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Abstract 

 School coherence can be defined as how connected a student feels to his/her school 

environment. Although studies have been performed involving school coherence, none have 

considered school coherence in suburban areas. The objective of the study was to test the 

hypothesis that there is a correlation between school success and school coherence. To test this 

hypothesis, 75 High School freshmen completed a survey – School Success Profile – that 

measured the relationship students have with their social and physical environments. By using a 

regression analysis on Microsoft Excel, the researcher was able to assess the impact school 

coherence had on the grades of students throughout the year. The researcher analyzed that Math 

grades were affected by school coherence for the overall participants, while Science and English 

grades were affected by school coherence for the control group (students who entered the school 

district for the first time).  

 

 

Introduction 

The High School experience provides an academic environment in which students engage 

in differing social development opportunities. Transitioning into high school is considered a 

critical time period for adolescents because as they are experiencing physical growth, academic 

achievement tends to suffer. School success is considered the outcome of processes that affect a 

child’s development. There are different physical and social environments in which academic 

development occurs, which include a student’s school, family, peers, and neighborhood 

(Woolley, Grogan-Kaylor, 2006).  

Transition 

Transitioning to high school requires students to explore new environments, curricula, 

class organization, and teachers, as well as dealing with social and physical development. High 
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School environments demand academic and extracurricular involvement as well as excellence 

(Hertzog & Morgan, 1999; Mizelle & Irvin, 2000). The relationship between academic 

performance and problematic behavior leads to a greater risk for academic failure. To measure 

the correlation between problem behavior and academic performance, McIntosh et.al (2008) 

used Office Discipline Referral (ODR) and Grade Point Average (GPA). ODRs were used as 

documentation of problematic behavior that required the administration’s attention and 

involvement (Sugai, Sprague, Horner, & Walker, 2000). Having 0-1 ODRs implied that the 

student maintained proper behavior in school, 2-5 ODRs signified that the student was 

moderately successful at maintaining proper behavior, and obtaining 6 or more ODRs suggested 

that the student required “intensive” support and involvement from the administration. In this 

study, researchers found that as academic performance decreased, problem behavior increased 

(McIntosh et.al, 2008). At the end of the study, the Check and Connect Program was 

implemented, which was an intervention designed for students who were at the risk of dropping 

out of school (Sinclair et al., 1998;Sinclair, Christenson, & Thurlow, 2005).  

Alspaugh studied that transition leads to a decrease in achievement. Specifically, 

Alspaugh and Harting have studied and reported that during the process of transitions, students 

usually experience a decline in self-perception and esteem. There is an achievement loss 

associated with transitioning to a new school. The mixing of various students from numerous 

elementary schools and amalgamating them into one single middle school has shown to lead to 

achievement loss. These schools, however, did not implement a transition intervention which 

would aid students in their transition (Alspaugh, 1998). 

Achievement in the School Environment  
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Academic achievement, or school success, is based on the students’ perception of his/her 

environments. These perceptions are thought to have an effect on school engagement, trouble 

avoidance, and grades. Bowen et.al (2008) hypothesized that emotional and academic success 

that develops early on in adolescence can carry on throughout high school (Roeser, Eccles, & 

Freedman-Doan, 1999). Also, school satisfaction and school safety is positively correlated to 

academic success, school engagement, and trouble avoidance (Bridgeland, Dilulio, &Morison, 

2006). In addition, peer group acceptance is related to school achievement. There is a 

relationship between peer support/peer group acceptance (friend behavior) and school success. 

This signifies that friend behavior is positively associated with school engagement, trouble 

avoidance, and academic performance (Powers et al., 2005). However, greater peer group 

acceptance led to a decrease in school engagement. In addition, it is imperative that students 

have a relationship with the school staff because the higher the level of trust, the better the school 

outcomes are (Hoy & Sweetland, 2001). Also, a study by Wentzel (1999) has shown that middle 

school students who have caring teachers who support them have exhibited higher motivation to 

achieve in school. This success, which was measured by Rosenfeld, Richman, and Bowen 

(2000), continues into high school. To measure how middle school students’ perceptions of their 

social environments influence school achievement, the School Success Profile and the 

Hierarchical Linear Model (HLM) were used (Bowen et.al, 2008, Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). 

The transition to High School brings many challenges, as well as opportunities for 

students. High School is known to have potential negative effects on adolescents, including a 

decrease in achievement, decreased motivation, lowered self-esteem, and increased 

psychological distress. Before the transition, incoming freshmen have many concerns, which 

include getting lost, encountering bullies, interacting with older students, finishing a plethora of 
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homework, following school rules, making new friends, and using lockers (Akos, 2002). 

Although there are many concerns about this specific transition, students also feel that there are 

some “attractive” features. These include meeting new peers, having increased freedom (as 

compared to that of Middle School), having their own lockers, moving to different classes, eating 

in the cafeteria, and participating in sports and extracurricular activities (Odegaard & Heath, 

1992). There are three categories for school transition: academic, procedural, and social. The 

academic transition consists of the increase in the amount of homework, as well as enrolling in 

difficult courses. The procedural transition deals with large school environments, and the social 

transition consists of making new friends, dealing with bullies, and encountering older students. 

In this study, Akos and Glassi (2004) suggested that there should be an implementation of certain 

interventions, such as discussing academic expectations with students, providing tutors, and 

organizing a hotline for parents and students to converse about homework and other school 

related problems (Akos, Glassi, 2004). 

School Coherence 

Psychological Membership, or school membership, is correlated with self-reported school 

motivation. Student engagement, effort, and school success/failure are influenced by situational 

and contextual factors, such as how students are personally accepted, respected, included, and 

supported by others in their school social environment; this is social acceptance, which is an 

important factor for school membership (Weiner, 1990). The sense of membership a student has 

to his/her school has a significant impact on a student’s dedication to education and its values. 

School membership is achieved through social relationships between students and peers. This 

also includes having a social bond between their peers and adults. In relation to peers, when a 

student feels connected to peers, he/ she feels encouraged and can engage in more academic 
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activities (Goodenow, 1992). When surveying suburban students, Goodenow’s study (1993) 

found that having a familiarity with a student’s town and school leads to a better sense of 

belonging/ psychological membership (Goodenow, 1992; Goodenow, 1993). 

 Upon entering High School, students are overwhelmed with “perceived stressors,” which 

are different aspects within the High School experience that students are anxious about. 

Examples of these stressors are having a sense of school membership, maintaining a steady 

Grade Point Average (GPA), and attending school on a quotidian basis. Entering High School, 

however, usually has potential negative consequences for students’ well being: decrease in self- 

esteem, participation in extracurricular activities, GPA, and attendance (Simmons et al. 1987). 

The effect of these stressors increases during the freshmen’s first semester of High School, 

possibly bringing a decrease in GPA. Obtaining a higher sense of school belonging, or 

coherence, however, leads to an increase in school motivation, effort, participation, and 

achievement (Goodenow, 1993). During the transition to High School, students usually gain 

more trust in peers, rather than their parents; this means that there is more reliance on peers 

rather than on parents (Hess and Copeland, 1997). This reliance is imperative because peers 

provide support for new challenges, especially upon entering ninth grade. These peer group 

interactions have an effect on academic achievement during this transition (Felner et al., 1982). 

This study hypothesized that compared to eighth grade, a sense of school membership, GPA, and 

attendance decreased in ninth grade (Isakson, Jarvis, 1999). By using the Psychological Sense of 

School Membership Scale (PSSM), Isakson et.al measured how the freshmen felt connected to 

their own school. The PSSM is a surveying instrument used to measure how connected a student 

feels to his/her school. The scale consists of 18 items and contains a 5-point Likert format, with 

the choices extending from “not at all true (1) to completely true (5) (Goodenow, 1993).” 
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 School engagement is an experience which a student encounters during his/her transition 

to High School. This engagement, or school coherence, as it is also called, refers to when a 

student feels connected to the school and sees it as meaningful (Bowen et.al, 2008). Having a 

positive sense of school coherence is associated with positive academic outcomes (Goodenow, 

1993). 

 The present study’s purpose is to determine a correlation between school coherence and 

grades at the beginning of freshman year through the end of freshman year. In addition, this 

research will provide insight to the particular High School on students’ coherence to the school 

upon entering High School and how it can be bettered. The research is significant in that it is 

analyzing the effect school coherence has on suburban students, as well as a breakdown of how 

school coherence affects the performance in specific courses.  

Research Question and Hypothesis 

The purpose of the study is to see if there is a correlation between sense of belonging and 

grades at the beginning of the freshman year (first quarter) through the end of freshmen year 

(final course grade) during the transition from Middle School to High School. The goal is to 

determine if a sense of belonging has an association with academic achievement. It is important 

to find out, therefore: Does school coherence measured by the School Success Profile (SSP) 

during the transition to ninth grade among freshmen who are new to Briarcliff Manor School 

District and freshmen who have been enrolled in the Briarcliff Manor School District have an 

association with grades measured from the first quarter of ninth grade through the fourth quarter 

of ninth grade?  

Ha: Students who have been enrolled in Briarcliff Manor Schools before High School will 

exhibit more school coherence than students who are entering the Briarcliff School District for 

the first time.  
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Hb: The students who will enter the Briarcliff Manor School District for the first time will see a 

decrease in grades upon transitioning to High School, but by the end of their freshmen year, their 

grades will increase.   

Ho1: The freshmen who have been enrolled in Briarcliff Manor Schools will not feel connected 

to the school. 

Ho2: The incoming freshmen from different schools will feel connected to their school, thus their 

grades will increase throughout the course of the year.  

 

Methods  

 Before the administration of the survey, permission was obtained from the two principals 

of the High School to use the freshmen’s first quarter through fourth quarter grades for the four 

core classes (English, Science, History, and Math). Then, by using a random number generator, 

an assigned serial number was created for each freshman, thus maintaining confidentiality. After 

creating serial numbers for all freshmen, parental consent forms were distributed through their 

History classes.  The students had an option of five participation dates to choose from; this was 

the date that they came after school and participated in the survey.  

 When the anticipated freshmen arrived, the researcher read the script, and directions of 

the survey, and then, survey was administered. The survey took 10-15 minutes to complete. Once 

the participants finished the surveys, their surveys were sealed in a manila envelope to maintain 

the confidentiality of the participants. Upon collecting the survey, each participant received a gift 

card. Once the surveys were collected, the grades of the freshmen for all four core courses for all 

four quarters were collected. Then, the data was entered into a standard excel sheet and analyzed 

by using the Microsoft Excel (Redmond, WA).  

The researcher administered a condensed version of the School Success Profile (SSP) 

(Bowen, et.al) to measure the amount of school coherence, or sense of belonging, the student has 

shown based on his/her transition to High School was used.  
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The Briarcliff High School Institutional Review Board approved the protocol, as well as 

its assent and consent forms.  

School Success Profile 

The School Success Profile, or SSP, is a survey given to students to measure students’ 

perceptions of their social and physical environments. The purpose of the SSP is to help obtain a 

closer understanding of the relationship between adults and peers, create a better “fit” between 

the environment and the students’ competencies, and to give opportunities for students to 

participate within a large social environment (Richman & Bowen, 1997). This survey is divided 

into six different sections, or dimensions, each measuring the effect of the students’ social 

environments. The dimensions focus on the school environment; these include school 

satisfaction, peer group acceptance, self-esteem, school engagement, grades, and adjustment in 

school. When the practitioners receive the results, the students’ scores are represented by three 

separate colors: red (potential risk), yellow (some caution), and green (potential asset). The color 

code assigned to the different dimensions of the SSP is based on the average scores in the 

designated student group. Practitioners use these data to decide which different interventions are 

needed to promote school success among all students and/or to close the achievement gap 

between racial/ethnic and socio-economic groups (Bowen et.al, 2001).  

Description of Participants 

 

Population Characteristics 

 

 The inclusion criterion for the participants was that they had to be freshmen enrolled in 

Briarcliff High School. These freshmen were those who either were enrolled in the Briarcliff 

School District before High School and those who were entering the Briarcliff School District for 

the first time. A power study determined that a minimum of 71 students was required. This 
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information was derived by using an observed R
2 

of .18 and a projected sample size of 143 

yielded the observed power .8. 75 students to took the survey, 31 males and 44 females. The 

control group was all the students who entered the Briarcliff School system for the first time at 

the beginning of ninth grade (N = 11).  

Consent/Assent 

 Since all the participants were freshmen, a written parental consent form had to be 

signed.  

Confidentiality 

 The risks of the study were more than minimal because there was a chance for a breach in 

confidentiality. Therefore, the researcher assigned serial numbers to each student so they would 

remain anonymous.   

 

Payments 

 All subjects who completed the entire study received a $5 gift card to Starbucks.  
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Analysis 

 

The graph below represents the overall participants’ school coherence in relation to their change 

in Math grades throughout the course of the entire year.  

 

Figure 1 - Math Delta v. School Coherence  
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These two graphs are the positive relationship for the control group, which were students who 

were entering the Briarcliff Manor school system for the first time. Figure 2 and 3 indicate the 

significance school coherence had on English and Science grades throughout the course of the 

year, respectively.  

 

Figure 2 – English Delta for New Students v. School Coherence  

 

 
 

Figure 3 – Science Delta for New Students v. School Coherence 
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Table 1 – Regression Terms for Overall Freshmen Subjects  

 

Subject Coefficient  Standard error t stat P value Significance 

History -2.6971 

 

4.587945 

 

-0.58787 

 

 

0.558461 

 

0.999025 

 

English -5.04159 

 

5.30143 

 

-0.95099 

 

0.344792 

 

0.349458 

 

Science  -5.97407 

 

4.825316 

 

-1.23807 

 

0.219713 

 

0.114663 

 

Math  -7.99288 

 

3.918096 

 
-2.03999 

 

0.045021 

 

0.086211 

 

 

Table 2 – Regression Terms for New Students (Control group) 

Subject Coefficient Standard error t stat P value Significance 

History  3.532665 

 

19.47393 

 

0.181405 

 

0.86007 

 

0.704044 

 

English -69.118 

 

31.15961 

 
-2.21819 

 

0.053722 

 

0.058149 

 

Science 47.8363 

 

18.40006 

 
2.599791 

 

0.028748 

 

0.034663 

 

Math -3.43615 

 

17.19655 

 

-0.19982 

 

0.846066 

 

0.951545 

 

 

 A regression analysis was used in order to determine whether there was a relationship 

between school coherence and grades during the transition to High School. The only significant 

results received were for the Math Delta v. School Coherence (Figure 1), English Delta for New 

Students v. School Coherence (Figure 2), and Science Delta for New Students v. School 

Coherence (Figure 3). The p-value for each data set had to be less than or equal to .05 in order to 

conclude that there is a relationship between the independent and dependent variable. Each of 

these graphs had a p<; therefore, the results for these data sets were significant, and the 

researcher could fail to reject the claim that there is no significant relationship between the 
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independent and dependent variables . Also, the t-stat values for the significant results revealed 

that they were above |1.96|, thus signifying that the data is 95% significant.  

 As seen in Table 1 and Table 2, the analysis suggests that there since students felt 

more connected to their school and gained school coherence throughout the year, a positive delta 

in grades was accumulated for the overall participant pool (N=75) for Math grades, and for the 

new students entering the school district for the first time (N=11) for Science and English grades, 

respectively.  

 

Discussion 

 The key finding in this research is that students who entered the school district saw an 

increase in grades in their English and Science classes. This means that there was a positive delta 

in their grades, thus there was a positive regression. Therefore, school coherence among new 

students in Briarcliff High School was positive. This may be because of the amount of trust a 

student develops with their teachers throughout the course of the year; this means that they are 

more comfortable with their teachers and can easily converse with them about the problems they 

are encountering in the teachers’ classes (Hoy and Sweetland, 2001).  

 Also, most of the participants in the control group were chose a different ethnicity 

instead of white, thus implying that there was diversity among the participants. Three of the 

participants in the control group stated that they were Hispanic/Latino. Although many students’ 

grades have been attributed to their school coherence, most of the overall participant pool stated 

that their main concern coming into High School was first their homework load, and then school 

coherence. According to Simmons et.al  (1987), students struggle with the “perceived stressors” 

that plague their primary High School experience. Weiner (1990) stated that social acceptance is 

an imperative factor for school membership. This present research is in concurrence with that 
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previous research. The regression analysis in this present study has also had an impact on the 

academic achievement of students in certain subject areas. Although it is in accordance with 

Goodenow’s previous study (1993), Goodenow doesn’t research the impact school coherence has 

on specific subject areas, as this present research does.  

 In Briarcliff High School, there is an intervention program, which allows the new 

freshmen to unite as a grade and understand each other; this develops school coherence within a 

student’s own class. The freshmen, however, should develop a relationship with the older 

students, who have adjusted into the High School environment. Therefore, the research would 

suggest that there should be a program in which the freshmen are welcomed by the entire school 

community and where they can interact with all grades, but especially with the grade above 

them. Based on certain answers in the SSP, the overall majority of the participants stated that the 

current Briarcliff Manor Orientation Program was not helpful in gaining a sense of coherence.  

 Although this research can be deemed as successful, there were some limitations that 

need to be addressed. For example, the participant pool for both the experimental and control 

group were small. This limits the research to more condensed conclusions.   

 For further research, it would be recommended to continue the research and analyze 

how school coherence and students’ grades changed from their Middle School years to their 

High School years. Also, it would be influential to study if the school coherence freshmen 

develop during their first year in High School develops and influences the outcome of their 

future academic achievements.   
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