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Success story: frosh learn from seniors

What can a freshman learn from a
senior in high school? Before you
think of ail the bad things, take a
look at the Princeton Center for
Leadership Training (PCLT).

I recently interviewed Dr. Sharon
Rose Powell, founder and president
of the PCLT, a not-{or-profit corpo-
ration founded in 1888 to foster the
expansion of the Peer Group Con-
nection (PGC) program. Powell start-
ed PGC in 1979 at Princeton High
School.

PGC NOW OPERATES in more
than 100 urban and suburban high
schools along the East Coast and is
based on the simpie premise that
younger kids look up to older kids.
In a high school setting, it means
that frosh look up to seniors and ju-
niors, a universal phenomenon that
characterizes students’ behavior In
both innper-city and suburban
schools.

PCLT maintains that a first-year
high schoof student who has difficul-
ty talking to parents about almost
anything still looks up to seniors and
juniors and is much more likely to
confide in and discuss probiems
with them.

The program’s mechanics are fair-
ly simple. A specially trained {aculty
member teaches a core group of se-
nfors how to serve as team mentors
to Incoming students, helping new
students adjust to high school and
the pressures of adolescence.

The mentoring seniors, and In
some cases, juplors, receive both
special training, including a summer
retreat, and course credit. Accord-
ing to PCLT, “During weekiy ‘peer
group’' meetings, the seniors and the

first-year students practice commu- -

nications and team-building skills,
develop greater respect and appreci-
atlon for Individual differences, and
learn problem-solving skills that
they can apply to realllfe situa-
tions.”

The team mentoring approach
helps seniors to develop their {eader-
ship skills while offering support
and guidance to younger students
on problems they face in and out of
school.

The PGC program, originally de-
signed by Fowell while she was
working at Cornerhouse. Princeton’s
community counseling and drug
treatment program, produces re-
sulits.

According to PCLT, “Teachers re-
port that peer group meetings have
a significant impact on studeat moti-
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vation and achievement. The stu-
dents are quick to appiy in class the
communication, active listening,
and probiem-solving skills they ac-
quire through the program. Teach-
ers are able to cover more materiai
and to elicit greater participation
and better-quality work from their
students.” ’ .

It sounds almost too good to be
true, but it appears to be so. Accord-
ing to a 1989 study of 435 students {n
three New Jersey urban high
schools, conducted by Stanford Uni-
versity Professor Jane Hannaway
and Anne Marje Senior of Educa-
tional Testing Service, the program
produced positive effects on both
the school-related behavior and
school performance of the partici-
pants.

Those invoived in the program ex-
perienced significantly fewer ab-
sences, suspensions and discipline
referrais, and were tardy fewer
times than those who were not in
the program.

ACCORDING TO the executive
summary of the study's findings,
“Over the course of the year, PLT
students were in school 8.8 more
school days than the control stu-
dents. The PLT group also had a
larger proportion of students with
no absences compared to the control
group and a smaller portion of stu-
dents with 11 or more absences.

“Control group students were
about 1.5 times as likely as PLT stu-
dents to be suspended, and they re-
ceived 50 percent more discipline re-
ferrals than their PLT
counterparts.” ,

Even more Important. the pro-
gram had significant effect on the
academic performance of the partic-
ipants. For two quarters, the differ-
ences in math grades were statisti-
cally significant, as were the
differences tn final grades.

In math, 7.8 percent of the PLT
students received A 2s a yearend
grade and 16.9 percent received F.
In contrast, not ope student from
the control group received a year-
end grade of A. and 26.7 percent re-
cefved an F. Similarty impressive re-
suits were found when English
grades were compared.

The preliminary output data on
the PGC program are better than

good — they are mind-bogglif
clearly suggesting that the prgoggrag
has significant positive effect on In
school behavior and academic per
formance. The Ford Foundation: Te
cently announced jt will suppor‘i H
tuil-blown national evaluation’ of
various peer group support pto
grams, including the Peer Gropug
Connection program. )

If this study, to be conducted by
the highly prestigious evaluation
group Public Private Ventures of
Philadelphia, replicates eariier find-
fngs, then strong consideration
should be given to implementing the
PGC program nationwide.

The bulk of this column has fo-
cused on the PGC program because
of the strong evidence that it works.
Given the dearth of vaiidated educa-
tonal programs, this is extremaly
noteworthy. [ am aiso pleased to-re-
port that PCLT has developed vari-
ous other exciting programs as an
outgrowth of the PGC.

One of them i3 the Parent Invoive-
ment Corps (PIC). PIC trains parents
to reach out to other parents, moti-
vating them to become involved:in
their children’s education and
equipping them with the skills nec-
essary to participate effectively'in
‘both school and community-based
programs.

THE NEWEST PLT lnitiative is
Its Partoers in Learning Middle
School (MGP) project. MGP’s grandi-
ose goal is to create learning com-
munities in which students’ academ-
fc performance {mproves, all
members of the learning community
work collaboratively to bring about
positive .changes, and leadership
teams serve as models for their cal-
leagues, creating a school climate in
which the tmpetus for change comés
{rom within the school.

Through its latest initiatives, Shar-
on Powell is taking PLT's team men-
toring leadership model to new
heights. If MGP proves as successful
when applied in the urban schools m
which it will be piloted, as the initidl
findings were on PGC, that would
represeat convincing evigence 1or
an approach that should be impie-
mented. no matter what the cost, th
avery school in New Jersey's special
needs districts.

Irwin S. Stoolmacher is former
business manager of the Jersey City
Board of Educacion. He heads Stool-
macher Consult:ng Group, @ man-
agement consuiting firm in West
Windsor Township.



