources that exceed those required to operate standard 

schools 

3. Importance for close proximity to the college/university campus. 

4. Need for controlled clinical experiences (McCarthy and Bertani, 1987). 

 

Lab schools and professional development schools are terms that are often used 

interchangeably. The National Council for the Accreditation of Teacher Education 

(NCATE, 2010) defines professional development schools (PDS) as “Innovative 

institutions formed through partnerships between professional education programs and P–

12 schools. Their mission is professional preparation of candidates, faculty development, 

inquiry directed at the improvement of practice, and enhanced student learning” 

(NCATE, 2010). 

The two terms – lab schools and professional development schools – are 

remarkably parallel. A basic tenant of a lab school is its close proximity to the university 

with a strong preference for being located on the university campus. The term lab school 

was used for this research study because it was more analogous to the research site 

tentatively chosen. The professional development school moniker will be used in this 

study only when the term is specifically used in the literature being cited.  
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 The research found on the partnership process is plentiful. Nearly 20 years ago, 

Theobald (1991) wrote about the financial implications to public schools and universities 

as they participate in partnerships. Many partnerships started with grant funding and 

found difficulty sustaining the funding after the grant period was over. Rice (2002) 

examined 20 case studies that revealed 12 themes about the collaboration process. She 

recommended beginning the partnership as a voluntary proposal, utilizing outside 

resources for funding, establishing relationships between partners with informal 

meetings, and building a shared vision between partners (Rice, 2002, p. 64). Ginsberg 

and Rhodes (2003) explored the effect that participating in partnerships has on university 

faculty with regards to faculty rewards, rank, and status. Partnership duties were typically 

given to newer department members and the responsibilities of partnership did not always 

lend themselves to earning tenure.    

In a literature review of partnerships, Clifford and Millar (2007) found the body 

of research lacking in information on how partnerships accomplish tasks and or build 

predictive partnership models. Doolittle, Sudeck, & Rattigan (2008) stressed the 

importance of communication and planning before the partnership begins to establish 

processes for successful implementation, 

The process and success of partnerships was a well-studied subject for 

researchers. Prevalent in the research was the recommendation for planning throughout 

the process and the need for good communication with all of the partnership stakeholders. 

Practitioners considering entering into a partnership have an abundance of information to 

make informed decisions. 
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Teacher development in lab schools  

  The most information accrued on lab schools and other partnership models was in 

the area of teacher development for both student teachers and veteran teachers. Tietel 

(1998) defined partnership schools or professional development schools as environments 

that “integrate adult and children learning, are characterized by reciprocity and parity for 

university and school partnerships on all issues of practice and policy, and experience 

simultaneous renewal of the school and the university” (Epanchin & Colucci, 2002, p. 

350). In a 2000 review of the literature, Tietel bemoaned the fact that little was written in 

the early development of partnership schools on the topic of student academic gains and 

most of the data was about the PDS development process (Teitel, 2001). When joining 

Wiseman in Chapter One of Linking School- University Collaboration and K-12 Student 

Outcomes, Teitel asserted that the most quantifiable partnership studies come from Texas 

because of the states‟ “early adopter of frequent testing for students and teachers, creating 

a data-rich environment for researchers” (Wiseman & Knight, 2003, p. 18). 

The impact of university and public school partnerships on the readiness of 

student teachers was the most widely analyzed topic in the literature. The research from 

Castle assessed the impact of professional development on student teachers in lab sites 

compared to those in traditional classroom settings. The student teachers were compared 

at the time of certification in the areas of planning, instruction, management, assessment, 

professionalism, and reflection (Castle, et al., 2006). With student teachers, the research 

showed a clear difference between those trained at a partnership site in comparison to 

those prepared at a traditional campus setting. 
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Castle‟s, data (2006) demonstrated that partnerships produced beginning teachers 

who were more “integrated and student-centered in their thinking about planning, 

assessment, instruction, management, and reflection” ( p. 78). Findings indicated that 

these teacher candidates scored higher on presenting content and instructions both 

accurately and clearly and scored higher in encouraging critical thinking through 

questioning than their peers trained in traditional methods. These same student teachers 

outscored their peers in classroom management, one of the most difficult aspects for 

beginning teachers to master (Castle, et. al, 2006).  

The research on student teachers alone made a strong case for closer collaboration 

between public schools and universities. Many student teachers struggle with the 

overwhelming responsibilities of their first teaching experience. One anecdote described 

student teachers as isolated except for a few visits by the circuit rider professor who 

sporadically checked in while making their rounds. As an educator in the field, it is a 

common practice for a student teacher to have fewer than two hours of dialogue with the 

cooperating professor over the period of an entire semester. This abbreviated time 

devoted to overseeing the day-to-day work of student teachers is similar to the 

researcher‟s student teaching experience 30 years ago.   

When examining veteran teachers, the current research pointed positively at 

collaboration efforts between public schools and universities. Latham and Vogt 

(2007)concluded that “even when controlling for important student background and 

cognitive characteristics, teachers trained in PDS schools are more likely to enter into the 

teaching profession and persist in teaching” ( p. 153). With veteran teachers, the same 

research detailed the positive changes in teaching practice that occurred through the 
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partnership with the university, including a higher desire by veteran teachers for more 

clinical experimentation in their own classrooms. A subjective theme of every piece of 

research on this topic included remarks from both public school teachers and university 

professors regarding the lack of time and energy that was required for the collaboration to 

be successful. 

The research on partnerships also accurately portrayed the resistance to change 

that many veteran teachers exhibited. Teachers with any length of service have seen new 

programs and strategies come and go. Many of the innovations that require significant 

change in teacher behavior do not produce quick, observable student results (Ross, 1999). 

“When teachers cannot see student progress quickly, they are likely to revert to more 

traditional methods of instruction…access to innovations that produce demonstrable 

differences in student achievement must be a high priority if Professional Development 

Schools (PDS) efforts are to be valued by schools” (Ross, 1999, p. 6).   

A subject matter less scrutinized in the research but still very important was 

teacher retention. For those who champion the partnership model, this research topic was 

buried beneath other more highly-touted benefits. The retention of good teachers is one of 

the most crucial staffing factors in school districts. The greatest loss to the teaching force 

occurs during the first twenty years (Karge, 1993; Marlow, Inman, and Betancourt-Smith, 

1997). This large exodus of teachers in the early years can cause huge financial hardships 

on a school due to a channeling of scarce resources toward recruiting, hiring, and 

attracting new prospective teachers and providing early induction and training. Constant 

turnover impacts student learning (Guinn, 2004). Grisham, Berg, and Jacobs (2002) 

found that participation in a PDS can have long-reaching, positive impacts on teachers for 
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up to 15 years into their careers with PDS-prepared teachers entering the teaching 

profession more often and staying in it longer. 

Castle‟s data (Castle, et al., 2006) found at least one school district that paid first-

year PDS graduates as second-year teachers because they had more valuable experience 

(essentially a year‟s worth of mentored experience) and Rivlin (Rivlin, Hanushek, & 

Kain, 2002) found that experienced teachers produced greater student learning gains than 

inexperienced teachers. The literature on this important partnership finding of teacher 

quality and teacher retention was available; however, the literature did not comment on 

the impact this information had on human resource officers that make key hiring 

decisions.  

Student achievement in partnership schools 

The impact on academic achievement was slower to emerge compared to the early 

research on the influence of the partnership process on student teachers. Although an 

underlying theme for all educational institutions was to increase academic achievement 

for students, the majority of the research on lab schools focused more on teaching inputs 

over learning outcomes (Valli & Frankes, 1997). Ross (1999) in Research from 

Professional Development Schools: Can We Live Up to the Potential, believed that the 

changes made through partnerships may not be easily linked to student learning (p. 6). 

The dilemma of the lack of linkage between practice and results was a constant strand in 

this and other reform research. Typically, school reform efforts were broader than one 

variable. School leaders often simultaneously implemented several changes at once, and 

pinpointing the linkage between facets of the reforms was problematic (Ross, et al., 1999, 

p. 6). 
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A reasonable reason for the shortage of information on the linkage between 

partnerships and academic achievement was the enormous amount of additional work 

resulting from the formation of the partnership. The practitioners who have the 

knowledge of the results of the collaborative efforts were too busy collaborating and 

teaching to stop and chronicle their successes and failures. 

The research reviewed on student achievement was impressive as far as the 

academic impact of partnerships on test scores. The following summarization of 

partnership schools included a variety of settings, levels of involvement between the 

partners, and quantities of data. Within this body of research, all of the partnership 

schools showed greater academic gains except in Maryland, where the results indicated a 

negligible amount of positive or negative impact related to the partnerships. 

 A Cowart and Rademacher analysis (2003) provided PDS results exclusively from 

the student perspective. “Including the student perspective in the school reform dialogue 

may lead to more positive student outcomes.” (Cowart & Rademacher, 2003, p. 87). The 

research site was a partnership between a Texas university and a large, inner-city 

elementary and a nearby middle school. The students at the elementary schools were 90% 

Hispanic and 700 of the 1,200 students were limited English proficient. The research data 

from focus group discussions and survey questions revealed an improvement from low 

performing in 1992 to among the top quarter schools in 1996. Cowart noted that 

attendance rates of the children and teacher retention rates at the school may have been 

one factor in the increase in academic growth. Results of the research yield poignant 

student responses, describing pride in their school and happiness in their selection to 

partner with the university. Attendance rates at this campus increased after the 
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partnership which demonstrated a greater student motivation to come to school. Cowart 

linked the increase in attendance to the partnership. The campus also had five years of 

steady improvement on statewide assessment results. The final year of the research has a 

drop in test results because of statewide changes in the testing of language deficient 

students (Cowart, 2003). 

  Baylor University began a partnership with Waco ISD at Hillcrest Elementary in 

1993. The partnership was housed in a formerly abandoned elementary school. Campus-

level decisions were made by a consensus of public school and university staff members 

rather than from a single administrator.  In conjunction with this model, Baylor 

University student teachers had a two-semester internship rather than one semester of 

student teaching (Leonard, Lovelace-Taylor, Sanford-DeShields, & Spearman 2004). The 

results showed that interns were better prepared than other student teachers in classroom 

management and instructional practices, particularly with diverse and students in low 

socioeconomic brackets. The research also revealed that the interns from partnership 

schools and traditional student teacher programs were equally prepared to deal with 

parents. At the end of the first year of the partnership, 65% of third through fifth graders 

passed the state reading assessment. By the end of third year, 100% of the third graders 

passed the state reading assessment (Leonard, et al.,2004, p. 569). Based on these results, 

Baylor and Waco ISD have increased the number of partner sites to 10 and currently all 

Baylor student teachers participate in one of the 10 sites.  

After hiring several Baylor graduates trained in this partnership with Waco ISD, 

the local school district in this research recognizes a difference in the level of readiness of 

these teachers.  In this research, however, the length of the student teaching assignment 
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was not differentiated from other benefits of the partnership. It is a reasonable assumption 

that if the time student teachers spend in the internship is twice as long as other student 

teachers, the level of preparedness would be twice as high. 

The State of Florida codified its support of lab school with state funding. The 

developmental research schools (lab schools) at state universities were classified for 

funding as special school districts (Florida Department of Education, 2009). The 

Professional Development Schools Without Walls, (PDSWOW ) model was a joint effort 

between the University of South Florida (USF) and two large school districts – Pasco 

County School District and Hillsborough County School District (Epanchin & Colucci, 

2002). The PDS partnership included two districts because a few individual campuses 

could not accommodate the size of the teacher education program at USF. The university 

also believed the model was more sustainable if the university collaborated with the 

entire school district; thus the university was sheltered from personnel changes that took 

place in individual schools. Florida was also a unionized state and the teachers union 

would not support any model that limited the opportunity for all teachers to participate. In 

USF‟s previous experience as a teacher preparation program, deep chasms existed 

between on-campus coursework and off-campus clinical experiences (Epanchin & 

Colucci, 2002, p. 351). The university officials needed better mentor teachers from the 

school district and felt as if they “lost their voice at the point of placing their students 

with mentor teacher at the campus” ( p. 353). The University of South Florida indicated 

that one third of the students enrolled in internships were placed with teachers who, in the 

student‟s opinion, were not the type of teacher they (the teacher candidate) wanted to 

become ( p. 353). At the same time, USF partner school districts were facing a significant 
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teacher shortage in special education and needed additional teachers of a higher quality 

(Epancin & Colucci, 2002). Each of the partner schools had a site-based coordinator who 

was a current staff member at the school and was the liaison between the campus and 

university. Faculty members were assigned to each of these partner schools. Since the 

article was written in 2002, the two county school districts have both raised their state 

ratings from a “B” to an “A” (Florida Department of Education, 2009). 

 Another notable partnership in Florida was the Miami University partnership with 

Carter Elementary School. Their PDS partnership consisted of (a) teaching an onsite 

course to prepare teachers to be clinical educators, (b) placing a cadre of eight interns in 

the school, and (c) assigning a professor-in-residence (PIR) who spent one day each week 

at the school. The PIR provided in-service workshops, demonstrated best practices in 

classrooms, observed teachers and provided feedback, and facilitated teachers sharing 

their expertise with one another. The PIR brought research into practice and the 

university exposed the students to other adults besides their teachers (Klingner, et al., 

2004, p. 300). 

Another partnership from Florida prepared new teachers to teach at urban schools 

by moving their university courses to inner city schools in Jacksonville. The partnership 

placed University of North Florida professors at four Duval County schools where they 

taught education majors on-site and exposed education majors to internship opportunities 

earlier in their college careers. One of the first elementary schools to benefit from the 

partnership was West Jacksonville Elementary, when its state report card grade rose from 

an “F” school in 2003 to an “A” school in 2009. Eight of the twenty six teachers at West 

Jacksonville Elementary school began as education majors in the partnership. UNF 
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boasted that the partnership was keeping teachers in the profession. Eighty-six percent of 

the program‟s graduates were still teaching after five years (Levine, 2004). 

Carter Elementary experienced dramatic academic gains and received the State of 

Florida School Recognition award for increased student achievement. This research 

concludes that PDS programs must (a) be centered upon research-based practices (b) 

include adequate support for teachers (c) value and build upon teacher expertise, and (d) 

incorporate a strong research component through which the effectiveness of practices is 

evaluated. If the lessons of Carter Elementary hold true, professional development and 

research should be considered as important as the preparation of new teachers (Klingner, 

et al., 2004 p. 303). 

The book Linking School-University Collaboration and K-12 Outcomes gave the 

most extensive review of partnerships and their effect on academic achievement of 

students (Wiseman & Knight, 2003, p. 5). Wiseman used nine chapters to outline the link 

between public school –  university collaborations and student outcomes at nine separate 

sites. In eight of the nine sites, the partnerships claimed academic gains compared to the 

years prior to the partnership.  Only in the state of Maryland were the PDS and non-PDS 

sites similar in gains in student achievement. Wiseman described the difficulty in 

accessing links between partnerships and academic achievement by discussing the 

intricacy and dependence of traditional research methods and the further need to 

safeguard the relationships between the collaborators. Even where good relationships 

have been established, Wiseman asserted that the research primarily remained the task of 

the university personnel . In contrast, action research is the only type of study in which 

the public school teachers played a major role (Wiseman & Knight, 2003). 
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The nine studies in the extensive Wiseman research offered definitive 

documentation of a link between public school/university collaborations and increases in 

academic achievement for the students participating on the partnership campuses. A 

portion of Wiseman‟s case studies are included below. 

Parkway Central Middle School was a partnership with the University of Missouri 

in St. Louis. Students in the PDS showed more improvement in reading performance 

while also showing improvement in conduct, attendance, and participation in after-school 

programs. Longfellow Elementary in Pontiac, Michigan, was a PDS in which 70% of the 

students were categorized as poor. On the Michigan Educational Assessment Program 

(MAEP), Longfellow scores rose from the middle of the pack in Pontiac ISD to 

surpassing all other elementary schools in the district and one of the wealthiest school 

districts in a neighboring district. Beech Mountain School was a PDS in rural Avery 

County, North Carolina, and partnered with Appalachian State University. The small 

elementary school of 77 students had 75% of its students who lived in poverty. This 

partnership worked on reading and found that 95% of the students who scored at least 

two levels below standard achieved at least one year‟s growth, and 58% of those students 

achieved greater than one year‟s growth while participating in the partnership (Wiseman 

& Knight, 2003). 

Finally from the Wiseman collection, research by Cooper and Corbin measured 

student outcomes in 12 PDS sites in Maryland. Their research found that PDS sites had 

similar results to non-PDS sites. Many universities, school districts, and states found that 

partnerships were instrumental in improving student achievement. In concluding the 

research, Wiseman and Knight defended their use of qualitative methods by stating that 
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“scientific rigor can be determined by the appropriateness of the methods for the 

questions asked and the adequacy of the links in the chain of reasoning” (Wiseman & 

Knight, 2003). The literature on academic improvement established a strong platform for 

expanding the use of partnerships across educational entities.  

Culture of lab schools 

The term “school culture” is nebulous and competes with similar idioms such as 

school climate, atmosphere, ambiance, and student engagement. School culture was 

defined by Stolp as “the historically transmitted patterns of meaning that include the 

norms, values, beliefs, ceremonies, rituals, traditions, and myths understood, maybe in 

varying degrees, by members of the school community” (Stolp, 1994, p. 2). Barth (2002) 

in The Culture Builder defines school culture as a “complex pattern of norms, attitudes, 

beliefs, behaviors, values, ceremonies, traditions, and myths that are deeply ingrained in 

the very core of the organization. It is the historically transmitted pattern of meaning that 

wields astonishing power in shaping what people think and how they act” (Barth, 2002, 

p. 6). 

The importance of school culture as it impacts adolescent motivation and higher 

academic achievement was well-documented (Joselowsky, 2007; Stolp, 1994; Krug, 

1992). However, the school culture of lab schools has not had a thorough assessment in 

the literature. This dissertation adds to the research on lab schools generally and the 

culture of lab schools specifically.  

The recent publication of Basile‟s (2009)Intellectual Capital: The Intangible 

Assets of Professional Development Schools summarized the difficulty in explaining how 

school culture was changed by university partnerships . Basile commented that it is 
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commonplace to hear principals of PDS talk about the shift in culture because of the 

collaboration between their campus and the university staff members. However, very few 

of the principals could articulate why the culture had changed. Basile used previous work 

by McBrien and Brandt (1997) to summarize generalities regarding school culture: 

1. School culture does affect the behavior and achievement of elementary and 

secondary school students. 

2. School culture does not fall from the sky; it is created and thus can be changed 

3. School cultures are unique and bond the school together as it goes about its 

mission (Basile,2009, p. 101). 

 

Public school cultures have already been impacted in many states with P-16 

programs. P-16 describes efforts to provide a more seamless transition from high school to 

college (THECB, 2010, P16). The State of Texas‟ strategic plan for improving transitions 

from high school to higher education is called Closing the Gaps by 2015. The Texas Higher 

Education Coordinating Board is committed to increasing enrollment and graduation rates 

in colleges and universities so that there are no differences in the percentage of students 

from different backgrounds and ethnic groups that participate and succeed in higher 

education. In 2008, the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board and Commissioner of 

Education adopted the Texas College and Career Readiness Standards (CCRS). The CCRS 

were created by statewide vertical teams of public education and higher education faculty 

(THECB, 2010). The higher education/public school partnership is occurring at the state 

level around the United States. A goal of this study was to enlighten local school districts 

and universities about the promise of higher student achievement embedded in the lab 

school model. 

 In a November 2010 interview with the Dallas Morning News, Dr. Raymund 

Paredes, Texas‟ Commissioner of Higher Education, called for the Texas Legislature to 

http://www.thecb.state.tx.us/index.cfm?objectid=858D2E7C-F5C8-97E9-0CDEB3037C1C2CA3
http://www.thecb.state.tx.us/index.cfm?objectid=EADF962E-0E3E-DA80-BAAD2496062F3CD8
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tie university funding to the number of students who graduate on time and the number of 

poor students that graduate (McKenzie, 2010). With that clarion call, practices such as 

the lab school and others that can demonstrate success in college – particularly for poor 

students – should have a new audience of listeners. The Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board had already launched “a number of innovative initiatives that 

challenge Texas colleges and universities to make systemic changes” (THECB, 2010).  

As indicated in Chapter 1, Epstein‟s Overlapping Spheres of Influence Theory 

(1996) was an overlay to this study. (Figure 2-1) Epstein‟s model “emphasizes the 

cooperation and affiliation of schools and families and encourages collaboration between 

institutions” (Epstein, 1996, Deslandes, 2001). 

 

 

 

Figure 2-1 Epstein‟s Overlapping Spheres of Influence 
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The model consists of three spheres representing the major influences in a child‟s 

life. Deslandes suggested that the spheres overlap to a greater extent in the early years of 

school.  However, with the importance of a seamless transition into higher education and 

the need for student retention at both high school and college, this reciprocity paradigm 

can become evident in a lab school for secondary students. The micro-model in Figure 2-

2 depicts the impact of the spheres of influence on school culture for students in a lab 

school setting. The family, community, and public school in partnership with the 

university influence and define the school culture. The university‟s influence permeates 

throughout the high school campus creating a culture far different from a traditional high 

school campus. The lab school culture has the potential to increase student expectations 

and lead to higher graduation rates, attendance rates, and improved academic 

achievement. 
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Figure 2-2 Micro-model of the impact on climate for students in a lab school 

 

Summary 

The preponderance of the research found in this review on public school and 

university partnerships points positively to these collaborations. The pooling of resources 

and the work of merging educational institutions for the past 100 years created a growing 

collection of research that affirms these partnerships. Still missing from the research is 

any substantial mention of the school culture of the partnership schools. Chapter III 

K-12 School +

University

Partner

CommunityFamily

School climate 

that leads to 

higher graduation 

rates, better 

attendance, and 

improved 

academic 

achievement for 

students 

Secondary 

Student 



  Texas Tech University, Cathy Ashby, May 2011 

 

47 
 

discusses the methodology that was used to discover the characteristics of the school 

culture at partner lab school A. (PLA) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER III METHODOLOGY 
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The goal of this study was to encapsulate the distinctive qualities of a lab school 

in the southwestern United States. The public school was located within a university 

campus which created an atypical synergy for the two educational institutions. To 

adequately portray the perspectives of lab school stakeholders, a qualitative method of 

research guides this study. Qualitative research properly seeks answers to questions by 

examining a social setting and the individuals within that setting (Berg, 2009). Lincoln 

and Guba (1985) describe qualitative research as a “type of disciplined inquiry 

undertaken to solve some problem in order to achieve understanding or to facilitate 

action.” (p.6) The researcher sought data that spoke with the voice of those being studied. 

For this study, qualitative research was the best method to acquire this voice. 

For this qualitative research, a case study was the vehicle for capturing the 

distinctive nuances that exist in this educational partnership. The case study approach 

concentrated on “a single phenomenon, individual, community, or institution,” which 

allowed the researcher to uncover the manifest interaction of significant factors and 

characteristics” in this study of the lab school model (Berg, 2009, p. 318). The case study 

framework supported the examination of a single organization to better understand its 

unique characteristics (Yin, 2009). When the goal of the research is understanding and an 

“increase in conviction in that which is known,” the case study was an appropriate 

approach (Stake, 1978, p. 6). 

 Effective schools are “intentional about their culture and social organizations they 

create” (Joselowsky, 2007, p. 272). Thoughtful consideration was given to the important 

role the relationships between students and adults, and between students and peers. The 

relationship between the university professors, the classroom teacher, and the students 
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was the basis for what made the partnership school unique. The three entities coexisted 

and created informal bonds as they learned from each other through observation and 

conversation; additionally, more formal interaction occurred as professors opened their 

classrooms through dual credit instruction and invitations to university events, and when 

classroom teachers accepted student teachers from the university.  

Through experience, educational leaders recognize that learning rarely occurs in a 

vacuum. Thus the lens of a social constructivist served as an important filter for this 

research study. To social constructivists, individuals create meaning through their 

interactions with each other and with the environment in which they live. This study was 

an opportunity to “go inside the head of an actor and reproduce meaning” (Schwandt, 

1994, Empathic Identification). This research attempted to illustrate the interplay between 

the key participants and the effect of that interplay on the learning environment.  

 A social constructivist would view school culture of the lab school site as a result 

of the communal interchanges between the professors, teachers, university students, and 

high school students. The high school students at Partner Lab School A (PLA) received 

training and instruction from their classroom teachers. Moreover, they realized and 

absorbed knowledge from interactions and relationships with the college students and 

professors. From these observations, the high school students deduced the characteristics 

of successful college students. Lab school students at the PLA received insight and 

benefitted from these interactions that were not available to students on traditional 

campuses. 

The social constructivist viewpoint of the research aligned with the theoretical 

framework of Overlapping Spheres of Influence introduced in Chapters 1 and 2 of this 
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study. By collecting the experiences of the students, teachers, professors, and parents of 

PLA, the research intertwined and examined the effect of these relationships on student 

achievement. Through this holistic approach, this study examined PLA from the 

perspective of all stakeholders and an inventory of partnership characteristics and school 

culture was documented.  

Research questions 

This qualitative case study sought to answer four primary research questions:  

1. What are the key differences between the culture of a lab school and a 

traditional secondary school? 

2. In what ways does the location of a K-12 school on a university campus 

influence secondary student college readiness and secondary school culture? 

3. What are secondary students‟ perceptions on the advantages and disadvantages 

of attending a lab school? 

4. How has the immersion of a secondary student on a university campus 

impacted the pathway to a post secondary education?  

 In addition to these research questions, the researcher utilized probative and 

follow up questions to uncover additional characteristics and variables of lab school 

culture. 

Qualitative methodology 

Qualitative studies are exploratory in nature. This research explored a unique 

educational site in a quest to learn about the culture of the school and the impact of that 

culture on the academic achievement of the students. Through the case study framework, 

the researcher reviewed the topic from the ground up and let the interviews and 
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observations define the variables of the study. Three prominent researchers highlighted 

in this case study method were Robert Stake, Robert Yin, and John Creswell. 

Robert Stake described case studies in social science literature as featuring 

“descriptions that are complex, holistic, and involving a myriad of not highly isolated 

variables.” He further depicted the case study model as “adding to existing experience 

and humanistic understanding” (Stake, 1978). The lab school setting was worthy of this 

type of approach because education and partnerships are complex and the variables of 

this setting merged and blended to create a culture which was different from other public 

school settings (p.7). 

Robert Yin in his important work on the case study model, stated that “case 

studies are the preferred method when (a)”how” or “why” questions are being posed, (b) 

the investigator has little control over events, and (c) the focus is on a contemporary 

phenomenon within a real-life context” (Yin, 2009). Through the years, the researcher 

has had many conversations with students, teachers, parents, and professors about the 

“why” of the PLA. This research answered the questions of why students were successful 

at PLA and produced higher attendance rates and graduation rates over the traditional 

schools in the community. The shared comments made by the parents, teachers, and 

professors painted a portrait of the culture of the campus and described the blending of 

secondary schools and higher education at the site. 

Lastly, Creswell (2007) described case studies below: 

Individuals seeking understanding of the world in which they live and work. They 

develop subjective meanings of their experiences. These meanings are varied and 

multiple, leading the researcher to look for the complexity of views. Often these 

subjective meanings are negotiated socially and historically.  In other words, they 

are not simply imprinted on individuals but are formed through interactions with 
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others (hence social constructivism) and through historical and cultural norms that 

operate in individuals‟ lives” ( p. 20-21).  

The case study method provided the process for a deep understanding of the 

school culture of the lab school site and offered clarity on its impact on student 

achievement. 

Setting and participants 

According to Law, (Law, Stewert, Letts, Pollack, Bosch, & Westmoreland, 1998), 

a vivid description of the participants, site, and researcher provides the reader with an 

understanding of the “whole picture” of the topic or phenomenon of interest. This case 

study attempted to provide an extensive review of the site. The lab school site was 

located in a city of over 100,000 in population. Major employers were in the sectors of 

public and private education, healthcare, and the military. The PLA site was part of an 

urban school district of 17,000 students. The researcher was the chief academic officer of 

the school district and forged the partnership with the university. A citizen‟s committee in 

the community had previously recommended the creation of a campus designed to meet 

the growing demand for healthcare professionals. The school district had 2,500 

employees who worked on 35 different campuses or job sites. The student population was 

44% Anglo, 39% Hispanic, 14% African American, and 3% other. The district had a 

majority of students, 64%, who were considered economically disadvantaged (Texas 

Education Agency, 2010). 

PLA site was located on a small liberal arts campus in the southwestern United 

States. The church-affiliated university had 2,300 students and was founded over 100 

years ago. The most popular majors at the university are religion, music, education, and 
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business. The private university had a tuition rate of $675 per credit hour and 90% of the 

students received some form of financial aid. 

For this study, PLA was chosen through purposeful sampling. Purposeful 

sampling is used when knowledge or expertise is needed to represent the research 

population and subjects are selected because of particular characteristics (Berg, 2009, 

Patton, 1990). PLA was one of three lab schools located on a university campus in the 

local school district. However, PLA differed from the other two lab school sites because 

students attended for one-half of their school day and attended a traditional high school 

during the remaining part of the day. Because this arrangement allowed for a student to 

attend a lab school and a traditional school in the same day, questions about the contrast 

of cultures were easily answered by the student participants. In addition, PLA was the 

only lab school in the community with students who had matriculated into the university 

setting and thus were qualified to be participants of the research questions that pertained 

to college readiness. Site PLA was also the best choice for the case study because it was 

the longest tenured lab school and allowed for the use of more historical data. Close 

proximity and availability to the researcher also made PLA a preferred choice for this 

study.    

Site PLA was built in 2006 by the university for the purpose of jointly housing 

high school and university students studying in the medical field. A donor who graduated 

from the school district and the university provided a major portion of the funding of the 

building. The site enrolled high school students who were junior and senior students. At 

least one prerequisite course was required at the traditional high school campus during 

the first two years of high school. Site PLA had been in existence and had steadily grown 
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to its current number of 150 students. The staff consisted of one counselor and five 

classroom teachers of which three were registered nurses who taught health science 

courses. The building was shared with university students and professors in the health 

science program. The high school health science program was two decades old; however, 

the lab school site was in its fourth year on the university campus. The student 

demographics at PLA were very similar to the large school district in all areas except 

gender where females attended at a much higher rate than males. 

Participant selection 

Interview participants were solicited on a voluntary basis. Snowball sampling 

located participants with the attributes and characteristics necessary for this study (Berg, 

2009). Patton (1990)defined this method as snowball or chain sampling, whereby 

participants of interest were identified from “people who know people, who know people, 

who know participants” ( p. 182). that would be good interview subjects  

The interview questions provided opportunities for the participants to characterize 

the culture of the lab school. More probing follow-up questions inquired about the impact 

that the school culture had on academic achievement – specifically graduation rates and 

college readiness. Local school districts and universities need the findings to justify 

support for the lab school model and in a broader sense for other practitioners who are 

seeking methods of increasing student achievement. Lab school settings that improve 

academic performance and college transitions should be studied by public schools and 

universities as both struggle with implementing best practices while experiencing 

dwindling budgets. All partnership models need to clearly demonstrate that the extra 
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costs associated with the partnership can be offset by increased academic achievement 

and the enhanced ability to prepare students for success at the university level. 

Ten participants were interviewed for the study. Three secondary students were 

interviewed with one of those students being a high school graduate and enrolled in a 

university. The current PLA students were interviewed for the purpose of providing a rich 

description of the perceptions and qualities of his/her traditional school and lab school. A 

former student who matriculated to a university provided a full description of the two 

settings. Additionally, the university student was asked to substantiate any features of the 

lab school that could authenticate a higher level of college readiness linked to the lab 

school experience.  

A current parent and a former parent of a lab school student were invited to 

participate in the research. The parent perspective was important as it will be the only 

viewpoint and voice coming from the outside community looking in to the lab school. 

The outlook from the parents was compelling as it described the educational experience 

of the children they have entrusted to the public schools.  

Three stakeholders of the school district gave their viewpoint and voiced their 

perceptions on the culture of the lab school. Two high school teachers with experience at 

both traditional and lab school settings were interviewed for their perspective on the 

school setting and differences in the school cultures. In addition, the counselor of the lab 

school was interviewed. The counselor, with experience at all levels of K-12 campuses, 

added data on graduation rates and college readiness. The counselor assisted students 

with college admissions and college preparation, and his perspective and relationship 
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with the students gave additional information on the college readiness of the lab school 

students served.  

The university professor interviewed had spent considerable time in the lab school 

and had served as a guest lecturer and instructed in dual credit classes made up entirely of 

lab school students. Because of her interaction with the lab school staff and the direct 

observation of the students, her perspective on the culture of the school was an asset to 

the research. The university vice-president was interviewed for his perspective on the lab 

school and college readiness. 

Data collection 

Data was collected during the spring semester of 2010. The researcher utilized 10 

participant interviews that represented the stakeholders of PLA as the primary source of 

data for this study. Berg (2009) defined interviewing as a conversation with the purpose 

of gathering information. Qualitative interviewing has been described as nondirective, 

fluid, and open-ended (Metzler, 1996). Metzler utilized the phrase in-depth interviewing 

to refer to qualitative interviewing that is a face-to-face encounter “directed toward 

understanding the informant‟s perspective on their lives and experiences expressed in 

their own words” (Metzler,1996, p. 88). Qualitative researchers take pride in discovering 

and portraying the multiple views of the case and the interview is the main road to 

multiple realities (Stake, 2000). To accomplish this, students, professors, parents and staff 

members were asked to participate in semi-standardized, audio-taped interviews.  

The questions were worded to accommodate the level of understanding of the 

interviewee. Permission forms were used and personal information was kept confidential. 

All participants in this study are known by pseudonyms. The semi-standardized 
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interviews contained predetermined questions focusing on the participant‟s experience at 

PLA. The interviewee took the freedom to digress and probe beyond the answers to their 

questions (Berg, 2009). Questions were comprehensive enough to elicit from all of the 

participants relevant information on the school culture. 

Secondary data sources used for triangulation include archival data from the 

district. Public school records of graduation rates and attendance rates were additional 

sources of information. Field notes on informal conversations and observations added 

strength to the study while enhancing the reliability of the research. 

Data analysis 

Case study analysis requires a spiraling process that develops from more general 

to more specific scrutiny (Creswell, 1998). To validate results, Lincoln and Guba (1982) 

recommended a variety of strategies for improving the likelihood that findings will be 

credible. Triangulation, to produce understanding, occurred through investigating 

secondary data sources. Archival materials were used to ensure that the lab school study 

was comprehensive and insightful.  

 For further confirmation, the researcher used the technique of peer debriefing and 

member checking, suggested by Lincoln and Guba as further sources of validation 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1982). Peer debriefing was defined as "a process of exposing oneself to 

a disinterested peer in a manner paralleling an analytic session and for the purpose of 

exploring aspects of the inquiry that might otherwise remain only implicit within the 

inquirer's mind." (Lincoln, and Guba, 1982, p. 12). The peer debriefer was a doctoral 

student who was familiar with the research topic and who provided an objective review 

of the methodology and findings of the research. Member checking was a process 
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through which participants verified the transcripts of their interviews and were offered 

the opportunity to clarify and modify their interview dialogue (Lincoln, & Guba, 1982 ). 

Through the triangulation of interviews and records, along with the peer debriefing and 

member checking, the researcher was able to ensure validity to the research findings. 

From transcriptions, the researcher created expansive memos of each interviewee. 

Data was then coded manually and developed into categories, findings, and connections 

so that themes emerged. The themes arising from the data were departmentalized to better 

understand and describe the veritable experience of the stakeholders at the lab school. 

Individual quotes from the transcript on school culture were mined to provide more 

specific data addressing the research questions (Hetzel, 2008).  

Through this process the record of the school culture of PLA, along with other 

archival data, painted a complete picture of the partnership in this case study. With this 

case study analysis, the researcher predicted correctly that the lab school offered a school 

culture that differed from the culture at a traditional school and was more engaging and 

more likely to produce successful students. 

Trustworthiness and transferability 

The criteria of trustworthiness were achieved through the triangulation of data 

sources. Triangulation was defined by Berg (2009) as a combination of methodologies 

with “multiple lines of sight directed toward the same point” to “obtain a better more 

substantive picture of reality.” ( p. 5) Trustworthiness with the adult stakeholders at PLA 

was established through a protracted period of time observing the lab school, through 

incessant observation at the campus, and through triangulation of data. While this 

research occurred over a semester, the researcher had seven years of experience with lab 
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schools which provided the study with knowledge and background information on the 

development of the partnership. Lincoln and Guba (1985) compared prolonged 

engagement as the point where persistent observation also allows for depth of 

observation.  

Credibility also occurred through the inclusion of the interviews of the current 

students, parents, graduates, public school staff members, and university partners 

involved in the lab school. The participant members verified the findings of the study by 

receiving their transcribed interviews and having the opportunity to amend, add to, and 

provide additional feedback.  

To broaden the transferability of the findings, the researcher compared the 

attendance and graduation rates of PLA site with similar students at traditional campuses 

in the district. The students who are enrolled fulltime at one of the traditional high 

schools and the lab schools students were comparable because they share the same 

governance. The per-pupil expenditure, district-wide programming, teacher hiring 

policies, and student demographics were similar. The traditional school and the lab 

school participants were as closely matched as possible with student characteristics and 

educational resources available. With nearly 200 universities in Texas, these findings on 

the culture of the lab school site can be used to promote other public school university 

partnerships around the state and the nation. 

Summary 

 The purpose of this study was to create a descriptive account of the school culture 

in a single lab school. The research methodology outlined in this chapter described the 

processes and analysis employed during this case study. Participant interviews, informal 
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observations and archival data provided a holistic view of the site and allowed for a rich 

description of the school culture and its impact on student achievement. A deep 

examination of a secondary lab school will be found in Chapter IV. The analysis revealed 

the distinct personality of the campus and links the culture of the campus to positive 

effects on the students.  
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CHAPTER IV RESEARCH AND RESULTS 

This chapter discusses the culture of the lab school in comparison to the culture of 

the traditional high schools in the same geographic area of the Southwestern United 

States. Laboratory schools are K-12 schools that are designed to prepare teachers while 

delivering quality instruction for children in the classroom. These schools are affiliated 

with a college or university for specific purposes that go beyond the scope of traditional 

public and private institutions (NALS, 2010).  

The United States public education system has been shaken by study after study 

describing it as a failing system. Information on the high dropout rate and the lack of 

college readiness has risen to the top of the list of concerns for parents, educators, 

business leaders and many residents of this country. Reliable studies have indicated a 

dropout rate of 10% for all demographic groups with the Hispanic dropout rate at nearly 

28% (NCES, 2010). The nonpartisan Urban Institute puts the dropout rate closer to 30% 

with only 50% of minority students graduating from high school (Swanson, 2004). 

College freshmen who require remedial courses at the university level remain 

around 30% nationwide (Tafel & Eberhart, 1999). The outcomes of recent international 

assessments are also alarming. Statistics continue to show that United States students in 

grades four, eight, and at the age of 15 fall behind their peers from China, Hong Kong, 

and Japan in the subjects of literacy, math and science (NCES, 2010).  

These reports are distressing to a citizenry who understands that higher levels of 

education will be needed for the country‟s economic future. With the shaken confidence 

in America‟s public schools, educational leaders must respond swiftly and successfully to 

address these dire circumstances. This chapter will delve into the culture of the traditional 
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high schools and lab school setting from the viewpoint of the participants to determine if 

the culture of the lab school model provides advantages for students in the areas of high 

school completion and college readiness. 

 This chapter is divided into five sections. The first section introduces the context 

of the study, the next section describes the data collection process, and the third section 

acquaints the reader with the participants. The fourth section explores the findings and 

themes as participants answered research questions for this study. Finally, the fifth 

section provides a conclusion to the research study.  

Context of the study 

The traditional schools. 

The research occurred in a mid-size community with a population of over 

100,000. The school district had two traditional high schools and three lab schools 

located on university campuses. Two of the lab schools were high schools, however, one 

lab school Partner Lab A (PLA) was selected for this research study because it had 

students who have matriculated to the university level. The other  secondary lab school 

had only been in existence for two years and consisted of high school freshman and 

sophomore students at the time of the study. 

The two traditional high schools had predictable student demographics for 

midsize school districts in the United States. The traditional high schools in the 

community had student populations of approximately 2,000 students and were diverse 

with about one-half of the population being non-Anglo. Table 4-1 provides the 

demographic breakdown of PLA along with the two traditional high schools.  
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Table 4-1 Percentage of student demographic population of high schools 2009-10 

       Traditional High School A       Traditional High School B          PLA  

Asian/Pacific Islander  3.52     1.9   3.5 

Black              11.98              12.1             14.8 

Hispanic             44.37              38.3             27.4 

Anglo              39.43              47.2             53.0 

American Indian  0 .7     0.6    1.3 

Economically              48.0              48.5             48.1 

Disadvantaged 

The student demographics show similarities between the three high schools. 

When contrasting PLA with the two traditional high schools, PLA had a higher number 

of Hispanic students, a lower number of Anglo students, and a similar number of 

economically disadvantaged students and black students. 

The two traditional schools have a long history in the community along with 

many loyal alumni. Traditional High School A dated back to 1888 and for many years 

was the only high school in the community. It currently occupies a 1950‟s building in a 

lower income neighborhood on the north side of town. Long-established customs were 

important to the school and activities at the school were attended by grandparents, 

parents, and students who were graduates of the school or hoped to be graduates in the 

near future. 

Traditional High School B was built in the early 1960‟s and was still called the 

“new high school” by the old timers in the community. Traditional High School B was a 

sprawling campus on the far south side of town. For the first 20 years of its existence, it 

was much more affluent than Traditional High School A because new homes and the 



  Texas Tech University, Cathy Ashby, May 2011 

 

64 
 

growth of the community were occurring in the southern sections of the community. The 

mid-1990‟s saw a significant change in school boundary lines which remains a topic of 

very hot debate in the community. As seen above in Table 4-1, the demographics of 

Traditional High School campus A and B are now similar. 

Both traditional high schools had a wide variety of class offerings and extra-

curricular activities. Football was the major athletic program and both traditional schools 

shut down on Friday mornings for the all-school pep rally. Both traditional campuses had 

over 20 athletic teams in other sports such as track, volleyball, swimming, tennis, golf, 

gymnastics, soccer, softball, and baseball. These campuses also offered award-winning 

fine arts programs including, art, drama, band, orchestra, and choir. The traditional 

campuses had over 30 course offerings in Pre-Advanced Placement and Advanced 

Placement classes and the district boasted the only National Merit finalists in the 

geographic region for the past four years. 

Like many large high schools in the United States, the traditional high schools in 

this study had significant populations of students who struggle. Both campuses had five 

administrators whose primary responsibility was managing discipline at the schools. Both 

traditional high school campuses also had a police officer assigned to them on a fulltime 

basis. The police officer, known as the school resource officer, handled crimes that occur 

on campus or at campus events. Recent criminal events at the traditional campuses that 

received heavy media attention were football players being arrested for smoking 

marijuana while still in uniform after a high school game (prior to the traditional singing 

of the school song), spirit group members being arrested for shoplifting while attending 

an out-of-town event, and a female teacher and coach having a sexual relationship with a 
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student. Other arrests for illegal weapons, fighting, and drug possession occurred on a 

regular basis at the traditional campuses in the district. 

 The district high schools also struggled with a very low graduation rate. The 

graduation rate or completion rate is a state standard that measures the number of ninth 

graders that complete high school in four years. The district received a rating of 

“Unacceptable” from the state governing body in 2009-10 because of its very low 

completion rate of 74.1% for Hispanic students. The state regards 75% as an acceptable 

threshold of non-completers in any one demographic group. 

The lab school    

 The host university for Partner Lab A was a church-affiliated private university of 

2,300 students located on a small liberal arts campus. The university was founded over 

100 years ago and its most popular majors are religion, music, education, and business. 

The private university had a tuition rate of $675 per credit hour and 90% of the students 

received some form of financial aid. 

 With her role as leader of the academic programs in the district, the researcher 

was instrumental in forging the partnerships for all three lab schools. The school district 

was a poor district and was in the bottom one-quarter of all school districts in the state in 

the amount of revenue it receives per student. However, the community is fortunate to be 

the home of three universities, one technical college, and one community college. 

Without financial resources, the researcher looked to find what resources were available 

within the community to improve the academic programs for the students in the school 

district. Fortunately, two of the universities and one of the technical schools welcomed a 

partnership with the school district. PLA was the first lab school in the community. 
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Site PLA was built in 2006 by the university for the purpose of jointly housing 

high school and university students studying in the medical field. A major donor who 

graduated from both the Traditional School A and the university provided a large portion 

of the funding of the building with other contributions from nonprofit entities. The donor 

had retired as the Chief Executive Officer of a major oil company and several times a 

year could be seen on the PLA campus, greeting the students as they got off the bus or 

sitting in during class discussions. The faculty members understood the significance of 

the building‟s namesake mingling among the students. However, it will probably be 

much later in life before the students understand the magnitude of actually knowing and 

talking with the namesake of their school. The donor truly cared about the future of the 

public school children and the university and his contribution will truly be impactful for 

generations to come. 

The building which houses the lab school was tucked away on the northeast 

corner of the campus allowing the high school students easy access to the building. 

School buses, affectionately called “yellow dogs,” were routine fixtures at the university 

as they delivered and picked up high school students at the campus twice daily. PLA was 

an architecturally stunning building and the classrooms have state-of-the art technology. 

PLA sits on a beautifully landscaped campus with a plant service that cares for the plants 

inside and a grounds crew that cares for the landscaping on the grounds. The traditional 

campuses have little or no landscaping or plants to create better ambiance.  

The site also has a “skills lab” which was a mock hospital ward and triage area. 

The lab school students learned patient care and other healthcare skills in the triage room. 
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Hospital beds wheel chairs, and mannequins were used to prepare students for learning 

the skills of transporting, feeding, and bathing patients. 

The site enrolled high school students who were junior and senior students, and at 

the time of the research, had grown to 150 students who attended for one-half of their 

school day. The public school staff at the lab school consisted of one counselor and five 

classroom teachers of which three were registered nurses who taught health science 

courses. The other public school teachers were in the subjects of English and science. The 

building was shared with university students and professors in the health science 

program. 

Archival data 

 Findings from archival data in Tables 4-2 confirmed the information from the 

interviews on the culture of the lab school. The lab school appeared to be a “more 

serious” campus and the teachers and students had higher expectations for their success. 

For the cohort of PLA students who began high school in 2006 at the same time the lab 

school began, the graduation rates were higher than the students who only attended the 

traditional high schools. Lab School PLA had a graduation rate that was 5.1% higher than 

Traditional Campus A and a graduation rate that was 5.8% higher than traditional 

Campus B. 
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Table 4-2 Comparison of graduation rates for the traditional schools and the lab school 

2010 Graduation Cohort 

    Number in Class          Graduates        Graduation Rates 

Traditional Campus A            451       419                       92.9%  

Traditional Campus B            358       330                       92.2% 

PLA     50         49            98.0% 

Attendance rates are a huge predictor in determining the likelihood that students 

will graduate from high school. Students who are chronically absent are more likely to be 

high school dropouts. (Sheldon & Epstein, 2004) Table 4-3 shows that students attended 

classes at their lab school campus at a 1.6% to 2% higher rate than they attended classes 

at their traditional high school campus. In the student interviews, participants described 

their traditional high school as “the part of the day they had to get through” to get to 

PLA. Another student said she “had to drag herself through her” traditional campus. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  Texas Tech University, Cathy Ashby, May 2011 

 

69 
 

Table 4-3 Attendance rate of PLA students while at their traditional campus and at the lab 

school 

Attendance Rate by Classes  2007-08   2008-09  

All classes at traditional campus    93.7%      91.7% 

All Classes at PLA      95.3%      93.7% 

The archival data substantiates that the lab school had higher attendance rates and 

higher graduation rates than the traditional high schools in the community.   

 Data collection 

This qualitative case study sought to answer four primary research questions:  

1. What are the key differences between the culture of a lab school and a 

traditional secondary school? 

2. In what ways does the location of a K-12 school on a university campus 

influence secondary student college readiness and secondary school culture? 

3. What are secondary students‟ perceptions on the advantages and 

disadvantages of attending a lab school? 

4. How has the immersion of a secondary student on a university campus 

impacted the pathway to a post secondary education?  

The case study design allowed for interviews and input from the overlapping 

spheres of influence of the students in the lab school. Parents, teachers, administrators, 

and peers can influence students both positively and negatively. As research participants, 

these important groups provided a rich description of the cultures of schools in the study 
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and how the cooperation and affiliation between the public school and the university 

benefitted each group in the partnership. 

The research used the participant interviews as the primary source of data. The 

information collected from the participants provided a holistic account of the lab school 

experience. The researcher used a coding process to reveal patterns and emergent themes 

from the interviews. 

Ten semi-structured, recorded interviews of lab school students, public school and 

university teachers, public school and university administrators, and parents were 

completed. The researcher had initially hoped to interview two professors but instead 

decided to interview a university administrator. The researcher believed that the college 

administrator would provide a different, more global perspective on college readiness 

than interviewing an additional professor. The participants represented the stakeholder 

groups in the lab school partnership; however, the research would have been enhanced 

and strengthened with additional interviews from college students who graduated from 

PLA. This group of participants is somewhat limited because the lab school has had only 

one graduating class, the Class of 2010, which began the same year as the opening of 

PLA in 2006.    

Direct quotes from the 10 participants were used to support the research findings. 

In addition, the researcher used data on attendance and graduation rates of the lab school 

students and students at the traditional high schools to complement the information from 

the interviews. 

 During this process, interviews were transcribed and sent to each participant 

allowing each contributor to review and edit his or her transcribed interviews. The early 
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themes from the research were acquired by counting the number of repeated phrases in 

the interview transcripts.  

  The field experience included visits to both traditional high schools in the 

community and the lab school (PLA). The researcher interviewed most of the participants 

at the university location including students, teachers at the lab school, the hosting 

university‟s vice-president of admissions, and a university professor who participates 

with the students at PLA through sharing of the building site and through teaching the 

PLA students in a dual credit classroom. Denzin (2006) described methodological 

triangulation as using more than one method to gather research data. The methodological 

triangulation in this study occurred by conducting interviews, classroom observation, 

member checking of interview transcripts, and peer review of the data. Through a 

compilation of all of the research, it is hoped that a true description of the lab school is 

presented. 

 The researcher elected for interview settings that were informal and comfortable 

for the participants and they most often occurred in the offices or classrooms of the PLA. 

The participants were frank and truthful. The voices of the participants indicated a strong 

bond with the lab school. The sentiments for the lab school may have been stronger 

during the times of the interview as budget deficits in the school district and the state 

resulted in the shuttering or reorganization of many programs. At the time of the 

interviews, PLA had not been notified of any direct budget reductions on its department. 

Field observation of site PLA and the traditional high schools occurred regularly 

for the researcher because of her job responsibilities. The traditional schools were busy 

places with varied activities for their 2,000 students and staffs of 200 teachers and other 
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personnel. Observations of the students during the interview period were representative 

of observations during the tenure of the researcher‟s current position. Conversations with 

staff members, however, were different. The instructional programs and staff appear to be 

experiencing higher levels of stress than normal because of the invariable changes 

coming to them as the state transitions to another new curriculum. Heightened awareness 

of job performance and student success based on the district‟s first rating of 

“Unacceptable” is felt from all of the school patrons. Teachers and paraprofessionals 

have braced themselves for budget reductions as more and more down-sizing efforts are 

announced. The school district announced an incentive program that pays financial 

bonuses for long-tenured personnel who announce early their intentions to retire or 

resign. The program has been offered by the district as a job-saving effect in hopes that 

the early notices will allow the 200 probationary teachers in the district to secure a 

position for the upcoming school year.  

The researcher observed that the cultural climate of the staff had certainly been 

affected by the stresses of new curriculum, the district rating of “Unacceptable,” and the 

financial woes as she made campus visits. In past years, staff questions would be more 

personal in nature such as inquiries about families or other non-job related topics. The 

professional staff members have bypassed these niceties and have many more direct 

questions about funding and teaching changes required by the new curriculum. Staff 

members voiced more readily their feelings of hopelessness when describing their 

struggling students and their desperation in trying to assist these students who showed 

little effort in the classroom or who have poor attendance.  
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Staff members at both PLA and the traditional campuses appeared to wonder, 

“What happens next?” as the bleak news from the state is coupled with program changes 

and the announcement from administrators and peers that they are taking the incentive 

and retiring earlier than they had expected. The researcher does not remember a more 

perilous time for teachers and public education in her 26 years in education. This was 

very evident when talking with all of the educators during the research period. 

The interview participants 

 The qualitative data collected was contextual and unique to the lab school and 

traditional school settings studied in this research. Before beginning the discussion of the 

responses, it is important for the reader to understand the participants. Three of the 

participants were current or former students of the lab school and traditional schools 

represented in the study. One of the three students had matriculated to the university level 

and was a freshman at the host university. Two of the participants were parents of current 

and former students. Two of the participants were public school teachers who had 

experience working in traditional school and lab school settings. Two of the participants 

were administrators – one for the university and one for the school district. One of the 

participants was a university professor who interacted twice weekly with the lab school 

students in a dual credit setting. The participants were a sample of the important 

stakeholders who were needed to answer the research questions.   

High school student Alice. 

Student Alice is a beautiful Hispanic coed who had attended PLA for two years. The 17-

year-old senior who was economically disadvantaged came across as a quiet, thoughtful 

student. Many of Alice‟s responses showed more concern for other students than for 
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herself and the researcher would have to pointedly ask Alice how she felt about the 

subject rather than how she thought the subject impacted others. Alice came from a 

family of five children. Her parents did not attend college although her father was 

currently in technical school. Her mother did not work outside of the home. 

High school student Tess. 

Student Tess was Anglo and has attended PLA for two years. She was an 18-year-old 

senior who possesses a bubbly personality. As the researcher observed her in the 

classroom, she certainly enlivened the classroom environment. She held nothing back in 

her interview responses and the researcher found herself quite entertained during the 

interview and classroom observation. Both of Tess‟s parents went to trade school. Her 

father was a mechanic and her mom was a transcriptionist. Tess has one younger sister 

and comes from a home that was not economically disadvantaged. 

College student Ellen. 

College student Ellen was Hispanic, a freshman at the university, and a 2010 graduate of 

the school district. Ellen‟s maturity was apparent over the other two student participants. 

The researcher believes that is partly due to the span in age and her status as a college 

student. The researcher also believes Ellen probably has always been more mature in 

comparison to her peers. She attended PLA for two years. She was 19 years old and was 

economically disadvantaged. Ellen‟s parents did not graduate from college. Her mother 

worked at a bank and her father was in the landscaping business. Ellen was well-known 

around the university campus. The researcher was told by a senior vice-president of the 

university that Ellen was one of the top students in the freshman class and was glad that 

the university had “snagged her” from PLA. 
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Teacher Stone. 

Teacher Stone had a bachelor degree in science and nursing and served in the Vietnam 

War as a Navy nurse. Teacher Stone was diminutive in stature and that, coupled with her 

white hair belies her true personality. Through her military experience or her personality, 

Teacher Stone appeared to be “one tough grandma.” Teacher Stone worked in various 

nursing professions around the country while accompanying her husband who was a 

pastor. She was a school nurse and then began teaching in the health science field at both 

of the traditional high schools in the community. She had taught at PLA since it opened 

in 2006. 

Teacher Martin. 

Teacher Martin had 20 years of teaching experience from preschool through high school. 

Teacher Martin is a soft spoken teacher who appeared to always remain calm and 

professional with her students. Teacher Martin possessed a very philosophical nature and 

the researcher has often kidded with Teacher Martin describing her as a former hippy or 

Earth child with a Bohemian streak. She was nontraditional in her thinking which was a 

wonderful trait to have at PLA where the majority of the teachers were more analytical 

and “black and white” in their philosophy and actions. Mrs. Martin was extremely child-

centered and takes each situation and evaluates it as it impacted the individual student 

and situation. She had previously taught math, special education, and English. She taught 

Advanced Placement Language and English at PLA and was one of the lab school‟s 

original teachers in 2006. 
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Parent Brown. 

Parent Brown was married and has two children. Mrs. Brown‟s entire family was very 

successful and had high expectation for themselves and others. Both Mr. and Mrs. Brown 

were college graduates and Mrs. Brown held a bachelor‟s and master‟s degree in 

education. Both of the Brown children were currently attending a local university. Her 

second child, Betsey, attended PLA for two years before graduating from high school in 

2009. Betsey was a leader in every area of her life, serving as drum major, top-ranking 

student, and winning many scholarships. Parent Brown had devoted her life to education 

and was well-respected in the community. 

Parent Parker. 

Parent Parker had two daughters who attended PLA, along with two younger children. 

Parent Parker attended commercial college but did not graduate. She worked as a 

secretary and her husband worked in a body shop. Parent Parker worked extremely hard 

at her current job and was remarkably friendly and kind to all who crossed her path. 

Parent Parker had very high expectations for her children and expected all four of her 

children to graduate from college and “do better” in life than she did. From the interview, 

the researcher expects that the children of Parent Parker get by with little foolishness.   

Professor Turner. 

Professor Turner was an assistant professor of biology and life sciences anatomy. She 

also served as the director of online learning for the university. She held a bachelor‟s, 

master‟s, and two doctorate degrees. She had taught for 30 years at all levels of public 

and private schools before becoming a college professor. Professor Turner taught a 

university biology class to the PLA students. Professor Turner embodied the 



  Texas Tech University, Cathy Ashby, May 2011 

 

77 
 

characteristics of a successful college professor. She appeared to be active, energetic, and 

knew and understood her students. Her fiery red hair is indicative of her lively 

personality, and her very full vitae were indicative of how driven she was in all areas of 

her life. 

Administrator Adams. 

Administrator Adams served as the director of PLA. He was a school counselor and had 

21 years in public education. Before becoming the director at PLA, he was a middle 

school teacher, a high school teacher, an elementary counselor, and a counselor at one of 

the traditional high schools in the community. Administrator Adams possessed a quiet 

and dignified demeanor. Because of this and his distinguished silver hair, some of the 

braver students and faculty fondly call him “Dr. Phil” because of his first name, his 

position at Med High as PLA is often called, and some have said his demeanor and 

appearance remind them of the “gentleman physician.” Administrator Adams was 

mentioned fondly by all of the student participants. 

Administrator Daniels. 

Administrator Daniels had been in higher education for 18 years and had worked at three 

private universities. He served as the vice president for enrollment and marketing at the 

university. His responsibilities included admissions, recruiting, and financial aid. He was 

a first generation college student and held a bachelor‟s, master‟s, and doctorate degrees. 

Administrator Daniels had an engaging and youthful personality which allowed him to be 

very effective as he recruits high school students. 
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Research questions 

As readers look at the research questions, it is important to look again at the 

definition of school culture. Stolp (1994) defined culture as the “historically transmitted 

patterns of meaning that include the norms, values, beliefs, ceremonies, rituals, traditions, 

and myths understood, maybe in varying degrees, by members of the school community.” 

The first question of this study laid the foundation for whether or not the other questions 

were relevant. Was the culture of the lab school in this study different than the culture of 

traditional high schools? Dr. Michael Fullan, Dean of the Ontario Institute for Studies in 

Education of the University of Toronto and author and researcher on educational change, 

stated that a “school's culture has far more influence on life and learning in the 

schoolhouse than the president of the country, the state department of education, the 

superintendent, the school board, or even the principal, teachers, and parents can ever 

have" (Sparks, 2003). 

In addition, Dr. Fullan (1998) reported that “student achievement increases 

substantially in schools with collaborative work cultures that foster a professional 

learning community among teachers and others.” The importance of the school culture 

was evident in the current research on academic improvement. Thus, the culture of PLA 

was important to explore and differentiate from the culture of the traditional high schools 

of the community. 
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 School culture. 

  Why so much drama? 

“There are no fights here; there‟s no drama over here. At my other school that‟s 

what everything‟s about, the drama. I feel like I can escape from there when I 

come to PLA.”  

High School Student Alice 

Emergent themes from the 10 participants described the traditional high school as 

having a lot of “drama.” When asked to define the drama, the two high school students 

and the college student portrayed their traditional high schools as having many students 

who fight or want to fight. Hallways were described as crowded and noisy with assistant 

principals yelling at the students to „Put on your ID‟s‟ or „Get going to class.‟ Parents and 

teachers described the traditional high schools as „full of drama‟ and settings where 

students behaved according to the wishes of the student cliques to which they belong. 

The student perspective.  

The students portrayed many of their peers at the traditional high school as 

immature and lazy. The students described their classrooms as places where expectations 

were not high and the students gave enough effort to “get by”. Immaturity at the 

traditional campus could be attributed to the campuses having younger students as 

freshman and sophomores. The student participants described the traditional high school 

as the part of their day that “they had to get done” so that they could get to PLA. One 

participant said she was „dragging her feet‟ at the traditional high school because she 

didn‟t like it compared to PLA. 
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In contrast, the number one adjective used by students at PLA was “serious.” 

Every student and teacher used the word serious as part of the culture at PLA along with 

similar phrases such as focused, respectful, and professional. The classrooms were 

described as enjoyable classrooms with high expectations. Students stated that there were 

minor or nonexistent discipline problems. 

Students said they were regarded as mature adults at PLA who were treated with 

respect by their teachers and peers. Two students depicted PLA as safe, in control, and a 

place that felt like family. High School Student Alice explained school culture in her own 

words: 

To tell you the truth I don‟t think my traditional school is very mature about 

things. They take drama out of hand. There are a lot of fights and people just 

don‟t get along there. The culture at the high school has drama about girls over 

guys and just random things that shouldn‟t even matter really at their age. It‟s 

mostly fights because I guess they don‟t know any other way to handle their 

disagreements. They have a different perspective on things and they are childish. I 

have one non-AP class this year and there are very disrespectful students in the 

class who mostly clown around and don‟t pay attention. It is kind of distracting. 

The students are more mature at the lab school. I kind of think it‟s because we‟re 

on a college campus and we know what we want to do with our life and we are 

taking it seriously so we can get there. I‟ve never seen any fights here. I guess 

because we are at a more mature level. It‟s mostly they tell us once and that‟s it 

and it‟s up to us. I think because we see the college kids acting mature we try to 

live up to that level also. Like when I first started coming here to PLA I realized I 

am at  a college campus, there‟s going to be college people walking around here 

and I don‟t want them to see me as “Oh, there‟s another one of those high school 

kids.” I started acting more mature and I wasn‟t as loud as I was before, I guess. I 

was a little more laid back.  

 

 Another student participant, High School Student Tess, began her description of 

school culture by also describing drama and discipline concerns at her traditional high 

school:  

We are treated more as college students. We don‟t have any behavior problems 

here and there are no fights here. There‟s no drama over here. At my traditional 

high school that‟s what everything‟s about, the drama. Everybody here just seems 
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more serious about their education. That‟s what it‟s about; it‟s not about nonsense 

stuff. We don‟t even have a principal and there are no fights. There‟s no drama 

really. We do kind of get chatty in class but all of us are more mature. We know 

what we want and we‟re doing it. There‟s no time. We have so much to do over 

here so there is no time. I know that once I get to my traditional school - and I‟m 

only there for three periods, and I get that out of the way - I look forward to 

coming here. At my other high school, I‟m like dragging my feet. I feel more 

respected because we don‟t have a principal and I don‟t have an assistant 

principal yelling at me down the hall for not wearing my ID. They treat you like 

kids over there. At PLA, they do treat you with respect. 

 

 As College Student Ellen thought back on her collected memories of the lab 

school experience she stated: 

It was just different because at my traditional school, the hallways are a lot more 

crowded, the kid are a lot more crazy, I guess noisy. Not that it‟s bad there 

because it wasn‟t, but here it‟s such a tight group of students. We all knew each 

other and we all knew each other‟s names so that helped a lot to decrease the 

drama. Because over at my other high school, even if you look at someone funny, 

they are going to say something to you and that‟s it. At PLA, I think you have a 

little more control even if you don‟t like someone. I think the environment here is 

a lot better because the teachers here know you by name right off the bat because 

I went all my years here at PLA and I got to know the teachers very well and they 

are my favorite teachers. It just ended your day better, or it ended my day better, 

ending over here because I liked these classes better and it was more of what I 

was interested in rather than at my traditional high school. It was more of what I 

had to get done. Yeah, you always heard about someone getting in trouble, getting 

into a fight, going to RAC [discipline placement]. We have discipline problems at 

PLA, but not to that degree. But it was more at my other school. I never got 

myself involved with that because I‟m a chicken, and if you send me to the 

principal‟s office I would probably cry. I never really had any problems, but here 

the discipline problems were not about fighting. It was about maybe grades or 

something; it wasn‟t something big. 

The adult perspective. 

One teacher with experience teaching at both of the traditional high schools in the 

community and PLA blamed student cliques on the bad behavior and low academic 

progress at the traditional high schools. The PLA teachers collectively stated that there 

were minor discipline issues such as talking and occasional missed deadlines for 

assignments.  
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 Teacher Stone framed the experience in this context:  

There were more problems with the students as far as behavior was concerned at 

the traditional campus and I think the fact that they had their groups and their 

groups were immediately present on the facility that it encouraged misbehavior. 

And there was not the high standard set for behavior. So, there were more 

problems. Over at PLA we have a high expectation of behavior. They‟re taken 

away from those cliques and so they don‟t have the same pressure to behave a 

certain way that is socially acceptable for their cliques. I had one student explain 

it to me this way, “I feel safe when I'm here.” I think when they are here they can 

concentrate on a future. I don‟t think they see the future a lot of times in the big 

picture. I don‟t want to say it was necessarily racial, but sometimes there was 

definitely a racial identification there. I think it makes education secondary and 

the cliques are primary. They cannot concentrate as well because they are worried 

about “Am I dressed right for my group?” “Am I behaving the way my group 

wants me to behave?” Even though they might want to behave very well in class, 

there‟s that student sitting across the room in that clique that expects them to act a 

certain way.  

 

According to teachers, PLA has had one fight since its opening in 2006. The fight 

occurred when a student from one of the traditional campuses appeared at PLA and 

assaulted a PLA student.  

Teacher Martin further supported this position:  

There is no comparison on the culture of a traditional school and a lab school. 

When I go from here to other campuses I have to keep my mouth shut a lot of 

times.  The kids will tell you that PLA is like family and they feel safer and more 

confident. You know you always have the little disruptions in class, kids who 

want to be silly and disrupt, but it is really easy to handle and typically the others 

don‟t feed into it. I think that over all the discipline is just easier. The attitude of 

the teachers at PLA is very serious about what they are teaching and they want the 

students to do it right and to be professional. I think the whole idea of having to 

go out and work and be professional all feeds into it. High expectations in work 

ethic and behavior make a big difference in the student‟s behavior because they 

know they can‟t act like that at PLA. I don‟t know. I don‟t think they do, but I 

think they‟ll go back and then they‟ll say stuff to me like it‟s so much harder 

when we go back on campus because I think they do feel that everyone that goes 

here is more serious about school, then when they go back, they see themselves as 

more mature than the other students are, especially students of the same caliber. 

You always have a certain group of students that are going to be serious about 

school no matter what. But most kids are not, and I think these are most kids. 
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Parent Brown and Parent Parker had similar views on the culture of the traditional 

campuses. Parent Brown described the culture as providing a vision for the students: 

I think the lab school environment just removed a lot of the things that get in kids‟ 

way when they are sitting in a traditional class room. There are so many things 

like family and friends and all that stuff that doesn‟t matter at PLA. They think, “I 

am here now, this is so special.” They could envision their future – see a light at 

the end of the tunnel and for some of them it was just a better light. I think that 

light or that vision of their future out there makes the lab students not want to 

misbehave, to do well, to keep their eyes and focus on what they are supposed to 

be doing and PLA just gave them that. A lot of discipline problems in high school 

are caused because the students feel like they are stuck there forever and they 

want to get out.  

 

 Parent Parker also mentioned the “head start” she believed her students were 

receiving because of her lab school experience and provided her own views and accounts 

of school culture based on her own life experience: 

PLA is different from the traditional campus - it‟s just different stuff that they 

hear, the little drama, you know. My oldest daughter says the kids don‟t take 

school seriously at the traditional campus and she sits in classes with students that 

don‟t have the same goals in life. At PLA, it‟s totally different because those are 

people that are really serious about going to school and getting an education. The 

whole feel of being there, she says, “I feel like I'm already in college, Mom.” And 

so I guess that college atmosphere makes her feel like she can do this after high 

school. She also likes the college schedule better than the seven-period day. 

Because it is different, you know over at high school, it‟s Monday, Tuesday, 

Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, and so they are getting a taste of college already. 

She likes it, but it‟s hard for me to keep up with them, because I‟m like, “OK, 

when‟s your class?” and “I can‟t keep their schedule straight.” 

 

Professor Turner and Administrator Adams provided the higher education and 

educational leadership perspective of college expectations and the dynamics of being in 

this type of educational partnership. Professor Turner said, “I think that they are excited 

to be here and they realize they have neat opportunities at PLA. You see them sitting 

outside the building eating or talking back and forth, parking in the parking lot, they look 

like regular college students.” 
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To add to that, Administrator Adams focused on the contrasts of the two settings: 

At PLA, the atmosphere seems to be much calmer and less frantic than that of the 

traditional campus. I believe the students understand the purposefulness of their 

mission more in this setting. We attempt to provide a transitional step here that is 

difficult to duplicate on a campus that includes students who range from those 

fresh out of a middle school environment all the way to young adults. It allows 

these students to focus more on preparing for the next important step in their 

lives. 

 

To summarize the results on the contrast between the culture of the traditional 

school and lab school, one theme is present throughout the discourse. The lab school 

culture is more purposeful, and as the respondents claimed over and over, it is portrayed 

as more serious. The consistent use of the word “drama” when describing the culture of 

the traditional school is troublesome for school administrators. From the interviews, it 

appears the culture of the traditional schools resembles a circus with lots of stimuli, but 

the stimuli is not in the classroom and spotlighted on teaching and learning. With all of 

the apparent excitement in the hallways, it is no wonder that teachers often quip about the 

difficulty of engaging students in the classroom.  

  The university setting. 

Location, location, location: does it really matter? 

 “When they get on a university campus and go to a college class, I want them to 

say, „Oh, this is a breeze.‟”  

Teacher Martin 

The student perspective. 

Participant perceptions of the influence of the university location of PLA were 

many and varied. The students explained that the university setting feels like an education 

at a “whole new level.” The students believed the setting allows them to understand the 
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expectations of college and how to be successful in college. 

High School Student Alice shared that she was more organized because of her 

participation in a lab school: 

Because of the way PLA is set up in the middle of a college campus, the schedule 

is almost like your college schedule is going to be. The teachers are really college 

based - like they are really focused on, “It‟s up to you for this and that....” We 

have to make better decisions in order to succeed here. Blackboard is new to me 

and it keeps me in touch with my teachers and focuses me on what I have to do 

that night or what is happening in a week or so. If there‟s not going to be class the 

next day you kind of have to check it. You have to check it every single day or 

else you won‟t know if there‟s class the next day or if the professor is not going to 

be there. That is different because in high school, if the teacher isn‟t there, you 

have a substitute teacher. 

I was talking to my best friend and saying we‟re going to meet people in 

college that talk different than we do, people we‟ve never met that live all the way 

across states and stuff. And it‟s hard to imagine because there‟s so many people in 

this world that we don‟t know. And PLA allows us to do that: go to school with 

kids from across town. College will be like that, just bigger. 

 

High School Student Tess told of her experience in getting to know the different 

parts of the university campus and how that knowledge had impacted her: 

We know what we want and we‟re doing it. There‟s no time for anything else 

since we are on the college schedule. We went and got ID cards made so we are in 

the system as college students. We‟ve been to the PT lab and we‟ve been to the 

offices where the computers are. I think that‟s it, but we‟ve walked around quite a 

bit on the campus and I like it. I feel like I fit in here. I‟ve already had a head start 

and I already know how it works and I‟ve found what I love to do, so I eat it up. 

The more education I get the better. I love hands-on things and we‟ve done a lot 

of hands-on things here. 

 

College Student Ellen gave testimonial to the importance of the university 

location with reports of the relationships she formed with future university faculty 

members: 

I think if PLA was not on a college campus, you would still be right there with all 

the noise and stuff. I think being separated brings it to a whole new level, 

especially being on a college campus. It makes you feel in a way you are in 

college. Like the classes are like college, having one every other day and I think 

that helped a lot. I got to talk to one of the physical therapists while I was at PLA. 
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She actually taught me during my first year of college and that helps. The entire 

university faculty hears about you, and it helps you a lot. We are a reflection of 

the university as well because we are on their campus and it‟s good for them. 

That‟s why they want you to enroll with them and make it look better. 

 

With regards to college readiness, the participants mentioned specific processes 

experienced by the students that would not have occurred on a traditional campus. The 

students liked the exposure to the college schedule and explained that it was an asset to 

understand the college schedule of classes on alternating days, including how to study 

and prepare for exams and deadlines.  

The students believed that the college atmosphere gave them the desire to make 

better decisions. The students also compared the university setting with the PLA setting 

because they were in classes with students from another part of town. The students 

envision college as a place where they will meet students from across town and across the 

world. 

For first generation college students, small but significant traits of the university 

culture became apparent. Understanding college hours appeared to be helpful to first 

generation college goers. Prior to attending PLA, the students did not understand what a 

“three- hour” class meant and the number of hours needed to graduate was foreign to 

them. One student mentioned that she didn‟t know that people could be “doctors” without 

being in the medical field. Professor Turner was the first person known to the student as 

“Dr.” besides her family physician. 

The adult perspective. 

The parents and staff believed the university setting helped the students by 

experiencing a taste of what “life after high school” is like. The college experience 

alleviated the fear of the unknown and took away some of the apprehension felt about the 
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student‟s next academic step.   

From Teacher Stone, the lab school students received instruction on expectations 

at the university location: 

When preparing students to come to PLA, I tell them that they will have the 

opportunity to finally see what it feels like to be in college and they will have the 

opportunity to see college students, to see their behavior, to see their dress and to 

see what is expected of a college student. So they will have a chance to see and 

experience college, and for some students there is still the element of fear of 

going away to college, even if it is in the same town. Cutting the strings that 

attaches them to home and the safety of their home is important for the transition 

to college. When they experience the college atmosphere they understand they 

can operate in that kind of atmosphere. 

 

The PLA students were further immersed and prepared for college with the 

knowledge they gained from Teacher. Martin‟s classroom at PLA:  

The college schedule we have at PLA is new to them. My class is an academic 

class that‟s two and a half hours long. That‟s hard; well, not hard for me, but it‟s 

hard for them and sometimes I forget that and I‟m like, “Suck it up.” I think they 

do suck it up eventually. However, when they get on a university campus and go 

to a college class, I want them to say, “Oh, this is a breeze.” I‟d rather them say 

that than, “I can‟t do this.” So I think our schedule does prepare them. We also 

had the admissions recruiter for the university come over and share some 

information with the kids and she actually got the admission fee waived and they 

applied to college as a high school student while at PLA. That is smart on the 

university‟s part, although they didn‟t get any money for it.  However, they now 

have this list of great kids and some are interested in coming here. I think it is 

mutually beneficial and a smart thing for them to do business-wise. It is good for 

the PLA kids. They don‟t have to worry about the admissions process, the 

FAFSA, and they are informed of scholarships now. The PLA students have 

already gone through the admission process online and can say, “Hey, this is how 

you do it online for whatever school.” They don‟t have to have that fear of the 

unknown in the back of their heads. Because we are on the college campus, the 

students get to go to the science wing and watch the cadaver lab and interact with 

professors and university students. Then they will go to the cafeteria and do the 

celebration breakfast and have that experience, and we wouldn‟t do a lot of that 

stuff otherwise. I have taken my seniors on a campus tour and let them go in and 

talk to the college kids and I asked the university recruiter if we could show them 

the dorms and the student center and just show them everything there is. She said 

yes and I just think the more they are on a college campus, the more familiar they 

are, the less scary it is. And most of the kids are first generation college students 

and so I think that‟s a real plus. 
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Parent Brown expressed her belief that the campus location was beneficial for 

students to gain an introduction to the important details and routine of university life, 

particularly first generation college-goers. 

There is still that apprehension of wondering what college is like and sometimes 

even your brighter ones worry about that more. I just think that day-to-day being 

there was good for my daughter. I heard one talking about being around a doctor 

and they didn‟t know there was any kind of doctor besides a medical doctor. 

Some of the kids that do dual credit don‟t even understand three hours. This is a 

three-hour class and you are going to earn three hours for it and it takes 120 hours 

to graduate. It‟s so new to them from high school. 

I think these kids think, “I am special. Look what I have. Look what I‟ve  

been given.” It‟s a little bit of an attitude that “there aren‟t many places that have 

 what I have.” It gave those kids a positive attitude and it just motivated them a 

little bit more being on the college campus. I think PLA was tremendous for them 

to see that there is life after high school. 

 

Parent Parker stated that her daughter was, “going to this university because PLA 

was there and that was one of her first choices. Being a student at PLA definitely made 

my daughter want to attend the same university. I think just being exposed to it and 

knowing her way around was a big part of the decision.” 

From the university perspective, both Professor Turner and Administrator Daniels 

said the location is crucial. Professor Turner uses her dual credit class with PLA students 

to expose them to facets of the university experience, and she tries her best to treat them 

as much like her college students as possible: 

We were looking at brains and spinal cords and they all did really fine. It was 

kind of interesting because they were all excited and it was like, “Oh, can I have a 

picture with it,” because they all have cell phones. That is mostly a high school 

phenomenon. The college kids are a little bit hesitant. I‟ve talked to the kids about 

respect and different things like that. They ask if they can take a picture with the 

brain and so I let them, but I tell them I don‟t want to see it posted on Facebook 

with funny names associated with it. 

As far as I‟m concerned, they are college students. They come in, they‟re 

taking a course for me, even though its dual credit, and they are college students. 

The first thing we did was walk around campus to register where they got their 
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student ID. They got a university email address and I showed them where the 

library was.  I said, “You know you can use this. You‟re part of this campus now, 

so if you‟re between classes at PLA and want to come over for a cup of coffee or 

you need to go to the bookstore and get a notebook or something, these are things 

that you can utilize so get used to the idea and use them. At the beginning of the 

year I could certainly tell they were high school students. There are a lot of 

questions and you see their immaturity. You will never hear a college student say 

“My mom said…” or “I need this and this...” or “Should I take notes, do I have to 

take notes, or how should I take notes?” Or with reading assignments, they are 

waiting for me to say, “Read pages such and such to such and such.‟ I tell them 

they have a syllabus and I don‟t tell you when to read. „I‟m lecturing based on the 

syllabus, and I‟m going to finish the chapter on Thursday and we‟re moving on so 

you should have read that.” 

 

Administrator Daniels used a sporting illustration to describe the phenomena the 

high school students have experienced.  

When I play golf with a coach or other individuals that are much better at the 

game than I am, I want to do my best. But if it‟s just me and buddies having a 

good time, I don‟t care as much. I think that relates to students. My son is in a 

calculus class, and if there‟s someone that made a higher score on a test than him, 

he will study even harder the next time. I think there‟s something about that 

setting that makes us try our best when we‟re challenged. That‟s why the PLA 

experience is different. They are on a college campus so they have upped their 

game. 

 

Administrator Adams listed the advantages of the university location by 

enumerating many of the benefits received by the students: 

I think their exposure to a college-type schedule, their interaction with college 

professors and college students, takes their education to a new level. It‟s not the 

complete college experience, of course, but it is a critical period of transition that 

most high school students don‟t get. I‟m convinced the head start that is gained is 

invaluable. It begins to break down the barriers that prevent many of our students 

from risking the jump to a four-year university. I‟ve heard some of our kids who 

are first-generation college students who had never explored a college campus 

except to attend an athletic event held in the gymnasium. These are kids who live 

in a community that has three four-year universities, and they still felt so out of 

place on a college campus that they never felt comfortable enough to even walk 

into the buildings. PLA provides them a safe entry, a place that doesn‟t intimidate 

them. I‟m convinced that we have students who would have never considered 

going straight to a four-year university if it had not been for the two years they 

spent at PLA. 
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More tangible benefits of the university location were provided from the adult 

participants. The adults mentioned more often the practical information the students had 

learned which will assist them with college readiness. One parent, both administrators, 

and one professor believed the introduction to the college syllabi and the issuance of 

college ID‟s will assist the students as they begin their college careers. The ID‟s had 

allowed the students to use the university library, bookstore, and cafeterias. The parents, 

college administrator, and professor mentioned the benefits of being courted by the 

hosting university recruitment personnel. Each PLA student had filled out an online 

college application to the hosting university with the processing fee waived. Recruiters 

also hosted a financial aid forum with students and parents where the FAFSA form was 

filled out by each participating family. Because of this, students began receiving 

information about scholarships and other academic opportunities from the hosting 

university as early as their junior year of high school. Students also used Blackboard, an 

online communication portal for the university. The PLA students also had a university 

email account which allowed them to know about university events. 

Although many of the above-mentioned amenities seem insignificant, in their 

totality they do provide valuable information to the students about the college experience. 

With PLA‟s university setting, PLA graduates gained a critical sense of familiarity with 

the day-to-day operations of a university. Many entering freshman often experience 

sensory overload with so many new processes to learn within the first few weeks of the 

college experience. It was the researcher‟s belief that the PLA students may not 

experience the same amount of shock or be as overwhelmed as other first-time college 

students who have had no experience at the university level.  
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Advantages and disadvantages of lab schools. 

The fringe benefits. 

“One advantage is getting the atmosphere of being at a college campus and my 

daughter won‟t go to college worried about what it will feel like. 

Parent Parker 

Benefits to the students. 

Commonalities across the student interviews depicted PLA as having few 

disadvantages for the student participants. Some students were forced to give up classes 

on their traditional campus that would not fit into their classroom schedules. Because 

PLA is on a university campus, students must use one travel period to arrive at the 

campus. The majority of the students enrolled in PLA classes for their junior and senior 

years. Thus the commitment to PLA takes away two class periods for the students. Two 

students expressed mild disappointment when giving up elective courses such as choir 

and tennis. One student also told of giving up time with her friends at their traditional 

campus as a disadvantage to attending PLA. Two students complained of the cost of 

gasoline as a disadvantage. Transportation was provided to the campus by the school 

district; however, some students preferred to drive their own cars. 

High School Student Alice contributed, “I gave up choir one year so that I could 

go to PLA. I miss choir a lot but that was probably the only disadvantage.” Student Tess 

agreed that the disadvantages were few. “The drive, I guess. I choose to drive over here 

and not take the bus. Another disadvantage is not being around your friends all the time. I 

did have friends at PLA last year in the mornings, but now they are in the morning and I 

am in the afternoon so now I don‟t see them at all.” 
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From her position of successfully completing her first semester of college, Ellen 

stated, “I can‟t think of any disadvantages. I mean, I‟m not just saying that because I 

don‟t want them to look bad. I haven‟t encountered any disadvantages at PLA. As far as 

advantages, you get to see some of the careers you might want or don‟t want. That‟s one 

of the reasons I got interested in physical therapy actually. We actually went to the 

cadaver lab and that was helpful because physical therapist students are the ones who 

actually have to cut them open.” 

Students saw many advantages to the lab school including the preparation for 

college and the opportunity to earn college credits in a university setting. Two students 

saw attendance at PLA as a good way to help them determine their college majors. As 

students have experienced science labs, dual credit classes, and campus tours, students 

were able to narrow their college majors. 

Teacher Stone lamented from her instructional viewpoint about the loss of class 

time due traveling. “A disadvantage would be the time that is spent in travel because the 

students only spend half of their school day at PLA,” she said. “ So there is the travel 

time to a certain extent that is lost time. To them it is social time and for some of them it 

is financially a problem if they have chosen to have a car and travel. Sometimes they‟ll 

complain to us on some assignments, “Oh, that‟s using up my gasoline.” But this is what 

it‟s going to be like in the real world and so we (the teachers) don‟t necessarily see that 

part as being a problem.” 

Parent Parker listed several advantages to the lab school experience: “Some of the 

advantages are she is going to be getting college credit for some college classes for when 

she goes to college. Another advantage is getting the atmosphere of being at a college 
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campus and my daughters won‟t go to college worried about what it will feel like. 

Disadvantages? I don‟t think there would be any disadvantages because I think it is all a 

plus to be able to take college courses or get college credit when you‟re in high school.” 

Benefits to the university. 

One advantage revealed from the interviews was the thought that the partnership 

benefitted the host university. Two students, one teacher, and one parent portrayed PLA 

as an excellent recruiting tool for the university. The PLA students had been heavily 

recruited by the university. The one college freshman interviewed for this research chose 

to attend the hosting university because of her familiarity with the campus. Several 

current students attended preview events for incoming freshmen at the university, and the 

daughter of one of the two parents in this study had already received her acceptance letter 

from the host university. The daughter pointed to the PLA‟s partnering school as her 

“first choice” for college, and the parent indicated that prior to attending PLA, the host 

university was not among her child‟s list of college preferences. 

Administrator Daniels counted the partnership as a plus in the university‟s efforts 

to recruit local high school graduates. “I‟ve been surprised,” he said. “We had five of 

them come into preview this year which I don‟t think necessarily they would have come 

before. So I think it is an advantage, or at least I hope it is an advantage. I know we don‟t 

have any numbers on that or not. At least they are willing to come and look when maybe 

they weren‟t before.” 

 This research question revealed the least amount of new information. In 

retrospect, the question was too similar to other research questions to uncover any 

significant original findings. Students and parents had to be prodded to think of any 
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disadvantages, and the researcher had to use the responses from previous interviews to 

spur additional thoughts about this topic. Through previous conversations with college 

personnel, the researcher knew of benefits to the university. However, it was interesting 

that the students viewed their presence on the university as an advantage to the institution 

as well. 

  Impact on college readiness.  

Where the rubber meets the road.  

“My college class has capped my butt because they don‟t care if you get the notes 

or not and they don‟t care if you turn it in. It‟s all on you. You either pass or you 

don‟t. It‟s your responsibility and it‟s nothing like high school and I‟m glad I‟m 

getting that now.”  

High School Student Tess 

From the student perspective. 

High School Student Tess‟ frank analysis of her experience at PLA and its impact 

on college readiness emphasized the importance of the lab school experience. The 

prevalent theme arising from the interviews of all of the participants can best be 

described as student efficacy. The students at PLA believed their experience had prepared 

them as much as a high school student can be prepared for the university experience. The 

students felt very confident and hopeful about their college success because of their time 

at PLA. Current and former PLA students believed that they have established study habits 

that will prepare them well for college. The college schedule and interactions with their 

professors have assisted them in learning how to organize their time and understanding 

the academic expectations after high school. 
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High School Student Alice supported these thoughts on college readiness: 

I think PLA has probably increased my hope to go to college. Most people put off 

college for a year because they don‟t want to pick a major and then change their 

mind. But because I went here I have my mind set on what I want to be. My 

college professor is very hard and her tests are difficult. I have to really study a 

whole lot more than I regularly do for high school. I study in my high school 

classes, but just not as much. I go through the whole chapter for my college class 

rather than just studying my notes, and I usually stay up late at night. And my 

books are covered with highlighting. In high school you get in trouble if you write 

in the books! 

I think PLA gave me more confidence, especially my college class upstairs. 

That class helps me balance my time out. I know in college I‟m not just going to sit 

in a class for 45 minutes every day. I‟m going to be sitting in a class for three and a 

half hours listening to something I have to remember. The college schedule also 

really helps because you know what you have to study and when you have to study 

it because you know what days you have a certain class and it kind of gives you a 

certain time to prepare for that test. 

 

High School Student Tess agreed and further expounded on the college readiness 

component provided by the lab school experience: 

Being here and being on the college schedule already, knowing how it works. I 

know I can do it. It has shown me I am able to do it. There are a lot of different 

things I have learned being over here like understanding the schedule and having 

to manage your time. You don‟t have homework every day that‟s due the next 

day. You usually have a couple of days to do it so you have to schedule your time 

for when you can do it and when you can‟t. Sometimes I‟m not too great with it, 

but I am learning. 

When we went to buy my textbook, we thought it would only be $100. 

But, when we got it, it was $300. My mom was freaking out but I didn‟t have to 

pay for the class so it worked out. She looked like she was about to have a cow, 

but at least now we know what to expect. I also have really figured out what I 

liked and don‟t like. My cousin has switched her major like three times. First, she 

wanted to be a dentist and then a physical therapist and now she wants to do 

something else. I think PLA will help because I already know that I am pretty 

much ahead of these people. I mean confidence helps with anything. I know 

myself and I have a way of getting stuff done so I just tell myself you got to do it. 

Suck it up and do it. 

 

College Student Ellen, who was a freshman at the host university, shared 

the same sentiments about the preparation the lab school setting provided for her in 

taking the next step in her education. She also clearly stated that PLA influenced her 
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college choice: 

It helped me to see that going from high school to college is going to be harder, 

but not a lot of a shocking change. You still have a backpack, you have books, 

and you go to class. This university definitely wants the students that come to 

PLA to go to the college here. They actually talked to us. A group of us from PLA 

went to the financial aid office and they talked to us about coming to this 

university and what they could do to help us. So they do recruit almost everyone 

here and they gave me lots of scholarships. So it was good. Being here at PLA did 

help me because I know this university pretty much, all the buildings. It was in 

my hometown and I didn‟t want to go too far away. So I thought, “Why leave?” I 

know my way around campus and when they tried to explain to me where all my 

classes were, it was easier for me to figure out where everything was. I always 

knew I was going to go to college because my family always drilled it into my 

head, but if it weren‟t for this, I don‟t know what I would be doing right now. 

Being here helped me pick out the college that I would like to attend. 

I also think it does prepare you for success. The way classes are 

structured, it is like college and these classes are college-level classes so it helps 

you become prepared. The teachers aren‟t super hard on you to where there‟s no 

hope. But they do give you a taste of what college is going to be like, and it‟s not 

going to be them babying you and reminding you what to turn in. It‟s definitely 

not going to be that. My AP teachers weren‟t bad teachers. They were just still in 

that mindset of high school and they didn‟t really put a lot of pressure on you. 

They let you just get by. 

From the adult perspective. 

Parents had a better understanding of college expenses because of their 

experience having had a student with one foot in high school and one foot in college. The 

lab school partnership benefitted both first-generation college parents who received more 

understanding about college expenses but also received financial aid advice and 

assistance in completing the all-important FASFA paperwork. The partnership also 

benefitted parents who were college graduates and may not realize how much costs 

related to a college education have risen in the last two to three decades. The cost of 

textbooks and tuition, though shocking at first, had been offset by the knowledge they 

have gained through the university‟s assistance with financial aid and scholarship 

information. 
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Parent Brown, whose daughter graduated from PLA 20 months prior to the 

interview, recalled two years of recollections on her daughter‟s experience at the lab 

school: 

I don‟t think a week goes by that something doesn‟t come up about PLA or about 

Betsey‟s background, and it‟s not her. I mean, yeah, she‟s a bright girl, she‟s 

motivated, she works hard, but something comes up about what she received at 

PLA. Her background, like the doctor making the comment of, “Where did you 

learn this?” and “I can‟t believe you know all this terminology.” Something 

comes up almost all the time like, “I‟m special because I got to go to PLA.” Then 

you‟re just thankful that she had that opportunity and that so many other kids do. 

A lot of times you think college is just this big ivory tower somewhere, or you see 

pictures of the University of Texas or some huge sprawling place and you think, 

“I can‟t do that”. But if you go to a smaller place and get in a setting where it is 

very student friendly and in a building with college students, you begin to realize 

they are just kids that are not much older than you. “They are just like me and 

they are here and I can do this.” I just think it was a way of opening a door and 

letting them see that in some ways it is not that different from high school and you 

can go on if you want. 

 

Teacher Stone repeated an enlightening conversation that occurred over a recent 

holiday break that supported her belief that PLA was doing its part in college readiness. 

Teacher Stone said, “I had a student over Christmas who‟s going to Oklahoma University 

who came back and said, „Oh, my goodness, if I had not had this I would not know how 

to survive college. It is the expectations that you put on us here, not on the high school 

campus that taught me how to do college.‟” 

Professor Turner added to the discussion by listing the students‟ introduction to 

the college atmosphere and knowledge of college expenses as beneficial skills to learn on 

the path to college readiness:  

They learn a lot about textbooks and they learn a lot about expenses. The students 

were really surprised that the textbook for two semesters was 280 bucks and 

they‟ve never had to pay for a book before. Some of the PLA students come to 

our college previews so another advantage for us is that they actually can apply 

and they‟ve got information about local college campuses and what‟s available. 

They can see how the university works and they get to meet some of the 
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professors. I try to bring in faculty when they do their research projects to have 

somebody see what they are doing.  I think these kids are learning good skills and 

they are pretty sharp kids and they can talk about a research project and they 

aren‟t just silly high school students. I think it opens the door to college. 

 

Administrator Adams, who installed a college-type schedule at PLA to help 

students with the transition from high school, summarized the influence on college 

readiness this way:  

The design of the PLA was always based on exposing these students to rigorous 

curriculum with a college-type schedule in a university setting. They come to us 

from vastly different backgrounds and experiences, and some of them frankly 

struggle at first. Because it is still high school, we still have built-in safety nets 

that aren‟t always available at a university. Hopefully, however, in two years we 

are weaning them from some of those crutches. Hopefully, they are learning to 

create their own coping skills and their own methods of facing the type of 

challenges that confront them in their first year of college. I believe we are 

accomplishing that at PLA. 

 

 College readiness was a focal point of this study. The data from the interviews 

confirmed that the lab school experience had benefitted the students as they prepared for 

college. Although the research included only one PLA student already in college, her 

experience along with the voices of the current students corroborated the importance of 

their experience. Students learned how to study and prepare for class. Students were 

taught how to organize their time. Students understood to a greater degree the high 

expectations they will encounter in their next academic step. The students had learned 

how to maneuver through the university campus and the institution itself. Most 

importantly, the students at PLA felt confident about their journey into post secondary 

instruction. 
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Conclusion 

 To conclude this chapter, the themes learned from the data and interviews 

revealed that the traditional high schools were seen as less serious about academics with 

lower expectations for students. Interviews with students and parents disclosed 

behavioral issues as one of the top differences between the cultures of the traditional 

schools and the lab school for students in this research. In contrast, the lab school was 

depicted as a serious place with high expectation for the students in academics and in 

behavior. The lab school was discovered to be a safe place for students. The research also 

revealed that the PLA experience allowed students to understand many aspects of 

university life including the college schedule, college hours, online learning, financial 

costs, and the financial aid process.  

 The advantages of PLA outweighed the disadvantages, according to the 

participants. Narrowing down college majors was also cited as an advantage by the 

participants along with the recruiting advantage for the host university. The prevalent 

theme from all of the interviews was the impact of PLA on the student‟s efficacy of 

college success. Chapter V will discuss these findings and make conclusions based on the 

interviews and data discovered in this study. 
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CHAPTER V FINDINGS, IMPLICATIONS, AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE 

RESEARCH 

 In this chapter, an overview of the research of the lab school model is summarized 

along with the implications for educational leaders based on those findings. Additionally, 

Chapter V will outline suggestions for future areas of research. 

 One of the chief crises, conundrums, or catastrophes – depending on the reader‟s 

level of alarm – for young adults and for the future of the country, is the high school 

dropout rate. High schools across the United States continue to face retention and 

graduation challenges. In addition, many would argue that a lack of college readiness by 

university freshmen is equally disturbing or is a close second to the dropout dilemma. 

This qualitative study sought to enhance the body of knowledge regarding lab school 

partnerships and their impact on secondary school students. The purpose of this study 

was to explore the relationship between a small private university and a secondary school 

and examine how this unique setting was assisting the development and success of 

secondary public school students. This study presented the lab school model as a 

restructuring effort that could assist in both areas of concern – the high dropout rate and 

the lack of college readiness. School principals and other leaders searching to advance in 

these areas, should appraise the lab school model and its potential for improving 

academic outcomes. 

 This non-comparative qualitative case study specifically examined the lab school 

culture and captured the partnership from the influential voices of students, parents, 

teachers, university professors and stakeholders invested in this unique educational 

endeavor. Lincoln and Guba described the qualitative methodology as a “type of 



  Texas Tech University, Cathy Ashby, May 2011 

 

101 
 

disciplined inquiry undertaken to solve some problem in order to achieve understanding 

or to facilitate action.” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 9) The researcher hoped to more 

deeply describe lab schools as a restructuring model and to stimulate leadership 

conversations about launching more of these partnerships as a reform model.  

Many accounts of the advantages of lab schools were found in the literature 

review. Primarily, the impact on teacher development and the academic achievement of 

students within these partnership schools were delineated. However, very few accounts 

were found on the unique cultures present in lab schools and how educational leaders and 

traditional schools can benefit. School culture has an impact on academic achievement. 

Watson, (2001) asserts educators and researchers are increasingly coming to a consensus: 

improvement in student learning is fostered and sustained by a confluence of favorable 

conditions in the school. Furthermore, Wahlstrom (Wahlstrom, Louis, Leithwood, & 

Anderson,2010) found that classroom teachers in high-performing schools of all grade 

levels,K-12, report high levels of instructional climate. For this important reason, 

educational leaders should closely examine the results of this research on the 

development of school climate, improving graduation rates and preparation for career and 

college. 

  A variety of data sources, including existing documents, observations, interviews, 

and partnership products provided for content analysis. The impact of this study provides 

further insights into the influence of school culture and the resources that students gained 

by the linking of parents, students, teachers, and universities. 

Four research questions guided this case study of the lab school model and its 

culture: 
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1. What are the key differences between the culture of a lab school and a 

traditional secondary school? 

2. In what ways does the location of a K-12 school on a university campus 

influence secondary student college readiness and secondary school culture? 

3. What are secondary students‟ perceptions on the advantages and 

disadvantages of attending a lab school? 

4. How has the immersion of a secondary student on a university campus 

impacted the pathway to a post secondary education?  

Context of the study 

 Lab schools are public schools that have a partnership with a university. Lab 

schools are usually located on or in close proximity to the partnering university. The lab 

school in this research, Partner Lab A (PLA) was a campus for junior and senior students 

in high school who were interested in the field of health and medicine. The campus had 

150 students and it was located on a university campus. The university was a small 

private university of 2,300 students. The lab school was built in 2006 and was funded in 

large part by a donor who had graduated from both the local school district and the 

hosting university. The remaining funds needed to finance the remaining construction, 

furnishings, and supplies for the campus came from other local, state, and national 

nonprofit organizations. 

 The theoretical framework provided by Epstein‟s Overlapping Spheres of 

Influence (Epstein & Sanders, 2006) provided the lens to further examine the important 

influences that impact a student‟s pathway to success. These influences – whether 

parents, peers, or teachers – were interviewed and were the voice of this research. Within 
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this study, two parents, two teachers, two administrators, one professor, and three 

students were interviewed. These participants were candid in describing their personal 

experiences within this educational reform model and sincere in their enthusiasm over the 

lab school prototype. In particular, the teachers and students allowed the researcher the 

vantage point of unfiltered information on the important topic of school culture from both 

the lab school and public school experiences. 

 Participants were interviewed in the early months of 2011. Teachers ranged in 

career experience from 20 to 30 plus years. All of the teachers were well spoken, ardent 

about the importance of their profession, and confident in their abilities to work with 

students. 

The administrators were articulate in framing the distinctive characteristics of the 

partnership campus. Students provided the researcher with straightforward responses and 

their statements were honest and insightful into how they balanced the worlds of two 

different educational cultures. 

 Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the participants mentioned 

above. Interview questions were guided by specifically prepared questions, but the 

researcher probed beyond the prepared questions when it was necessary to get a more 

complete response from the participant. The interviews were transcribed and sent to the 

participants for member checking so that the participants could insure that their words 

and thoughts were captured correctly and reflected what they intended to say. Once 

member checks were complete and transcribed notes were studied, the researcher 

developed a coding process to assist in the analysis of the data. After reflecting on the 

results from the coding, several themes surfaced about the culture of the campuses, the 
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importance of the university location on the school culture, and the impact of the lab 

school on student efficacy. The relationship between the themes revealed in the research 

questions are detailed in the sections that follow.  

Findings 

The culture of the high schools. 

In much of the current research on educational leadership, the terms school 

culture and climate are used often and interchangeably. School culture was defined by 

Stolp (1994) as “the historically transmitted patterns of meaning that include the norms, 

values, beliefs, ceremonies, rituals, traditions, and myths understood, maybe in varying 

degrees, by members of the school community” (p. 2). Firestone (2009) wrote that 

educational leaders should pay closer attention to school culture. The researcher also 

stated that schools that have a poor school culture lack a common vision for teaching and 

learning and thus student learning is adversely impacted. 

 Blankenstein (Blankenstein, Cole, & Houston, 2007) also posited that culture is 

the lens through which each individual views the world. Organizational theorists have 

pointed to the culture of the school as a key factor in student achievement. Watson (2001) 

also advised school leaders that poor student achievement will occur if a school culture is 

not conducive to learning.   

 The two traditional high schools in this study were classified in the largest 

category of size in the state. The population of 2,000 students along with 200 staff 

members is characteristic of schools in this category. The campuses were diverse and 

nearly one-half of the student body was identified as economically disadvantaged. The 

organization at the traditional schools would be characterized as customary for high 
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schools in the United States. Students were divided into four grade levels and attended 

seven class periods per day. Overall, students graduate at a rate of 86%.The state has 

three graduation plans – the minimum plan, the recommended plan, and the distinguished 

plan. Both the recommended plan and the distinguished plan were college preparatory 

curricula and 60% of the students graduated in one of these two plans. 

 The cultures of the traditional high schools were complex and difficult for the 

student respondents in this study to describe. The research revealed that the culture varied 

from student to student because adolescents differed in their attitude about school. The 

students lacked a variety of consistent descriptors for their school culture. However, a 

handful of adjectives transcended all others and emerged as themes at the traditional high 

school and the lab school.   

 The term most used to describe the culture of the traditional school was places of 

“drama.” Students and parents described the traditional schools as places with a lot of 

drama which can best be paraphrased as instances of commotion. Drama occurred most 

often over the topic of relationships and who was currently getting along with their peers. 

Which girls were upset with each other and which couple was in what phase of a 

relationship were mentioned by the student respondents. The other disturbing part of the 

drama equation was the number of incidents of fighting that occurred at the traditional 

campuses. It appeared from the responses that the students continually discussed who just 

fought or who was about to fight. Student discipline incidents seemed to be another topic 

that was frequently mentioned by the students. Participants also described the traditional 

high school as frantic and noisy and lacking a culture that valued academics. 
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  At the lab school, the most common adjective used to describe the culture was 

“serious.” The students felt safe at the lab school and two of the students used the word 

“respected.” Students described PLA as a campus where they were busy with their school 

work and the teachers had extremely high expectations for them. PLA was portrayed as a 

place that is quiet and the school assignments were purposeful with each assignment 

geared toward a skill needed for college or future careers. 

An intriguing manifestation to the researcher was how the explanations differed 

for the students when depicting the culture of the two campuses. Students described 

culture at the traditional schools at what happened outside of the classroom such as the 

drama, fights, noise, and so on. On the other hand, PLA students described events which 

primarily occurred within the classroom with adjectives relating to the assignments, the 

quality of work, and the high expectations of faculty and fellow students. 

Teachers and adults similarly described the culture of the traditional schools as a 

place of drama and discipline problems. One teacher described the negative effects of 

peer pressure on behavior and academic performance. Another teacher described the 

academic instruction as having “low expectations.” A parent described the larger high 

school campuses as a place where students feel trapped. These sentiments were 

distressing and should compel educational leaders, particularly those with influence over 

large urban high schools, to examine the culture of their own high schools and if 

necessary, contemplate methods of transformation. 

The university location. 

The high school student experience at PLA was unique. Many high school 

students have the opportunity to enroll in dual credit courses through content delivery 
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sources such as online coursework, interactive television, or partnerships on their high 

school campus or community college campus. Many more high school students are 

afforded the opportunity to visit college campuses for recruiting events. However, the lab 

school experience described in this study is rare. Very few high school students spend 

significant parts of their school day on the university campus during their junior and 

senior years of high school. The PLA students believed that the college atmosphere 

helped guide them to make better decisions. The administrators and student respondents 

interviewed believed that the university setting took their educational experience to a 

“whole new level.” The students were convinced that the setting allowed them to better 

understand the expectations of college and increased their knowledge of the skills 

necessary to be successful in college. The students and parents of this study all agreed 

that PLA provided a “head start” in their transition to the demands of the college 

experience. 

 The administrator for PLA, along with parents and teachers at PLA, believed that 

the time spent in the program alleviated many of the “fears of the unknown” that are 

unique to college freshman. The adult participants deemed that the time spent at the 

university had empowered the students by allowing the high school students to perform 

and be successful at the university level. According to the stakeholders interviewed for 

this study, the familiarity with university routines breaks down hidden barriers that often 

prevent students from risking the jump from high school to the four-year university. 

These university encounters added to the affective and organizational skills that college 

freshman should possess so that they can flourish, not flounder, during their college 

careers. 
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Implications for college readiness 

More and more, our secondary schools are expected to improve dropout rates 

while our universities seek new methods to raise retention and completion rates. It is 

critical for school districts and universities to be aware of and examine closely 

partnerships which show the potential to do both. In addition, the practice of lab schools 

is one model of restructuring both high schools and universities that showed promise in 

creating a motivating environment where college and career-ready skills encouraged 

students to stay in high school. The model also appeared from this research to 

significantly assist students in bridging the knowledge gap between high school and 

college, thus improving college readiness. 

When reviewing the literature, the majority of the research found on partnerships 

between public schools and universities pointed positively to these collaborations. The 

pooling of resources and the progress toward merging educational institutions in this 

study showed positive benefits for both the students and the university. The results of this 

study uncovered several important implications for secondary schools and universities.  

Too many times, educational leaders in schools districts have sought partnerships 

primarily for funding purposes. Typical examples would be the football field needed a 

new scoreboard or the PTA wanted a new playground. The uniqueness of this partnership 

was its strictly academic goal. PLA was built for students preparing for medical careers 

and thus university coursework needed for those career goals. When creating the 

partnership, the school district needed a university site. The host site chosen was across 

the street from a hospital. The school district approached the hospital asking if the 

hospital would be a partnership in providing clinical rotation sites for the students. From 
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there, the hospital donated supplies, material, and “scrubs” for the students since so many 

of the students at PLA were poor. The partnership flourished and through the rotations, 

the hospital identified the students as well-trained. This led to a change in the hiring 

practices at the hospital. The PLA students were so well-trained that the hospital lowered 

its minimum hiring age from 18 to 16. 

These are the lessons to be learned for educational leaders, particularly in lean 

times. Leaders should identify their academic needs such as poor college readiness skills 

and high dropout rates and search for partners in business leaders or university leaders 

who share similar concerns. In this case, the hospital had a shortage of well-qualified 

allied health professionals. At the same time, the university was hoping to become more 

diverse and increase its number of minority and poor students. Prior attempts by the 

university to reach this goal had poor outcomes with few students applying at the 

university who were capable of succeeding at that academic level. Once the right 

partnerships are found with mutually beneficial goals, the collaboration gathers 

momentum. Each partner communicates their return from the partnership and widens the 

message to the stakeholders. Soon, the mutual goal creates dozens of stalwart advocates. 

When parents and students hear from business leaders, university leaders, and school 

district leaders about the significant need that is being met through the partnership, they 

become advocates as well.   

For secondary schools, the conclusions from this study reveal that the culture was 

healthier at the lab school setting. Much of the improvement could be attributed to the 

smaller size of the campus. It would be considerably simpler to mold a handful of 

teachers and fewer than 200 students than it would be to change the behavior and culture 
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of 2,000 students and 200 staff members. However, the disturbing description of 

classrooms with unmotivated students, coupled with low expectations, should be 

distressing to leaders of public schools. When readers combine the anecdotal information 

from the respondents with the archival data on graduation rates and attendance, warning 

signs should be flashing. Campus administrators are charged with evaluating the culture 

of their campuses and leading the efforts to improve the culture and thus the effectiveness 

of the nation‟s high schools.  

Lessons for educational leaders seeking to improve their culture revolve around 

transforming the organization of their school and improving relationships with students 

and parents. Teachers, principals and school administration are not utilizing the potential 

of their community when they view students and parents as spectators in the education 

process, and not advocates and active supporters. Only through the development of 

stronger relationships with students and their families can school practitioners anticipate 

an improvement in academic and behavioral expectations.  

In order to accomplish this goal, large secondary high schools must be organized 

into smaller populations, schools within schools, and more personalized learning 

communities. The culture at PLA was described as serious in its educational purpose with 

an environment that bred shared respect between students and staff and a safe learning 

atmosphere. Attempts to accomplish a culture shift at the large, impersonal high schools 

with its traditional organizational structure would be a daunting task. A renewed effort to 

reorganize traditional schools into smaller, manageable populations would allow school 

administrators to take one bite of the apple at a time, which makes the mission of 

improving the culture more hopeful. 



  Texas Tech University, Cathy Ashby, May 2011 

 

111 
 

The researcher was convinced of the power of partnerships in bringing together 

families, school districts, and universities to enrich the educational opportunities for 

students. Successful models already exist in the public schools such as P-16 Councils, 

Communities in Schools, Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID), and Early 

College High Schools. These successful methods and affiliations capitalize on the 

marginalized and regular student, build the academic skills of students, and encourage 

student potential through community and career partnerships and parental support. These 

important collaborations in secondary schools allow for overlapping influences to guide 

and safeguard the futures of the students. 

Too many times, parental influence wanes as students get older. Epstein‟s theory 

(1992) maintained that these relationships are important through maturation into 

adulthood (Epstein, 1992). Key findings from Henderson and Mapp (2002) found that 

continuity of family involvement at home appears to have a protective effect on children 

as they progress through our complex education system. The same research study found 

that “the most effective types of 12
th

 grade parent involvement” were not aimed at 

supervising students‟ behavior, but rather were “aimed at advising and guiding teens‟ 

academic decisions” (p. 93). Clearly, universities have underutilized their knowledge and 

resources to benefit high school students making career or academic decisions. These 

universities represent the “end product” of these efforts, and their lack of involvement in 

preparing their future clientele is perplexing. Parents, particularly those who never 

reached the same level of education, often find themselves struggling to navigate the 

maze of procedures and requirements of the university system. Lab schools offer a bridge 
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of knowledge between the expectations of the university and the high school students 

wanting to attend them. 

The research implications of this study serve as a tool to facilitate the ongoing 

dialogue on the transition of high school students into “college ready” students. The 

parents and staff stated repeatedly that the university setting helped the students by 

allowing them to experience a taste of what “life after high school” is like. The adults 

gave concrete examples of all of the benefits the high school students received through 

this partnership. The adults mentioned the useful and practical “head start” accrued by the 

students while at PLA including the introduction to the college syllabi and balancing the 

college schedule. Teacher Stone stated, “Cutting the strings that attaches them to home 

and the safety of their home is important for the transition to college. When they 

experience the college atmosphere they understand they can operate in that kind of 

atmosphere.” 

 Students also learned to use Blackboard, a popular course management system 

used predominantly in higher education. The issuance of college ID‟s allowed the 

students to use the university library, bookstore, and cafeterias. The PLA students 

received university email which allowed them to learn about university events and other 

pertinent college information. These exchanges allowed the high school students to dwell 

in their present world and encounter and prepare for their future world. The students and 

university have also benefitted by the recruitment of PLA students. Each PLA student has 

filled out an online college application to the hosting university with the processing fee 

waived. Recruiters had hosted financial aid forums with students and parents where the 

FAFSA form was filled out by each participating family. Because of this, students began 
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receiving information about scholarships and other academic opportunities from the 

hosting university as early as the junior year of high school.  

The relationship established and developed between the university and the 

families had become a tremendous advantage to the university when desiring to recruit 

the top PLA students. Not only do the universities have the first and most personal 

contact with the PLA students, the university professors at PLA are ensuring that the 

students are college ready. 

For first generation college students, small but significant traits of the university 

culture became apparent. From understanding class schedules and credit hours to learning 

classroom expectations at the university level, this demystification of the university 

modus operandi benefitted the lab school students. The PLA students observed and 

interviewed during this study have more confidence in their future success. Although 

many of the advantages may seem insignificant, taken as a whole, they provided 

worthwhile information to the high school students and imparted invaluable experiences 

to first-generation student populations.   

Limitations 

  The research in this field shared many of the limitations found in other aspects of 

educational research. There were not enough studies on lab school partnerships nor was 

there enough long term research on PLA to declare it an overwhelming success. The 

research was also limited because the data included in this investigation came from one 

midsize  school district located in the Southwestern United States. Because lab schools 

are ideally located on or in close proximity of a university, this research was also limited 

to school districts with the advantage of having a nearby university. Lastly, the limited 
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number of participants reduced the audience that this information could benefit.  

Although the 10 participants represented each sphere of influence of the students at the 

lab school site, additional interviews with teachers at the traditional campus, school 

counselors, college remediation personnel, and local community leaders would have 

strengthened the research. 

   Many variables emerged throughout the research.  The educational experiences 

and income level of the students could have impacted the respondent‟s answers.  Students 

and parents had different opinions about the culture of the lab school based on their prior 

educational experience. Students or parents with many life experiences and enrichment 

opportunities possessed a different perspective. Parent Brown had a better understanding 

of the importance of the skills acquired while at PLA because she was a college graduate. 

Parent Parker was no less enthusiastic about the benefits of PLA but was not able to give 

a succinct list of the benefits her daughters were receiving from the lab school experience 

because she was not able to attend college. Nevertheless, the findings from this research 

are beneficial for educational leaders as they further explore lab schools, college 

readiness models and seek to improve educational practices. 

Recommendations for further study 

 While contemplating the lab school phenomenon in this study, a report from The 

Holmes Group (1995) called out to the researcher. The report stated that partnerships like 

PLA are few in number. The shortage of lab schools to examine could be directly tied to 

the amount of work needed for them to thrive and survive, and that time constraints on 

public school and university educators in the partnership are burdensome. Exasperating 

the circumstances in the research community was a historical budget deficit at the state 



  Texas Tech University, Cathy Ashby, May 2011 

 

115 
 

level.   

It would be the easiest thing to do to read this study and declare it a nice concept 

but too complicated and burdensome for these times and under these circumstances.  The 

researcher begs the question, “If not now, when?” and “If not me, who?”   

 The dropout problem is too great and too perilous to the future of society to be 

ignored. The failure to graduate more qualified young people from universities impacts 

the financial future of the student and the national economy as well. This country, as it 

stands today, cannot maintain its dubious, uncertain place as a leader in innovation and 

education or its force as an economic power while turning a blind eye to a 30% dropout 

rate from American high schools. The National Center for Education Statistics indicates 

that only half of entering freshman graduate within six years (NCES, 2004). It is a shame, 

as a society and as educators we allow this to continue. 

The needed areas of further research must explore the lab school model and other 

models that capitalize on whole community partnerships to improve the educational and 

economic situation of the public school and university students. Future researchers should 

develop partnership databases to enable better sampling techniques and studies with 

larger samples (Clifford and Millar, 2007).  Longitudinal data is needed to study the long 

term effect of partnership participation and college graduation rates for the Cohort of 

2010 and beyond. 

 Financial implications for lab school partnerships must be scrutinized.  With the 

sharing of building space, personnel, utilities, and technology what are the cost savings to 

each entity?  This data would add to an already compelling case for synergistic 

collaboration across institutions. 
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The current research did not delve into the community aspect of the overlapping 

spheres of influence. What can business and community leaders contribute to turn around 

the current state of demise faced by many of our students? Several simple steps such as 

asking to see attendance records and report cards before hiring teenagers would 

demonstrate the importance of education. An employer who asks to see a high school 

transcript places a new level importance and accountability on high school students and 

their schools. Allowing and encouraging employees to visit their children‟s schools 

reinforces the importance of parents in the education equation. Finally, researching and 

supporting public schools and universities in the community would allow for a more 

united front, and together these issues would be closer to being resolved. The glass is 

half-full, but it‟s draining quickly. 

 Lab schools are unique entities shaped by many hands. They are a work in 

progress and one of many ways that we can improve the educational futures of society.  

John Heywood, a 15
th

 century poet declared that, “Many hands make work light.” Alone, 

the educational future seems bleak. By working together, families, community members, 

business leaders, and educational institutions and educators at all levels can provide the 

knowledge base to alleviate the shortcomings of our current educational system. It can be 

improved. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 

Recruitment Letter 

 

Dear Associate, 

 

      My name is Cathy Ashby and I am currently involved in collecting data for a 

research study in Educational Leadership for the College of Education at Texas Tech 

University. The purpose of this study is to collect information on the school culture of 

PLA from former student 18 years of age or older, who attended PLA , school district 

employees or university professors who currently work at/with PLA If you feel you fit 

the criteria for this study, 1) former student 18 years of age or older of PLA or 2) current 

university professor affiliated with PLA , your personal and professional experience in 

the field could assist in defining the culture of PLA and improve the academic 

achievement of public school students who attend schools who have partnerships with 

universities. Participation in this study will further assist in the practical usability of 

findings from the field and add to the limited body of knowledge on studies of the school 

culture of lab schools.  

 

      Your participation is voluntary and would take approximately (1) hour in the 

initial face-to-face or phone interview and (30) minutes in a follow up phone interview. 

Neither your name nor your organization‟s name will be identified in any way. 

Pseudonyms will be used to keep collected data confidential. When discussing any 

questions, you can choose not to respond if you feel uncomfortable answering and can 

withdraw from this study without penalty at any time. Only I and Dr. Fernando Valle, 

dissertation chair and assistant professor of Educational Leadership at Texas Tech 

University, will have access to the information. You may check off both of the 

appropriate boxes on the self-addressed prepaid post card provided and mail it at your 

convenience. I will contact you with additional participation information.  

 

      If you have any questions about this study, you may contact me by email at 

cathy.ashby@abileneisd.org or by calling 325-514-0115. 

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Cathy Ashby 

Doctoral Candidate 

Texas Tech University 

(325) 514-0115 

 

 

mailto:cathy.ashby@abileneisd.org
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Appendix B 

Interview Questions – Former Students 18 years of age or older 

 

1. In what way, if any, was the culture of PLA different from your traditional high 

school? 

 

2. What impact did the location of PLA on the university campus have on the school 

culture? 

 

3. What is your perception of advantages and disadvantages of being a student at 

PLA ? 

 

4. Did your experience as a high school student on a university campus increase or 

decrease the likelihood that you would attend college? 

5.   Did your experience as a high school student at PLA allow for an easier        

transition and more success in college? In what way(s) was your transition to 

college affected?   
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Appendix C 

Interview Questions – Public school and university staff 

 

1. In what way, if any, is the culture of PLA different from a traditional high school? 

 

2. What impact does the location of PLA on the university campus have on the 

school culture? 

 

3. What is your perception of advantages and disadvantages for students at PLA? 

 

4. From your perspective as an educator, in what ways will the impact of being a 

student at PLA increase or decrease the likelihood that students will attend 

college? 

5.  From your perspective as an educator, will the experience as a high school student 

at PLA allow for an easier transition and more success in college? In what way(s) 

will the transition be affected? 
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Appendix D 

Interview Questions – Parents of students at PLA 

 

1. From your perspective as a parent what way, if any, is the culture of PLA 

different from a traditional high school? 

 

2. What impact does the location of PLA on the university campus have on the 

school culture? 

 

3. What is your perception of advantages and disadvantages for your student at PLA 

? 

 

4. From your perspective as a parent, in what ways will the impact of being a student 

at PLA or decrease the likelihood that your student will attend college? 

5.    From your perspective as a parent, will the experience as a high school student at 

PLA for an easier transition and more success in college? In what way(s) will the 

transition be affected? 
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Appendix E 

Biography 

  

Cathy Ashby is the Associate Superintendent of Curriculum and Instruction for 

the school site in this study. Ashby, a 26-year educator, oversees the academic programs 

of the school district. 


