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Abstract  

Over the past five years, the national average college persistence rate for low-income 

students was 16%. Compared to the national rate of 60%, this number presents a 

significant gap in college persistence rates between low-income and the overall 

persistence rate. However, the college persistence rate for low-income students from 

Cristo Rey Boston is 56%. The number jumps to 100% for Cristo Rey Boston students 

attending College of the Holy Cross. The investigation will look at how the students’ 

time at Cristo Rey Boston supported their college persistence. The data that emerged 

from this study produced four themes. The four themes are: (1) the students felt prepared 

to handle humanities classes in college, (2) the students did not feel prepared to handle 

STEM classes in college, (3) the students initially felt a negative experience socially, and 

(4) the students expressed gratitude to the Corporate Work Study Program. The study 

provided solutions to address barriers to college persistence that emerged from the 

themes and corresponding sub-themes. 

Keywords: college persistence, low-income, mission, STEM, humanities  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Cristo Rey Network schools serve families with limited economic resources.  A 

requirement to attend a Cristo Rey school is that the student's family must be at or below 

the poverty line. Nationally, the college persistence rate for low-income students is 16% 

(Callahan et al., 2019). However, over the past five years, students graduating from 

Cristo Rey network schools have a college persistence rate of 53% (CRN, 2020). Cristo 

Rey Boston Students have a persistence rate of 56%. During the same period, Cristo Rey 

Boston students who enrolled at The College of the Holy Cross in Worcester, MA, have a 

persistence rate of 100%.  This case study is meant to study the experience of Cristo Rey 

Boston’s Mission through the lives of the Cristo Rey Boston graduates who have 

attended the College of the Holy Cross.   

Statement of the Problem  

A college degree can open up many doors for any individual, and it is one way of 

increasing an individual’s upward social mobility in the United States.  One of the most 

significant impacts is the financial benefit of completing a college degree. According to 

the United States Department of Education (USDE, 2020), there are three tangible 

economic outcomes of having a college degree:  

 College graduates with a bachelor’s degree typically earn 66 percent 

more than those with only a high school diploma and are also far less 

likely to face unemployment.  

 Over the course of a lifetime, the average worker with a bachelor’s 

degree will earn approximately $1 million more than a worker without 

a postsecondary education.  
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 By 2020, an estimated two-thirds of job openings will require 

postsecondary education or training. 

In addition to tangible financial outcomes, there is the intangible access it allows 

for future generations as well as a level of acceptance into social aspects of one's 

community (Kinzie & Kuh, 2017). The level of acceptance into unofficial and official 

social circles in United States society is a key component of the intangible outcomes. It is 

a lead-in, a conversation starter, and an identifier that is used professionally and 

personally (Kinzie & Kuh, 2017).  

Most college admissions websites and print material spend time articulating the 

personal and psychological benefits of attaining a college degree. Those include a sense 

of accomplishment, development of grit, and development of a toolbox of problem-

solving skills needed for life. In reviewing six college admissions websites, the term 

"life-skills" was used by each one and then defined with examples. These examples 

include time management, interpersonal skills, interview and resume building, and career 

readiness (Stonehill College, 2022). 

While there is an abundance of reasons to earn a college degree, the reality is a 

significant number of students do not complete their degree within six years. 44% of 

students who begin their college careers at a four-year college will not graduate within 

six years (U.S. Department of Education, 2020). This effect is even worse with students 

from low-income backgrounds. The number is closer to 16% for students who come from 

economically disadvantaged backgrounds (Callahan et al., 2019).   

Shivayogi (2013) defines the vulnerable as those populations that are 

disadvantaged, those who require protection, and those who must be treated with the 



A CASE STUDY ON COLLEGE PERSISTENCE 

 

 

3

utmost care and concern. Students coming from low-income family backgrounds would 

fit into Shivayogi's description of the vulnerable. The pandemic has shined further light 

on this. COVID 19 has caused a larger rift in the inequity within United States society 

between those with and without college degrees. Early indications from the pandemic are 

that low-income students are not enrolling in college as well as not staying beyond their 

first year. 

The work of Calahan et al., (2021) sound the alarm on the inequity that was 

worsening and is now exacerbated by the pandemic. The following conditions have been 

created: 

1. Inequity of Institutional Resources.  Most low-income and non-traditional 

students are in less-resourced institutions.   

2. Growing Unmet Financial Need and Debt.  The debt burden is growing and 

falls most heavily on nontraditional students, low-income students, and 

students of color.  

3. Complexity and Intersectionality of Supports Needed for Successful 

Completion. What policies and wider supports are needed to address the 

complex needs of low-income, first-generation and nontraditional students to 

help them complete their programs and meet their career goals? 

Access to highly selective universities is also a critical lever that will be fleshed 

out.  The more selective the institution, the higher the rate of persistence.  The College of 

the Holy Cross falls into the category of a highly selective university. Calahan et al., 

(2021) put forth a description of the United States higher education as a system of 

commodity defined by five characteristics:  
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1. Higher education as investment consumer commodity—human capital 

2. Competition for achievement and rank drives excellence 

3. Intentional cost differentiation broadens access  

4. “Merit” Based Monoculture Grouping  promotes excellence 

5. Maintenance of Our System –We have proven patterns: and those that can 

pay and fund drive the agenda. 

According to Calahan et al., (2021) the picture that emerges is that education, instead of 

being an equalizer for society, has become a means for deepening the class system in the 

United States.  

Purpose Statement 

This case study will examine the role Cristo Rey Boston’s Mission had on the 

college persistence of their graduates who enrolled in the College of the Holy Cross. In 

particular, the study will focus on Cristo Rey's Boston Mission of supporting students in 

their college preparedness, college application process, and persistence through college. 

Research Question 

What role did the Mission of Cristo Rey Boston play in  college persistence as 

experienced and understood by graduates of The College of the Holy Cross? 

 

Aim of the Study 

This study aims to identify some of the best practices a high school can utilize 

that will result in higher levels of college persistence for low-income students. The 

research contributes to a body of literature that looks for effective responses to the gap 

that exists in the college persistence rates between students coming from low-income 



A CASE STUDY ON COLLEGE PERSISTENCE 

 

 

5

families compared to the rest of the United States population. It is also worth noting, that 

it is a presumed assumption in the Academic community that the effects of COVID -19 

have widened the gap between low-income students and the rest of the United States 

student population. The attempt to try to understand the experiences of the graduates was 

key to discovering new ways of meeting the increasing needs of future high school 

students.  

The rationale to try to understand the experiences of these graduates is to attempt 

to discover new ways of meeting the needs of the Cristo Rey Boston high school 

students. This qualitative inquiry focuses on a bonded group of graduates from one high 

school who then attended the same college. Both educational institutions focus on the 

transformational aspects of education. In particular, the way education is a tool for 

changing the lives of the students for the better.  

I am particularly interested in the concept of a school living out its mission. Is a 

school doing what it espouses? Furthermore, in its simplest terms, a mission statement 

describes a school as who they are and what they do. The school's mission statement will 

serve as the lens to measure the faculty and staff as exemplars for the students that the 

school serves. The mission statement will serve as the lens for the research because 

"effective Catholic schools make the mission known and relevant in their context in a 

variety of ways" (Cook, 2015, p. 22). Below are the Mission Statements from each 

respective institution: 

College of the Holy Cross Mission Statement (2022) 

The College of the Holy Cross is, by tradition and choice, a Jesuit liberal arts 

college serving the Catholic community, American society, and the wider world. To 
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participate in the life of Holy Cross is to accept an invitation to join in dialogue about 

basic human questions: What is the moral character of learning and teaching? How do we 

find meaning in life and history? What are our obligations to one another? What is our 

special responsibility to the world's poor and powerless? 

Since 1843, Holy Cross has sought to educate students who, as leaders in 

business, professional, and civic life, would live by the highest intellectual and ethical 

standards. In service of this ideal, Holy Cross endeavors to create an environment in 

which integrated learning is a shared responsibility, pursued in classroom and laboratory, 

studio and theater, residence and chapel. Shared responsibility for the life and governance 

of the College should lead all its members to make the best of their own talents, to work 

together, to be sensitive to one another, to serve others, and to seek justice within and 

beyond the Holy Cross community. 

Cristo Rey Boston Mission Statement (2022) 

Cristo Rey Boston is a Catholic high school exclusively serving families of 

limited economic resources. By offering a rigorous curriculum, a unique work-study 

experience, and the support of an inclusive community, we prepare our students to 

succeed in college and beyond with the core values of dignity, perseverance, growth, and 

generosity. 

Definition of Relative Terms  

Attainment and achievement are two different outcomes. Zimmer et al. (2012) 

differentiate between student achievement on standardized testing and student attainment. 

Attainment, in this instance, refers to measurable items such as graduation rates, college 

placement, and eventual job placement. 
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Achievement refers to scores on standardized tests. These tests include college 

readiness exams such as the PSAT and SAT.  

College Persistence is defined as getting into and through college, and having 

earned a degree from a four-year institution. The participants in the study, are either 

graduates of the college or have completed at least four semesters. College persistence is 

measured through the course of six years.   

School Mission will be examined through the lens of the respective mission 

statements. A school’s mission describes the “who” and the “what” of an educational 

institution. School Mission and School Mission Statement are used interchangeably.  

Low income "means an individual whose family's taxable income for the 

preceding year did not exceed 150% of the poverty level amount" (USDE, 2020).  

STEM is an acronym for Science, Technology, Engineering and Math. The term 

STEM will be used in conjunction with a STEM career or a STEM college major, and or 

class. 

Humanities are the areas of study related to English Language, History, 

Theology and Philosophy. 

Persistence is the term used to describe the process of starting and completing 

college. The result being a college degree. 

Selectivity refers to Barron’s Selectivity Rating. Barron’s ranks colleges into the 

categories of Most Competitive, Highly Competitive, and Very Competitive.  

Methodological Overview 

The question a researcher wants to answer determines the type of method to use. 

In order to understand why a high rate of college persistence is occurring at this particular 
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college with this defined group of students, careful and in-depth fieldwork must be done. 

Babbie (2017) describes field research that is best understood within the natural setting of 

the subjects. Qualitative researchers attempt to study their subjects in their natural 

settings (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  Unfortunately, COVID -19 did not allow me to study 

the participants in the setting of the college campus and high school campus. However, 

my investigation was done with participants who are graduates of both Cristo Rey Boston 

High School and The College of the Holy Cross. The graduates of the college were 

interviewed virtually in their current areas of residency. Teachers who were present at the 

time that the alums were students at Cristo Rey Boston were interviewed as a way of 

achieving a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree overview. The goal of the case study is to get 

the full experience of the lived mission of persistence through the words of the two major 

stakeholders: the students and the faculty.  

The research for this study is exploring the single phenomenon, of college 

persistence at a specific college, of a group of students from the same high school. A case 

study method is called for when there is a desire to understand a complex social 

phenomenon (Yin, 2018). The work of Calahan et al. (2021) posited that college 

persistence is a complex phenomenon with numerous contributing factors. These factors 

include societal influences, societal structures, the global economy, and now a pandemic. 

Given the complexity of college persistence, a case study is called for to investigate the 

phenomenon.  

 A case study method investigates a real-world problem as they are occurring 

within the setting of the problem (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This study is in investigating 

the real-world problem of college persistence of low-income students. Creswell and Poth 
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state: "a case study is a good approach when the inquirer has an identifiable case with 

boundaries and seeks to provide an in-depth understanding of a case" (p.100). A 

characteristic of the case study method is that it occurs within a bounded system. The 

bounded system for this study is the college and the students from the same high 

school. The bounded system also refers to the time when the research will take place, 

which in this instance is that the participants have attained graduation. 

Qualitative approaches tend to be aligned with idiographic explanations, and case 

study researchers tend to seek to understand the specific aspects of the case that makes it 

unique (Babbie, 2017). Creswell and Creswell (2018) described the qualitative research 

characteristic of holistic accounts as understanding the larger picture, not as a linear 

model. Instead, the larger picture of a process is viewed as multiple factors interacting in 

different ways. In this investigation, I am attempting to identify as many explanations as 

possible for college persistence as it pertains to how well they were prepared for college 

by Cristo Rey Boston.  

Personal Bias  

At the time of this investigation, it should be known that I am the current 

Principal of Cristo Rey Boston. However, I did not have a prior relationship with the 

student participants of the investigation nor was I a member of the Cristo Rey faculty 

during the participant's time at the High School. The faculty and staff participants are no 

longer employees of the school, however, I have formed professional relationships with 

them prior to and during the investigation. 

While I am not a graduate of The College of the Holy Cross, I do have a long 

family history with the college. My five older siblings are all graduates of the college. 
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My spouse is a graduate, a nephew is a graduate, and two nephews and a niece are 

current students at the College. Also, at the time of the writing, I have a son who is in the 

second semester of his freshman year at the college. 

Furthermore, as a graduate of Catholic education and someone who has made a 

career in Catholic education, I am acutely aware of the pull of rooting for the success of 

each one of the schools. Their success is clearly demonstrated by the high rate of 

persistence. This study seeks to discover the reason for the success, so that the reasons 

can be articulated with clarity and understood for schools working with low-income 

families.   

Reflection and Summary 

At their core, effective school leaders and effective teachers are performing the 

same essential function: empowering others.  Day et al. (2016) believe that a school 

leader, like that of the best classroom teachers, is intuitive, knowledge-informed, and 

strategic. This empowerment of others is only heightened in a Mission-driven school 

such as Cristo Rey Boston School. Cristo Rey Boston, like most Catholic schools, finds 

itself in a situation where it is in the fight for its life for operational vitality. It must try to 

innovate using all available resources, including those that are non-financial. The 

investigation of college persistence is an example of this concept at work, as it allows me 

to leverage the work of the investigation to create a better experience for future students 

at the Cristo Rey Boston, by preparing the students with an academically rigorous college 

preparatory curriculum. It also allowed me to created support systems beyond the 

classroom to provide the students with resources to persevere through college. This 
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investigation is looking at the conditions that helped to create a mechanism where there 

has been a 100% persistence rate for a vulnerable population of high school students. 

While understanding the conditions present for a perfect persistence rate of a 

school serving a vulnerable population is an important task to investigate; so too is an 

understanding of the external environment and setting of the school.  This investigation 

also looks at the external societal influences that affect the low-income students for 

which it serves.    
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW  

The literature review is divided into two parts.  The first part addresses college 

persistence.  The college persistence discussion is subdivided into the following 

categories: the importance of college persistence, indicators of college persistence, 

persistence among low-income students, and Cristo Rey Boston’s space in the city of 

Boston as a competitor with Boston Charter schools.  

The second part of the Literature Review focuses on the importance of a school’s 

Mission. Cristo Rey Boston is a Catholic School and is a member of the more extensive 

Cristo Rey Network of schools. The literature review will shift into trends in Catholic 

education, Cristo Rey Boston’s space in Catholic Education, and the importance of a 

school living out its Mission.  

College persistence is a complex and evolving process. Kinzie and Kuh (2017) listed 

nine propositions need for successful college persistence. The research will focus on 

numbers one and seven which respectively read:   

 Student success is a process that begins long before students enroll in college.  

 The precursors to differences in student success rates by ethnicity, gender, first-

generation, and Pell grant status, among others, must be better understood and the 

proximal causes addressed.   

 This investigation does not focus on tools colleges use to assist with persistence.; 

instead, it will focus on the experience before college. Propositions one and seven from 

Kinzie and Kuh (2017) deal with items before entering college, while the other 

propositions deal with aspects of persistence through aspects under the agency of the 
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college. The investigation focuses on the high school experience and how it helped with 

the college persistence process.   

The Importance of College Persistence.   

A college degree can open doors and create avenues of upward social mobility. 

The importance of attaining a college degree has become critical for several reasons.   

The first is that there are high correlations between economic self-sufficiency and 

responsible citizenship (Kuh et al., 2008. as cited in Sciarra et al., 2016). In terms of 

specific data, The United States Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS, 2019) reported the 

following concerning employment.   

Those with a high school degree as their highest educational degree have an 

unemployment rate of 4.1%. The unemployment rate of those with some college 

experience but no degree was 3.7%.  The unemployment rate for those with at least a 

Bachelor’s degree was 2.1% (BLS, 2019).    

In terms of the actual dollar amount for salary, those with a high school degree 

have median weekly earnings of 730 dollars. Those with some college experience have 

weekly earnings of 802 dollars. Those with college degrees have weekly earnings of 

1,198 dollars (BLS, 2019). Access to employment also plays a role. Middle-class jobs, 

wages, and benefits are contingent upon a college degree (Carnevale, 2010). 

In terms of civic engagement, data points to examples of higher voter turnout of 

citizens with a college degree. According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2019), the 

percentage of those with at least a High School degree that voted in the 2018 midterm 

elections was 42% of the sub-demographic. In contrast, 65.7% of the population with at 

least a college degree voted in the 2018 midterm elections.   
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Indicators of College Persistence  

As discussed earlier, while Kinzie and Kuh (2017) put forth nine propositions or 

indicators of college persistence, this investigation focused on aspects occurring before 

the student enters college. Kezar et al. (2015) demonstrated that college persistence 

correlated with high school academic record and level of academic preparation at the 

high school. Witkow et al. (2015) added to this by positing that high achieving high 

school students tend to enroll in colleges with high graduation rates.   

A second key indicator of college success is the socio-economic status (SES) of 

the student. Witkow et al. (2015) found in their investigation that high school GPA and 

SES predicted a better chance of college persistence. Perna et al. (2015) observed the 

following data in terms of SES: only 12% of low-income students obtain a college degree 

within six years, compared to 73% of high-income students. In 2008, 15% of school-age 

low-income students enrolled in a public college, compared to 25% of high-income 

students who enrolled in a public college. It is estimated that one out of every ten college 

students identifies as being from a low-income background, compared to eight out of ten 

identifying as being from high-income families (Sass et al., 2018).  

The secondary indicators include student involvement and engagement at the 

college (Kuh et al., 2017). While this investigation is looking at the high school 

experience, the data indicate that involvement in college is salient as the skills gained 

from these experiences can be started at the high school and carried forth into college. 

Involvement and engagement are multilayered and reflect all aspects of college life. 

Kinzie and Kuh (2017) posit the ability to engage with professors during non-class time 
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as a critical lever of college persistence. It is during this engagement that a relationship is 

cultivated between student and teacher.   

Involvement and engagement in the extracurricular life of a college were also a 

driver of college persistence. Sciarra et al. (2016) investigated nine variables with regard 

to their effect on college persistence. Of the nine variables, two had an impact. 

Conversations with Math teachers and involvement in extracurricular activities had the 

most significant impact on college persistence.   

Means and Pyne (2017) dive into the psychological aspects of college persistence 

as they identify the importance of a student feeling a sense of belonging, especially 

during the first year. Engagement with professors and involvement with the college 

through extracurricular activities create a sense of belonging which is needed to persist. 

Because engagement is important as a contributor to college persistence, the high school 

setting should be a place where engagement is exercised and experienced.  Reichert and 

Hawley (2010) include engagement as a contributor to high school academic success.   

College Persistence and Low Income Students.   

Johnson (2008) examined college persistence differences between low-income 

and non-low-income students whose schools were located within a 60-mile radius. She 

found that low-income students were less likely to persist than non-low-income students. 

Engberg and Wolniak (2010) observed that those students in the lowest income bracket 

had significantly lower average first-year grades compared to students in the highest 

income bracket.   

Knaggs et al. (2015) state that there are three barriers that low-income students 

face in terms of college persistence: financial, non-academic, and academic. The first 
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barrier is financial (Knaggs et al., 2015). Most Pell grant awards are less than the average 

cost of tuition at public institutions. A Pell Grant is a need-based grant given to low-

income students. Undocumented immigrants do not have access to financial aid or in-

state tuition rates. (Knaggs et al., 2015). The financial barrier, in addition to not having 

sufficient funds to make college work, also includes a lack of financial awareness. 

Witkow et al. (2015) go into detail about two implications of this lack of awareness.   

The first implication is that the family of the student may not be aware of the 

many resources available to help pay for college. The second implication and most 

concerning is that coming from a low-income family could create a dynamic that funnels 

a student to a college with fewer resources and lower graduation rates. It may also mean 

the student may enroll in a college for the sake of attending, instead of going to the 

college which was the best fit. Bowman & Denson’s (2014) research contributed to this 

as their investigation put forth financial aid and perceived best fit as indicators of 

persistence.  

The second barrier identified by Knaggs et al. (2015) is the non-academic barrier. 

Non-academic barriers include social isolation and family commitments. Witkow et al. 

(2015) described the family commitments as both external and internal demands placed 

upon the student. The external demands include taking care of younger siblings and 

needing translation for parents whose first language is not English. Internally, a low-

income student has a heightened sense of giving back to the family (Witkow et al., 2015). 

A sense of guilt leads the student to take on additional jobs above and beyond paying for 

college as a way to contribute to the family income. Social isolation is also related to a 

perception of not fitting into the college culture (Knaggs et al., 2015) 
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The third barrier has to do with the academic aspects of college. These involve a 

lack of academic resources, which include technology and print materials. There is also a 

lack of college preparation in their high school. More well-funded communities can 

replicate the high academic rigors in ways that low-income schools are unable to 

replicate. A student may have a solid grade point average, but of equal importance is the 

school’s academic and educational program (Witkow et al., 2015).  For the purpose of 

this investigation, this is of critical importance, as it pertains to aspects of a school’s 

academic program and how it prepares students for college persistence.   

Cristo Rey Boston and Boston Charter Schools  

The academic barrier includes academic resources, college preparation, and 

educational programming. Lessons learned from the Charter School movement are 

salient: Cristo Rey Boston is serving a similar economic demographic population as 

Boston Charter Schools and ultimately competes against charter schools for enrolling 

students. It should be noted that there are Charter Schools that are solely Kindergarten 

through Eighth grade. Many of those charter schools are feeder schools for CRB. In 

recent times, charter schools have increasingly become part of the choice landscape for 

parents, especially in urban areas (Freeman & Berends, 2016).   

The charter school is viewed through the lens of Massachusetts Charter schools. 

The default method that is often used by many states is to measure achievement utilizing 

standardized test scores that all students take throughout the state. Nationally, when using 

standardized test scores as a measure of effectiveness, mixed results for charter schools 

are reported. Zimmer et al. (2012) studied seven different locations in the U.S. and found 

that the students performed similarly when comparing students’ performances while 
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attending charter schools relative to the performances of the same students while 

attending traditional public schools.   

Berends (2015) research found a similar result to Zimmer et al. (2012) in that 

there was little difference in student achievement on standardized test scores between 

students from charter schools and traditional public schools nationally. Within 

Massachusetts, the numbers are similar to the national statistics. Angrist et al. (2013) 

found that in Massachusetts non-urban charter schools, the testing results were similar to 

their corresponding traditional public school.    

While nationally and within Massachusetts, the achievement statistics between 

traditional public schools are similar, the city of Boston tells a different story. 

Specifically, the results in the city of Boston show that students at charter schools 

perform higher in standardized test scores than those that attend traditional public schools 

(Angrist et al.2013). Students in the city of Boston charter schools outperformed their 

public school counterparts in the areas of Student Aptitude Test (SAT) and Advanced 

Placement (A.P.) exams (Angrist et al., 2016).  

Zimmer et al. (2012) differentiate between student achievement on standardized 

testing and student attainment. Attainment, in this instance, refers to measurable items 

such as graduation rates, college placement, and eventual job placement. In examining 

charter school effectiveness through attainment, it is viewing it in a way that is congruent 

with the original intent of charter schools, as advocated in the 1980s by Albert Shanker, 

who wanted to increase the upward social mobility of those in poverty. (Kahlenberg & 

Potter, 2014). Shanker is considered the founder of the charter school movement. 

Berends (2015, citing the work of Booker, 2014) found that in Florida and Illinois the 
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following were indicators of upward social mobility for students that attended charter 

schools: (a) higher graduation rates; (b) higher college placement at four-year colleges; 

(c) longer tenure in college; and (d) earned 13% higher salaries after college in their 

employment. Angrsit et al. (2016) found that students in charter schools had a higher rate 

of attending four-year colleges, instead of their traditional public-school counterparts 

who were attending two-year colleges. Angrist et al. (2016) also found that a higher rate 

of merit-based academic scholarship money was offered to graduates of charter schools.   

Cristo Rey Boston like other Catholic schools is in a situation where there are 

choices and options for low-income families. In addition to there being options, many of 

the Boston charter schools have achieved a level of success. It is vital for the Cristo Rey 

Boston to continue to find ways to improve as a way of not only providing a better 

experience for the students but also recruiting and attracting new students to its 

program.   

Mission  

Catholic Education  

Catholic schooling is in crisis in the United States. Murnane and Reardon (2018) 

report that from the period of 1989 through 2013, Catholic School enrollment declined by 

a rate of 34% while other non-sectarian and religious-based private schools have seen 

rising enrollment. One of the reasons for the decline, is the growth of charter schools, 

which have become another option for low-income families. Catholic Education has long 

been an equalizer for immigrants, and other marginalized members of the United States 

society by creating paths of increased social mobility (Hunt, 2000). The first to formally 

provide schooling for women, Native American women, and African American women 
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were the Ursuline Sisters, a Catholic religious order, that established a school in New 

Orleans in the early 18th Century (Hunt, 2000). Since the opening of the first Catholic 

School in New Orleans, Catholic schooling has served as a transformational experience 

for many young children.   

When looking back on the history of Catholic education in the United States, the 

Catholic hierarchy once mandated faithful families choose Catholic schools for their 

children (Hunt, 2000). This practice occurred in the 18th century through the early part of 

the 20th century. By the mid-20th century, people were choosing a Catholic school for 

the sake of choosing a faith-based education. Now, parents choosing between educational 

options often consider a multitude of criteria before choosing an appropriate setting, 

including the school’s religious foundations (Niemeyer et al., 2016).   

Catholic schools now face a situation where not only are there more educational 

options, but parents are considering a variety of factors for the education of their children. 

Burke (2018) emphasizes that knowledge of the external environment is essential for 

organizational change. This knowledge of the external environment also comes with an 

awareness that the external environment is changing more rapidly than ever before, thus 

making it tougher to remain competitive.  

According to Gray (2014), the number of those attending weekly mass is 

dropping significantly in the parishes across the Northeast. This points to a scenario in 

which families are not choosing Catholic Education and are not choosing to practice their 

Catholicism publicly. Catholic schools need to face the reality that the overall population 

of its prospective students is shrinking, the number of parents choosing a Catholic 
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education is in decline, and the lure of religious practice and tradition are not as strong as 

they once were for U.S. Catholics.    

There are, however, pockets of Catholic schools that are thriving. One of those 

pockets is the schools in the Cristo Rey Network. This investigation studied the 

experience of the mission in the setting of a thriving Catholic school. The faculty at 

school have a significant amount of influence on the transmission of a school’s mission. 

Sciarra et al. (2016) discussed the importance of extracurricular involvement and teacher 

engagement was for persistence at the college level. As part of the discussion, Sciarra et 

al. (2016) put forth the implications this has at the high school level. If the Cristo Rey 

mission is college persistence, then modeling engagement and involvement is the natural 

offshoot of a school living out its mission of preparing the students to persist through 

college.      

Faculty as Models of the Mission   

O’Reilly et al. (1991) examined the person-organization fit. Their investigation 

examined if the culture of an organization, not the specific job, has a role in employee 

satisfaction. The results concluded, “person-organization fit is a significant predictor of 

normative commitment, job satisfaction, and intention to leave” (O’Reilly et al., 1991, p. 

507). In the organizational setting of a Catholic school, Phelps (2012) argues planning of 

all aspects of the school needs to start with the mission in mind.   

The planning includes the Catholic school faculty, as they are owners of a 

school’s mission. Cook (2015) puts forth that a small change in language can empower 

faculty to be confident and self-reliant leaders for the mission. The teacher, as leaders 

within their classroom, borrows heavily upon aspects of transformational leadership, 
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because many of the attributes associated with transformational leadership are part of the 

empowerment of mission as identified by Cook (2015) and Phelps (2012). 

Transformational leadership has a particular congruence with being a Catholic school 

teacher.   

Transformational Leadership and Mission 

Congruence between Transformational Leadership and High School.  

Pope Francis’s II Congregation of Catholic Education (CCE) (2014) stresses the 

inherent nature of the transformational aspect of Catholic education when describing that 

the relationship between teacher and student “cannot be based exclusively on technical 

and professional relations, but must be nourished by mutual esteem, trust, respect, and 

friendliness” (Sec 2, para.3). Since faculty have a critical role in the success of the 

student, transformational leadership on the part of the faculty will be of great importance. 

Bass (1990) argues for the importance of creating an environment where transformational 

leadership is encouraged at all levels within an organization. In the setting of a school, 

transformational leadership can influence the entire school environment. Silins et al. 

(2002) found in their research that a school leader’s transformational practices, directly or 

indirectly, influenced every school and outcome variable.   

According to Bass and Avolio (1993), transformational leaders “integrate creative 

insight, persistence, and energy, intuition, and sensitivity to the needs of others to forge 

the strategy- culture alloy for their organizations” (p.112). There are four factors 

associated with transformational leadership, and they include (1) idealized influence, (2) 

inspirational motivation, (3) intellectual stimulation, and (4) individualized consideration 

(Avolio, Waldman, & Yammarino, 1991; as cited in Bass & Avolio, 1993, p.113). These 
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four concepts are the “Four I’s” of transformational leadership, and they are part of a 

teacher’s classroom setting.   

Congruence between Transformational Leadership and Education in the Classroom  

Reichert and Hawley (2010), found in their research student accounts of being 

emotionally and intellectually engaged by their teachers, conveying a sense of being 

transported, exploring new territory, and an overall feeling of empowerment. The end 

goal, as described by Reichert and Hawley (2010), has congruence with the Fours I’s of 

Avolio et al. (1991). The glue of the two is the relationship aspect of transformational 

leadership and education. The dynamics of the leader-follower relationship are similar to 

the teacher-student relationship. Reichert and Hawley (2010) stress that “no amount of 

pedagogical tinkering will ensure successful transmission and reception until the right 

kind of teacher-student relationship is achieved” (p.192).     

                 Sun and Henderson (2017) believe a critical element of transformational 

leadership in schools is gathering and learning from data. A classroom teacher is in the 

constant process of data collection. The tenor of the students, test results, and student 

ability are all data points a teacher is taking in and then responding to for the students. 

Runhaar et al. (2010) found that transformational leadership was positively related to 

reflection and feedback. The feedback sessions will only strengthen the mutual trust 

between teacher and student, thus cementing the relationships spoken on by Reichert and 

Hawley (2010). The feedback must be timely, substantive, and relevant (Ziegler & 

Ramage, 2012). The feedback is a way for a transformational leader; in this case, the 

classroom teacher, to take into account individualized consideration (Onorato, 2013).   
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Congruence of Transformational Leadership and Catholic Education  

Stakeholder involvement is a vital part of transformational leadership. Within a 

school setting, stakeholders also include the parents. Sun and Henderson (2017) posited 

the school managerial practice of gaining support and cooperation from parents was a 

critical lever in a school living out its mission    

Parental support occurs through the first building of trust between student and 

teacher. The classroom teacher plays a role in forming the bond between parents and 

school. Recent literature on Catholic Education echoes this concept. The CCE (2014) 

reflects this when they state, “education requires a strong alliance between parents and 

educators to present a life that is good, rich in meaning, open to God and others, as well 

as the world” (Sec 3, intro). Frabutt et al. (2010) found, “a total of 11 Church documents 

underscored the need for outreach to parents and ongoing parental catechesis” (p.29). A 

unique challenge of Cristo Rey Boston, however, is that the majority of the students’ 

families are either single parent, grandparent, or an aunt/ uncle.   

Seven Catholic schools in the Northeast contain the word “transformation” and 

other derivatives of the word in their school Mission Statements. Transformational 

leadership is congruent with the mission of the school, and it is an organic fit for teachers 

to identify themselves as transformational leaders. By learning about the theory of 

transformational leadership, teachers learn that the purpose of schooling is to foster 

positive change in the lives of others, specifically those in their spheres of influence 

(Bond, 2011).   
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Summary  

Cristo Rey Boston has a specific mission to provide a college readiness program 

for low-income families in Boston. A college degree is important for many reasons: it 

increases upward social mobility, it lowers the potential for unemployment, and it 

increases the potential for higher income. Low-income students are attending college at 

lower rates than the rest of the population and persisting in college at lower rates.   

The reasons for not persisting are complex and numerous as they range from 

family and personal dynamics to high school preparedness. Other factors that influence 

college persistence include a lack of financial awareness, social isolation, demands from 

family, and a lack of academic preparedness. This investigation studies the lack of 

academic preparedness due to insufficient resources available to the students and 

inadequate academic programming available to the students.  

Academic preparedness has a lot to do with the importance of the day-to-day 

experience of the student. The teacher-student relationship plays a pivotal role in 

preparedness. The teacher as a transformational leader creates an environment where 

students can grow and be the best version of themselves.    

Finally, it is important for a school to understand the space it occupies within the 

educational ecosystem of the city it is located.  97% of the student body of Cristo Rey 

Boston comes from Boston neighborhoods. The Boston education landscape consists of 

several successful charter schools that are all providing education to low-income families. 

As part of understanding and knowing the school’s place in the ecosystem. Cristo Rey 

Boston is the only Catholic School in Boston carrying out the historical and impactful 
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work of the American Catholic education mission which is to provide educational equity 

and opportunity for immigrant families. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY  

The primary goal of the Cristo Rey Schools is college persistence, which is 

defined as getting students into and through college. There are currently 37 Cristo Rey 

schools in operation in the United States.  There are another five schools that are in 

launch status which are schools that do not have the full four years of high school up and 

running.    

Cristo Rey Boston is one of the 37 schools in the Cristo Rey Network of schools.  

 Nationally, the college persistence rate for low-income students is 16% (Calahan, et al., 

2019). However, over the past five years, students graduating from Cristo Rey network 

schools have a college persistence rate of 54% (CRN, 2020). Cristo Rey Boston has a 

persistence rate of 56% During the same period, Cristo Rey Boston students who enrolled 

at The College of the Holy Cross in Worcester MA have a persistence rate of 100%.    

This case study investigates the experience of former Cristo Rey Boston students 

who are also graduates of the College of the Holy Cross.  This study attempts to gain an 

understanding of the factors that play a role in the high persistence rate at Holy Cross 

which is exponentially higher than the national averages for all students.   

The purpose of this case study is to evaluate how Cristo Rey Boston alums 

describe how the school mission of Cristo Rey Boston, which is to prepare students to 

persist through college, contributed to their college persistence.  Presented in this chapter 

are details about the methodology of the study.  This chapter includes a description of the 

qualitative case study research design, the rationale for a case study, data collection 

procedures, and data analysis strategy. Finally, the chapter ends with a discussion of 

methodological integrity and ethical considerations.   
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Research Question  

What role did the mission of Cristo Rey Boston play in the college persistence as 

experienced and understood by graduating seniors at the College of the Holy Cross?  

Methodological Design  

The question a researcher wants to answer determines the type of method to use. 

In order to understand why high college persistence is occurring at this college with this 

defined group of students, fieldwork in the setting must be done. Denzon and Lincoln 

(2000) defined qualitative research as an investigation that involves the interpretation of 

phenomena in their natural settings, Babbie (2017) contends field research is best 

understood within the natural setting of the subjects. Qualitative researchers attempt to 

study their subjects in their natural settings (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In the instance of 

my research, college persistence was investigated in the setting of Cristo Rey Boston high 

school with students who are current graduates of the College of the Holy Cross.   

Case Study   

 The origins of case studies go back to the work of Schramm (1971) who 

described case studies as a way of trying to illuminate a decision and the background 

behind a decision. Platt (1992) added to this by describing case studies as a strategy, 

rather than an ideological commitment to be followed. The current definition comes from 

the work of Yin (2018) who provides a twofold definition of case studies. In the first part, 

a case study is an “empirical method that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in 

depth and within its real-world context especially when the boundaries between 

phenomenon and context may not clearly be evident” (Yin, p. 15, 2018). The second part 

of the definition involves the characteristics of the study.    
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“A case study copes with the technically distinctive situation in which there will 

be many more variables of interests than data points. It benefits from prior development 

of theoretical propositions to guide design, data collection, and analysis.  Finally, is relies 

on multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to converge in a triangulating fashion” 

(Yin p.15, 2018).  

The research for this study looks at the single phenomenon of college persistence 

at a specific college of a group of seniors from the same high school. A case study 

method investigates real-world problems as they are occurring within the setting of the 

problem (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  Yin (2018) posits that case studies are appropriate to 

study a contemporary event. This study is investigating the real-world problem of college 

persistence of low-income students as influenced by the setting of their high school 

experience. Creswell and Poth (2018) state: “a case study is a good approach when the 

inquirer has a clearly identifiable case with boundaries and seeks to provide an in-depth 

understanding of a case” (p.100). A characteristic of the case study method is it occurs 

within a bounded system. A researcher may gather data by participating in the life of the 

studied community for a set duration and in this way receive important and fundamental 

knowledge that helps answer the research question (Wiebe et al., 2010).   

The bounded system for this study is the college and the students from the same 

high school. The setting of the school year and the school calendar are part of the 

bounded system, and includes the setting of school, the year of graduation, and the school 

year calendar.  

Qualitative approaches tend to be aligned with idiographic explanations, and case 

study researchers tend to seek to understand the specific aspects of the case that makes it 
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unique (Babbie, 2017). Creswell and Creswell (2018) described the qualitative research 

characteristic of holistic accounts as understanding the larger picture, not as a linear 

model. Instead, the larger picture of a process is viewed as multiple factors interacting in 

different ways. In this investigation, the larger picture is the college persistence of 

students from low-income families. I am attempting to identify as many explanations as 

possible to improve college persistence.    

Participants  

This study employs a purposeful sampling as it uses students who are current 

graduates of the College of Holy Cross who were graduates from Cristo Rey Boston. The 

identification of the participants was done by reaching out to Cristo Rey Boston. The 

student outreach was initiated through the Cristo Rey Boston offices. In the case of CRB, 

the high school’s alumni coordinator was made aware of the study. The alumni 

coordinator then gave out the contact information of the students who could be potential 

participants.   

The group of participants are alums of Cristo Rey Boston and are subsequently 

alums of the College of the Holy Cross. There are 30 students that fall into this category. 

This group was chosen as they were able to speak on the following: (1) the ways in which 

their Cristo Rey Boston experience helped them to persist through college, and (2) 

subsequent doors that were opened as a result of their college persistence. It was decided 

to not use current students at Holy Cross, as they have yet to graduate from college and 

thus I can’t speak to their persistence.   

The other group of participants are the teachers who were present at the time the 

students were attending Cristo Rey Boston. The purpose was to obtain data pertaining to 
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their perception of living out the school’s mission of preparing the students to persist 

through college. The questions will try to ascertain the teacher’s perceptions of success 

and struggles in preparing the students for college persistence. Additionally, key 

stakeholder interviews from school personnel other than teachers were done. The purpose 

of the interviews was to collect data from those who were taking a strategic view at the 

time.    

Sampling Plan and Participants  

The participants for the survey were constituted from the different stakeholders 

from the school during the period of 2012 to 2016. The graduate participants were both 

male and female, college graduates, from low-income families who graduated from CRB 

between 2012- and 2016. In conducting the study, a purposeful sampling strategy was 

implemented to recruit participants to allow for a representative sample of the target 

population of former students. All 30 graduates were sent an email from my Creighton 

email account that explained the purpose of the study, the participant Bill of Rights, and 

the interview protocol (See Appendix B).   

Former faculty and staff were recruited by inquiring from veteran CRB faculty 

and staff. The inquires listed several former teachers. The teachers that were interviewed 

all had at least two years of teaching experience at the school during the time frame, 

2012-2016, of the graduates who were participants. To conduct the dissertation in 

practice, qualitative interviews were conducted with 13 participants until saturation was 

reached.  The sampling was six students, five former faculty members, and two former 

staff members. The former faculty members consisted of three Humanities teachers and 

two STEM teachers. STEM refers to Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math.   
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Data Collection Procedure  

In line with Yin’s (2018) guidance, data collection took four forms: interviews, 

document collection, and participant observations. The study gathered the students to 

participate in semi structured interviews that last 1-2 hours each. Each interview was 

based on the participants' and stakeholders’ availability. The semi-structured qualitative 

interview allows for topics to be covered instead of a set of questions to be answered 

(Babbie, 2017).  The semi-structured interview design is also a means of building a 

connection with the participant.    

The first part of the interview with the students consisted of the participant being 

asked open ended questions about their experience at the college (See Appendix 

C).  Open ended questions such as “How were you able to persist through college” or 

“Why were you successful” were used as starter questions.  The first part of the interview 

for the teachers was similar nature.  They were in the form of questions meant to get them 

sharing and opening up about their experiences as a teacher.  A question such as “how 

did you prepare your students to succeed,” was used. This interview technique was meant 

for the interview to be conversational.  The conversational aspect is in line with Yin’s 

(2018) survey technique of being fluid instead of rigid. A sample of the questions can be 

found in the appendixes.   

A defining characteristic of case studies is the investigation taking place in the 

setting of the participants (Yin, 2018; Creswell & Creswell, 2018). However, due to 

COVID -19, the health and safety of the participants take priority over an 

investigation.  This resulted in the interviews taking place through ZOOM. Each 

participant agreed to be recorded and transcribed.    Observations are normally a major 



A CASE STUDY ON COLLEGE PERSISTENCE 

 

 

33

part of a case study. However, given the current COVID Pandemic, the interviews took 

on heightened importance and weight in the data collection procedures.  ZOOM did allow 

for direct observation to take place. Student facial expressions, physical animation, and 

nonverbal interactions were also able to be a source of data.  

Data Collection Analysis  

The goal of the analysis was to describe how the mission of Cristo Rey Boston 

contributed to the college persistence at the College of the Holy Cross. The interviews 

were meant to clarify the experiences had by the students, teachers, and the support 

community at the college.  While it was not expected that the participants were able to 

quote word for word the Mission Statement of Cristo Rey Boston, it was looked for in 

patterns, words or phrases that indicate a lived experience of the school’s Mission. This 

was an attempt to look for converging lines of inquiry (Yin, 2018).   

In line with Creswell and Poth (2018) the data from the surveys, interviews,  

documents, and data, were used to interpret the meaning of the case and lessons learned 

by using case assertions. Handwritten notes were taken to describe the observations. The 

interviews were recorded and coded. The interviews were transcribed through a ZOOM 

transcription feature, and all participants were asked permission to record and transcribe. 

Saldana (2008) put forth a linear sequence of codes, leading categories, and categories 

leading to the identification of themes. The themes identified were examined against the 

handwritten observation notes, the teacher descriptions, and the data about their current 

careers to provide a full case study description.   

The mechanics of the analysis involved the following.  Coding was done by 

reading and subsequent re-reads of the transcripts. The recordings of the interviews were 
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watched and rewatched to identify nonverbal and facial expressions that occurred during 

the interview.  

The categories came directly from a sentence in the school's mission statement, 

which is as follows: "Cristo Rey Boston is a Catholic high school exclusively serving 

families of limited economic resources. By offering a rigorous curriculum, a unique 

work-study experience, and the support of an inclusive community, we prepare our 

students to succeed in college and beyond with the core values of dignity, perseverance, 

growth, and generosity" (School Mission Statement, 2019). The codes were then grouped 

into falling into one of the four following categories: dignity, perseverance, growth, and 

generosity.   

Triangulation, the use of several different sources to investigate the same finding 

is a vital part of research (Babbie, 2017). Triangulation was achieved by collecting the 

data from the students' lived experiences, the students' outcomes, and the lived 

experience of the Cristo Rey Teachers. In the use of a case study “multiple sources of 

evidence relate to the basic motive for doing a case study in the first place: to do an in-

depth study of a phenomenon in its real-world context” (Yin, 2018, p. 127).  In chapter 

four the findings are presented as a discussion between the students' experience and the 

corresponding experience of the teachers.   

Methodological Integrity  

Lincoln and Guba (1986) put forth four intentional measures for evaluating 

methodological integrity: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. 

Credibility was done by peer debriefing. Transferability was done by examining other 

Cristo Rey Network schools’ college persistence rates at Holy Cross. Dependability was 
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done through participant debriefing.  Confirmability was done by the description of my 

personal bias, which occurred in Chapter 1 and below.   

The danger in qualitative research is that the researcher only sees what they are 

looking for, or what they want to find (Babbie, 2017). Therefore, it is important to 

consider what steps were taken to demonstrate trustworthiness and reliability in this 

study. Trustworthiness was promoted by using four of the eight strategies outlined by 

Creswell and Creswell (2018) to ensure the accuracy of the investigation. The four 

strategies are triangulation, member checking, peer debriefing, and the clarification of 

bias.  First, triangulation occurred through the collection of multiple sources of data and 

then analyzing the data from these sources against each other. For example, themes from 

the interview of the students were examined against data from the teacher interviews. The 

themes were then compared with the student outcomes. Second, member checking took 

place through discussions with the participants. At the conclusion of the interviews, the 

significant themes were checked with the participants to document that themes capture 

their experience and understanding of persistence. Third, peer debriefing took place 

through the help of colleagues in the Creighton ILD program, colleagues in the Cristo 

Rey Network, and those with scholarly writing experience.   

Ethical Considerations  

There is more opportunity for bias to play a part in qualitative research because 

the “qualitative researcher is almost always the filter through which all data are 

processed” (Bryant, 2004, p. 108).  As a means of clarifying the bias, I relay the 

following information: I am an administrator at Cristo Rey Boston. However, I was not 

an administrator when the participants were in school.  Also, my family has an extensive 
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relationship with the College of the Holy Cross. I am not an alum; however, seven 

nuclear family members are alums of the school, and four current students have a direct 

relation to me.   

Each participant was provided with informed consent. The informed consent 

contained the purpose of the study so as not to deceive. The informed consent also 

includes knowledge of the participants' right to withdraw from the research at any 

point.  Confidentiality was protected by assigning participants a number during the 

research analysis.  

Summary  

In this chapter, a plan was put forth to see how Cristo Rey Boston’s Mission 

helped to shape the lived experience of college persistence at Holy Cross. It was my 

intention to learn from the voices of the participants as a way to help future students.  As 

has been stated in earlier chapters, students from low-income families are a vulnerable 

population, and their college persistence is very low (16%) compared to the rest of the 

school-age population. The voices provided by the participants helped to inform best 

practices at Cristo Rey Boston, and then to the larger Cristo Rey network of 

schools.  There is significance to this, as the Cristo Ret network is the only Catholic 

school network that is expanding.  As discussed in Chapter 2, other Catholic school 

networks are in decline.    

In the ethical considerations section, I discussed how close I am to the participants 

in terms of my current role as Principal of Cristo Rey Boston.  However, I believe that 

this worked to my advantage.  It gave me the social identity as more than an investigator, 

rather someone who is here to help. The social identity “allows individuals to be effective 
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in the world – as agents of a group that shapes the world rather than just as subjects who 

are shaped by the world” (Haslam, Reicher, & Platow, 2011, p.64).  The advantage 

gained was that the participants realized the work was being done to help their alma 

mater.  

  

  



A CASE STUDY ON COLLEGE PERSISTENCE 

 

 

38

CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS AND FINDINGS  

Yin (2018) puts forth four strategies for analyzing data in a case study: reliance on 

theoretical propositions, working the data from the ground up, developing a case 

description, and examining plausible rival explanations. This study used the inductive, 

ground-up approach. The initial aim was framed through a positive lens. The 

investigation was meant to identify best practices a high school can utilize that will result 

in higher levels of college persistence for low-income students by investigating strong 

college persistence.   

The inductive approach allowed for data to emerge that will ultimately help low-

income students with their college persistence. Yin (2018) puts forth that the benefit of 

this strategy is that it may uncover a helpful insight. The insight may then need further 

examination. Chapter 4 is divided into a discussion of each theme that emerged from the 

coding process. The first two themes deal with the participants’ academic experience and 

their preparedness. Each theme has accompanying sub-themes followed by an analysis of 

the teachers’ research.  Themes three and four deal with the social experience in college 

and gratitude to the Corporate Work Study Program (CWSP) in high school. The themes 

are as follows:   

Theme 1: The students felt adequately prepared to handle humanities classes in college  

Theme 2: The students did not feel prepared to handle college STEM classes 

Theme 3: The students had an initial negative social experience  

Theme 4: Gratitude to Corporate Work Study Program 

 

 

 



A CASE STUDY ON COLLEGE PERSISTENCE 

 

 

39

Table 1   

Former Student Participants  

Participant Year of 

Graduation from 

Cristo Rey Boston 

Year of Graduation 

from Holy Cross 

Intended  

Major 

Chosen Major 

1 2012 2016 Pre-Med Psychology

2 2013 2017 Math Business 

3 2014 2018 Pre- Med Spanish 

4 2014 2018 Chemistry Sociology 

5 2016 2020 Pre- Med Psychology

6 2017 2021 Biology Latin 

American 

Studies 

   

Theme 1: The Students Felt Adequately Prepared for Their Humanities Classes  

All participants spoke on how they felt prepared for the humanities classes at the 

college. So much so that the wording around it was nearly identical to how well they felt 

prepared to handle the rigors of their humanities classes. The coding process revealed 

common terms such as “prepared”, “confident”, and “ready.” When asked the follow-up 

question about why they felt prepared for the classes, three sub-themes emerged: comfort 

with the process and content, credit to the teachers, and overall confidence.   

 

Comfort with the Process and Content  
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Students recalled a familiarity with the writing process during their time as CRB 

students. The writing process can be grouped into the mechanics of writing and the grit of 

writing. The mechanics of it have to do with writing as a process. One participant stated,” 

at Cristo Rey Boston, I learned to write and then rewrite." A second participant took it a 

step further by stating, "from the start of my Cristo Rey experience, we were taught the 

draft and revisions process.” A third participant said this process became a norm as she 

was “familiar with that process to the point of knowing it was an expectation."   

The process also refers to the “routines” of school. The students stated they had 

learned the importance of routines. One participant echoed the point of emphasizing a 

routine by using the term "practice." The concept of practice was described in terms of a 

sports analogy by several of the participants. The idea is that the frequency and 

repetitions of good habits will ultimately be rewarded down the road. The participants 

noted how they were able to buy into this process because of the “why” – the repetitions 

of good habits made sense to them.   

While the writing process was grouped in terms of the mechanics and grit. It 

should be noted that mechanics and grit work hand in glove, and in terms of the writing 

process, they both worked together. In recent years the terms academic grit or the phrase 

building up of academic muscles have been used in secondary education. The muscle 

piece describes the process of how students take on more of the academic lift in the day-

to-day classroom experience. Part and parcel of taking on the academic lift is the building 

up of writing and reading skills. There are many different writing programs used to help 

with this process. For example, the ThinkCERCA method uses the following process: (1) 

making a claim, (2) backing the claim with evidence, (3) the students connecting their 
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evidence with reasoning, and (4) the students exploring counterarguments to their initial 

claim.      

 In these experiences, teachers engage with their students in building up their 

reading and writing skills through guided feedback on student work. The goal is for 

classroom activity structures to provide opportunities for students to become 

knowledgeable, flexible, and resourceful disciplinary thinkers. Discussions are focused 

and coherent, providing opportunities to learn disciplinary ideas, techniques, and 

perspectives, make connections, and develop productive disciplinary habits of mind 

(Mullins, 2021). A key component of any writing or learning framework is the focus on 

feedback.  When done well, there is a feedback cycle that is embedded in the 

process.  The embedding of the feedback contrasts with the methods used previously, 

which called for the completion of an assignment followed by a grade.   

The students mentioned using the structures at Cristo Rey Boston which then 

served them well at college. "I was able to back my thoughts with evidence because I was 

used to citing my sources in high school." The process piece also refers to the time 

management piece. In education, the ability to manage time and materials falls into the 

educational skill of executive functioning.   

Executive functions are the cognitive processes occurring in the frontal lobe area 

of the brain that oversees higher-order competencies such as planning, organizing, 

making decisions, paying attention, regulating behavior, solving problems, and 

evaluating choices (Rush Neuro Behavioral Center, 2019). One of the participants stated, 

"I had a good command of executive functioning skills which allowed me to chunk when 

taking notes." It is worth noting that this participant was able to name the processes of 



A CASE STUDY ON COLLEGE PERSISTENCE 

 

 

42

executive functioning and chunking. In education parlance “chunking” is the breaking 

down of larger pieces into smaller pieces. When asked more about the process of 

chunking, the participant noted that breaking tasks into small manageable units “served 

her well beyond academics as it became a lifelong skill.”   

While not explicitly shared, other participants showed examples of the executive 

functioning skills at work in their humanities classroom and beyond. One participant 

stated, “a lot of us needed to have jobs while at college, therefore we needed to have 

good time management skills.” Another example of executive functioning at work was 

illustrated by a participant’s point that “there was a lot of unstructured time in college, I 

felt prepared how to plan out during my day and week.”       

In terms of content, students reported familiarity with high school texts that were 

then referenced in college. Cristo Rey Boston did not have a separate American History 

class and an American Literature class at the time. It was one class known as The 

American Experience. The course had one overarching lens by which all topics were 

viewed: “What does it mean to pursue the American Dream? Is it noble pursuit” 

(Grimaldi, 2018). The course covered eight topics in the United States and American 

History. 

At Cristo Rey Boston, history was incorporated into the literary work the students 

would be reading in class. For example, in Unit 3: Civil War and Frederick Douglas, 

when reading Narrative of the Life of Frederic Douglass, an American Slave, the students 

learned the social and historical conventions of the antebellum south. This high school 

class was a double block in terms of its timing. This meant that it had twice the minutes 

of a normal class period. The participants' observations were that many of the students in 
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their humanities classes had attended elite private Catholic high schools or highly 

regarded public high schools. “The course really prepared me well for college,” said one 

participant.    

Another participant stated the name of the teacher “Ms. G and her class was 

similar to a college setting.” When asked to explain, the participant elaborated on “the 

fact that the skills we learned in our high school class were applicable to his college 

classes.” The class, on a micro-scale reflected the findings of the themes. The participants 

did not feel that the other students had an advantage over them in the humanities. One 

participant stated: “At college, there were certain books and poems that were referenced, 

and we were aware of them because of this course.” While not unusual or even an 

expectation to feel prepared, this contrasts with a lack of preparedness in STEM that is 

discussed later in the chapter.     

Self Confidence  

For the subtheme of self-confidence, the participants reported that the self-

confidence came from the preparedness they had from their humanities teachers at Cristo 

Rey Boston. They were also due to their work-study experience while at Cristo Rey 

Boston. In terms of the course work, as was discussed in the prior sub-theme, the students 

felt prepared in terms of process and content, and with some of the soft skills needed to 

survive and thrive in an academic setting. Three of the six recalled an experience of 

having to get up in front of their Cristo Rey Boston classmates and give a presentation on 

a topic. One participant’s statement summed up the sentiment when she stated: “In my 

first year at college I had to present in front of the whole class, I had done this at CRB 



A CASE STUDY ON COLLEGE PERSISTENCE 

 

 

44

and while still nervous, I had confidence because I had done this before.” This activity of 

presenting served them well in their humanities classes at college.   

All six also stated that due to their relationships with the humanities teachers, they 

were in the habit of seeing a teacher after class hours to discuss a topic, grade, or an idea 

that came up in class. Seeing a teacher after school for academic reasons was expressed 

by the participants. “I can recall being after school well past 5pm just talking about the 

Boston Red Sox” stated one participant. This relationship aspect will be further explored 

in the next subtheme.   

Credit to Teachers  

The prior sub-theme had to do with a sense of confidence the students had in 

themselves. When drilling down about their Cristo Rey Boston humanities experience, all 

students gave credit to their teachers. The credit took the form of the teacher's academic 

expertise and then the relationship that exists between the teacher and student.   

The students take away about their humanities teachers was that they loved the 

subject area. All the participants cited that they felt as though their teachers loved their 

respective humanities subjects. One participant stated, "I knew my teacher loved to read 

as he would comment on what he was reading at home." Another participant explained 

how the teacher would bring the characters to life in a relatable way. "We were reading a 

poem from a 19th century US author, and I felt the passion the teacher had for the poem 

as we learned about it." Another commented, "I felt my command of the English 

language improved under this teacher, not because it was being taught, but because the 

teacher was passionate about proper usage and form as a lifelong skill. As a result, I felt 

and then absorbed the necessity for the command of the language."  
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The second aspect of credit points to the relationships with the Humanities 

teachers. One participant spoke about the experiences outside of the classroom with their 

humanities teachers. "I remember sitting in my English teacher's classroom well after the 

school hours. We were sitting and chatting about life and events going on in the world." 

Another participant echoed the availability after the school day by stating, "there were 

times that I recalled several instances where I had writer's block. I emailed my teacher, 

who immediately called me up and walked me through the area where I was stuck." It 

was unclear to the students what the initial hook was to get the students into the 

classroom after hours. They were not sure if it originated from an academic question or if 

it was due to a connection of trust being made through the classroom.  

A final point about the relationship has to do with all the participants 

remembering and recalling the teachers' names. It was also observed that the participants 

had no trouble recalling the names of their Humanities teachers. While they were not 

specifically asked the teacher names, they enthusiastically recalled the teacher names of 

their humanities classes. This is in direct contrast to their STEM teachers, for whom the 

participants had a hard time recalling their direct names.   

It should also be pointed out that there were both nonverbal and indirect follow-

ups. As was stated in Chapter 3, these interviews were done over ZOOM. As a result, the 

participants' nonverbal reactions became observable data points. All six participants had 

nonverbal expressions of joy and happiness when speaking about their humanities 

teachers. The nonverbal expressions included smiles, sitting up straighter, and leaning 

into the camera. It should also be noted that the participants expressed disappointment in 

their faces and words when they were informed that these teachers were no longer at 
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Cristo Rey Boston. One participant succinctly said, "it is too bad that teacher left, it is 

because of her that I thrived at Holy Cross, and it is because of her; I am who I am 

today."   

Humanities Teacher Analysis  

Three former humanities teachers were interviewed for the investigation. Both 

teachers gave more than five years of service to the school in their roles as teachers to the 

school. One of the teachers designed and built out the American Experience course that 

was referenced in the theme. “I wanted to create a course that had academic rigor, but 

was relevant to their lives,” when she was describing the goal of the course.  When asked 

about the academic rigor, she commented: “The students had to know how to write. They 

had to understand how to create an argument, but also show command of the language.” 

This teacher was responsible for and created the American Experience course that was 

referenced by the student participants. “I created the course because I wanted the students 

to be aware of influential authors, but also have authors that were a representation of the 

student population.”  She went on to state that “this was not easy as it seemed, and it was 

as though I had to double the work.”    

The second humanities teacher spoke about the importance of asking the students 

to address “high level questions”.  He went on to explain that high level questions had 

them consider power dynamics in a story or defining identity with a character and how it 

related to the lives of the students.” He also focused on the relationship aspect of 

teaching.  “There were times that I would stay late, just having conversations with the 

students about local events or the baseball game.” He then went on to note, that the 

student motivation for staying was also driven by their home situations. “While I would 
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like to think it was charming personality and great lesson planning, the reality is that 

some of their home situations were not ideal, and the kids needed a reason to not go 

home.”   

Both humanities teachers spoke about the importance of continuity in staffing. “I 

was able to create and build the course because I had been at the school for several 

years.” Another humanities teacher stated how there was trust and communication. “If I 

did not get to cover a skill or topic, I would make my colleague aware, and she would 

make a point of covering it.”  This was also true when thinking about a whole grade 

level. “One year we knew the group had weak writing skills compared to previous years. 

As a staff, we then focused on them year over year to build up their skills.”   

Theme 2: The Students Did Not Feel Prepared to Handle College STEM Classes 

At the outset of this case study, the purpose was framed in the positive. It 

investigated the high rate of college persistence of low-income students from one high 

school and one college. The goal was to find why this was occurring and then replicate 

the best practices with other students and other schools. We only need to investigate the 

positive to replicate it in other instances. However, since an inductive approach was used, 

a theme emerged that did not imply that everything was idyllic. What emerged was a 

theme of students entering college with the dream of a career in STEM only to realize 

that the reality was that they were not prepared for STEM classes in college. The lack of 

preparedness is broken into the sub-themes of a lack of structure around STEM, 

unpreparedness with STEM content in the high school setting, and a lack of content 

knowledge.  

Structures  
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In contrast to the students feeling prepared structurally to handle humanities 

courses, all of the students felt unprepared in terms of managing college STEM classes. 

All participants shared similar statements about not having the proper study skills. One 

participant stated: "I had no idea what a study group was? A professor stated that a study 

group was a good way of studying and preparing for a test, yet I had never heard of 

these." Another student shared a similar experience. "My college Chemistry teacher 

started rattling off acronyms that she said would assist us with our preparation. I had not 

heard of these terms before." Of note, statements like these also contribute to the social 

isolation that will be discussed later in Chapter 4.   

The participants were then asked about the STEM classes while in high school. 

When they were in high school, the students felt that they were working hard towards a 

goal but, in retrospect, did not feel or see connections to other material in STEM classes. 

They also pointed to structure that was more about improving the grade rather than 

learning. "Teachers would allow us to do test correction, so I always knew that if I 

received a low grade on a test, I could go back do the corrections and get a higher 

grade."   

Another participant noted that the system of test corrections "created a false sense 

of success." The participant realized that the higher grade was not reflective of ability in 

science or math but the result of doing test corrections. Another participant pointed out 

that she felt as though she was taught how to take a test from early grades through high 

school rather than taught the subject. Finally, one participant put forth "that we had our 

hands held a lot in STEM classes."   



A CASE STUDY ON COLLEGE PERSISTENCE 

 

 

49

As discussed in Chapter 3, most students at Cristo Rey Boston were previously 

educated in middle school at Boston Charter and Boston Public schools, where 

standardized testing is part of the day-to-day classroom experience. Funding for Boston 

Charter and Boston Public schools depends on scores on standardized tests, thus creating 

a culture where teaching to the test is the emphasis. Charter schools in Boston have been 

noted for their performance on standardized tests.  As noted in Chapter 3 there is a 

difference between achievement and attainment. Achievement is defined as scores 

achieved on a test, and attainment is the completion of education programming.  

Content  

The lack of preparedness in STEM content refers to deficiencies in existing 

course work and the school not being a "culture of science.” Throughout most of the past 

fifteen years, the course sequence consists of taking the following science course and 

progression: Grade nine Physical Science, Grade 10 Biology, Grade 11 Chemistry. A 

science class in grade 12 has changed year over, but the core of the first three years has 

not changed. One participant stated at Cristo Rey Boston, "we spent too much time on a 

topic and thus did not know concepts that we were expected to know in college.”    

Three of the participants ended up taking Math at a community college during the 

summer in anticipation of the Math class they would be taking during the fall semester. It 

was a tactic recommended by other Cristo Rey students to prep for the college year. 

Another participant spoke about the lack of lab time in the Science classes. Another 

participant echoed this when she stated, "the school had labs and time dedicated to labs, 

but sometimes the labs were skipped and instead we had tests or study time during the 

longer lab periods."    
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During their college experience through conversations with other Holy Cross 

students, the participants realized that their science experience at Cristo Rey Boston was 

missing several components. The participants spoke about the lack of elective classes in 

science that classmates at Holy Cross could take during high school. "My friends in 

college spoke about their high school having several science electives." Another 

participant stated that a college friend referenced having access to take several Advanced 

Placement science courses. It should be noted that several of the science electives are 

dependent upon a strong background in Math. For example, success in AP Biology is 

usually tied to a strong background in statistics. At the time, Cristo Rey Boston did not 

offer AP Biology, nor did it have a Statistics class for Math.   

At Holy Cross, several of the students learned about the STEM cultures at other 

High Schools. A participant spoke about how a colleague brought back alums to their 

high school who had gone onto careers in STEM. The alums would give presentations on 

their field and plant seeds on how to achieve the career and, in some cases, would serve 

as mentors. "One friend pointed out how she was a member of the Robotics team, and I 

did not realize those types of teams and clubs existed?"   

As stated earlier, the realization of the lack of preparedness contributed to social 

isolation, but worse, it allowed a feeling of doubt to creep into their minds. "I did not 

think I belonged here," said one participant. Another participant reflected on how the 

doubt was severe enough to the point that it bled into other areas. "It was one thing to 

realize that we were not prepared in STEM, it was another thing to realize that my high 

school experience was not in any way, shape or form on par with some of my classmates 

in college." When asked to explain the statement, she described how "other students 
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seemed to have a lot more resources available to them at their high schools." The lack of 

confidence and doubt are essential components for their social experience while in 

college.   

While it is not enough to live as its own sub theme the students brought into 

account preparedness in terms of working with their college professors. This 

investigation has tried to keep its focus on events and activities at Cristo Rey Boston. 

However, it is worth consideration to bring up the shared sentiment that the participants 

did not feel a professional warmth from the STEM professors at Holy Cross. “I was not 

felt welcome by the professors stated one participant.”  Another participant went into 

more description by stating that “I did not feel as though the professor was excited for us 

to be in the class.”  Another participant phrased it in the negative when she exclaimed “it 

was as though the college science class was there to weed people out of pre-med. The 

college wanted only its top students to pursue it.”  While this is blurring the lines of the 

investigation by going into the college experience, it is worth being a part of the 

investigation. If the students are entering an unfriendly or hostile environment, it is up to 

the high school to prepare them for this. Preparing them for the academic and the 

working environment will be discussed further in Chapter 5. Finally, not feeling welcome 

into an academic program is one more contributor to the social isolation.  

STEM Teacher Analysis   

Two former STEM teachers were interviewed for the investigation.  One teacher 

specialized in Math and one teacher specialized in Science. Both teachers, when asked 

about the goal of college persistence expressed that it was at the forefront. “College 

persistence was very much a part of the fabric of my Cristo Rey Boston experiences,” 
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said the Math participant. When asked to explain further she stated: “it was a topic that 

was hit at faculty orientation and then was brought into the conversations and 

presentations during subsequent faculty professional development.”  The Science teacher 

participant stated similar sentiments. “It was a constant and became topics that were 

discussed formally or informally”  

Neither the Science teacher nor the Math teacher had information shared about the 

students’ sentiments about not feeling prepared in STEM. However, several salient points 

emerged from the interviews.  The science teacher spoke about wanting students to feel a 

connection to the content. “I wanted my students to love the content as much as I did… I 

wanted them to know the beauty of science.”  He went on the state that before he laid any 

groundwork on having them fall in love with the sciences, “he tried to make a personal 

connection with them because I wanted to have that first.”   

In terms of getting them to think of STEM as a major he was quick to credit 

societal influences.  “The kids were obsessed with the television shows that had a STEM 

careers the setting or locale for the show.”  The teacher recalled how the television series, 

Grey’s Anatomy, was a real hit amongst the students, as the show was often referenced by 

the students. The Science teacher also pointed out that salary and lifestyle was the 

motivator as opposed to a love of the field of science.  

The Math teacher shared a similar process. “I wanted to establish a culture of care 

and trust.”   She used teaching tactics that built up the trust as well as student learning 

activities that built in students social and emotional health and wellbeing. The math 

teacher brought up the concept of educational equity. “I wanted to create a classroom 

experience where my classroom teaching was so robust that students would not need to 
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come by after school.” When asked about this related to equity, she responded” “not 

every student has the capacity to come after school, therefore I need to make sure I am 

doing everything I can to continually become the best classroom teacher to ensure 

equity.”   

Theme 3: The Students had an Initial Negative Social Experience  

In Chapter 3, college persistence was discussed in terms of being academically 

prepared for the rigors and having the skills to navigate the social experiences of college. 

While the social experiences can take on many different forms, the social experiences 

were similar in that all the students were living on campus and not commuting to school. 

Two sub-themes emerged when discussing the social experiences. The first sub-theme is 

a lack of preparation for the people and potential situations they would encounter. While 

at first glance, the second sub theme seems in direct contrast to the first sub-theme, 

because it included both gratitude and credit to their work-study experience for helping 

them navigate potential social situations in college.  

For all the participants, it was the first time, besides their corporate work-study 

experience, that they felt their status both as a minority and as a Person of Color. Over 

the past five years here is the average in terms of the diversity at Holy Cross: 72% 

identify as white, 10% as Hispanic/LatinoX, 6% Asian, 5% Black, 3% other, and 3% as 

not specified. The students who attended Holy Cross from Cristo Rey Boston identify as 

either Hispanic/Latin X or Black.     

The majority of first-year students at the College of the Holy Cross live in 

dormitories that are divided coed by the floor. In terms of their early experiences at Holy 

Cross, two elements were felt immediately. The first was that they were not used to being 
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in a setting where they were the minority. "I did not see that many students that looked 

like me." While this fact was known to them, as the students were made aware of this by 

both Cristo Rey Boston and Holy Cross, the reality was not fully known until the students 

were on campus. One participant stated: “I knew it was not as diverse as my high school, 

but it still hit me hard that first day.” All participants felt the same feeling of being in a 

very different place. One participant recalled: “I remember at orientation my group was 

not very diverse, I felt out of place and thus I retreated into a shell”  

The second element they felt immediately was the economic divide between the 

students. "I recall on the move-in date the fancy and expensive cars that parents were 

using at drop off; it seemed as though everyone had an expensive car." Another 

participant commented on walking through the campus parking lot: "I saw the cars driven 

by the upper-class students and they all seemed expensive." Please note that upper class 

refers to years of college experience, not the socio-economic term "upper class." Another 

participant recalls the outfits worn by one of the parents at drop-off. “This mom seemed 

like she was a model, all of her clothing had expensive names.”  

While the socioeconomic divide was felt immediately, it would also be a 

recurring feeling during their time in college. One participant recalled a casual 

conversation that was occurring in the dorm room. "We were hanging out and speaking 

about our grades; one of my friends then chimed that his parents were only going to get 

him a new Honda and not an Acura because he did not achieve a certain grade point 

average." Another participant spoke about the conversation that would take place in the 

days leading up to a break. "A group of us were sharing our plans for the break. Most 

were describing travel plans to fun destinations and not their homes. When the 
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conversation turned to me, I casually said I was not sure what I was going to do." All the 

participants spoke about how conversations around activities requiring financial means 

were challenging to navigate. These activities included trips during vacations, gifts 

received during holidays, and the activities of the parents and caregivers.   

It is worth noting that a lack of discretionary income was also felt for day-to-day 

activities. While the purpose and aim of this investigation focused on their high school 

experience and preparation for persistence, the ability to not have means for on campus 

activities contributed to their social isolation. All the participants spoke of getting on 

campus jobs to earn some spending money. The participants also spoke of the availability 

of jobs that would take advantage of their existing skills and were flexible in terms of not 

conflicting with class time. However, there was a drawback, in that it further contributed 

to social isolation. One participant stated: “I was able to get a job, but it gave me one 

more excuse to not get involved in other aspects of campus life”  

Social Isolation   

The lack of confidence in their STEM academic ability, coupled with not fitting in 

led to social isolation. All the participants spoke of stretches during their first year, where 

they were going home every weekend. While Holy Cross is not a commuter school, the 

school has easy access to and from the Boston area, which was the area in which most 

Cristo Rey Boston’s students resided. It is a one-hour car ride, and there is also a public 

transportation system that connects the cities of Worcester, MA, and Boston, MA. “It was 

easier to pack up and go home than to think about ways of occupying my time on 

campus,” said one participant.    
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By the participants' own admission, the college had an abundance of clubs and 

activities to offer. However, there was a hesitancy to take advantage of them to feel 

connected. "At Cristo Rey, there was a lack of extracurricular choices. I feel as though I 

missed out on things that the rest of my college classmates had done in high school." This 

thought is similar to the one shared about academic preparation. Another participant 

offered that "it was hard to know where to begin when it came to the college 

community." When asked to go in-depth about this, the participant stated: “I was not used 

to trying new things out in high school; most of the community building was engineered 

or built-in." Another participant summed up the difference between community and 

engagement. “While at Cristo Rey, I felt we had a strong community, but there is a 

difference between community and engagement." He further stated that “Cristo Rey had 

great community and spirit moments but little areas for exploring interests.” All the 

participants spoke about being involved at Cristo Rey Boston but recognized that there 

were few offerings outside the classroom to choose from. “It was easy to feel connected 

at CRB, but as I reflect on it, we were never really out of our comfort zone” Another 

participant added to this by stating. “I know that coddling is not the right word, but we 

were never pushed to get out of our comfort zone and put ourselves out there socially.”   

It is worth noting that the participants also spoke about this in terms of their 

family dynamics and pressure. The participants spoke about the fact that family dynamics 

of having to help with caregiving or assisting with running the household played into not 

getting involved in more extracurriculars at Cristo Rey Boston. Unlike the STEM 

preparedness, which they felt was a shortcoming of the school, these issues were more 

due to the realities they faced at home.    
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The family dynamic is also carried into the college setting. Three of the 

participants stated that going home on the weekend to help out was also a necessity. All 

three women during their high school experience were active in managing their 

households. There was an expectation to help with the caregiving of younger siblings and 

to be a part of the systems needed to run the home.  The three students have parents 

whose first language was not English. The students would serve as interpreters for their 

parents and serve as the interface to the English speaking world of their parents. One 

participant stated: “I had to go home on weekends so that my mother could pick up 

another shift at work.”  

The participants also spoke about the lack of connectedness being more owned by 

them. "Cristo Rey is a great community, but I missed that community when I arrived at 

college. I did not make the connection to try to seek or create a similar community until 

later in my Holy Cross experience." Around the end of Sophomore and the beginning of 

Junior year, all the participants began to feel more connected to the community. The 

reasons for this are varied, and none of them could pinpoint a significant moment or 

experience, only that during the time frame of the start of Junior year, upon reflection, is 

when they noticed the change. Some pointed to joining clubs, others newfound 

confidence in their selected major.  What was common was that the time was ripe for a 

change and shared “looking in the mirror” moments. “It occurred to me that I had just 

completed two years of college and had not fully taken advantage of all that it had to 

offer… I needed to do better.”  Another added: “I knew people were counting on me and 

a lot of people had made sacrifices for me to be at Holy Cross … it was time for me to 

step up.”  
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Theme 4: Gratitude to Corporate Work Study Program 

All the participants gave credit and expressed gratitude for their Corporate Work 

Study (CWSP) experience. “I feel as though I owe my success to CWSP,” said one 

participant. Another added, “CWSP really prepared me.” After delving into their 

gratitude, the credit comes in three forms. One form is learning from experiences during 

their Corporate Work Study. The second form has to do with the people associated with 

their work-study. And the third has to do with the confidence gained from the CWSP 

experience.   

In terms of the learning, the CWSP environment allowed them to showcase their 

work ethic. “I was not being graded, I was being asked to do tasks and complete them. I 

am a hardworking kid, and it was an instant reward,” said one participant. A second 

participant added “I was always taught to be on time and work hard so those good things 

will happen. Work study played itself out that way.”   

Four of the six participants spoke about connecting with a former CWSP 

supervisor during their time in college. "I reached out to my former CWSP supervisor 

during times that I struggled in college for advice on how to work through situations." 

Three of them even worked with a former partner either as interns or paid jobs during 

their summers. Another participant who then interned over the summer spoke about the 

summer experiences as a time where thoughtful conversations about the next steps would 

take place for their educational career. All the participants spoke on how the Work-Study 

experience gave them "eyes on the prize" moments. The statement that summarized 

what all felt was captured by one participant who stated: “our work-study experience 

gave us a concrete experience on why we should persist in college.”  
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All participants had confidence because of their CWSP experience. As discussed 

in Chapter 1, the work-study experience is of equal status to Cristo Rey's student 

experience. In contrast, there are many charter school networks with a similar mission to 

provide a college preparatory education to at-risk low-income students, which sets Cristo 

Rey schools apart due to the work-study component.   

Three participants spoke about recalling their time at Corporate Work Study as a 

source of confidence. "I remembered how nervous I was when I started work-study and 

then thought if I conquered that, then I should be able to get over what is bringing me 

down in college." Another stated: "I did really well at Corporate Work Study, people 

liked me and respected my work; therefore, all I had to do was put myself out there." All 

six participants felt they had an advantage over other students at college. The feeling was 

almost tangible to the point that one student described it as having "almost an unfair 

advantage over the other students." When asked why CWSP provided them an advantage, 

the students shared that the diversity of the workplace was new to them. The CWSP 

experience put them in a situation where they had to figure out how to navigate different 

personalities. For all of them, it was the first time they were in a setting where they were 

not minority-majority. It was one of their first instances of working with people from 

different ethnic and cultural backgrounds other than ones familiar to them.    

In addition to the workplace dynamics, the corporate work study setting played a 

role in their confidence. "I worked for the largest bank in Boston, and if I were welcomed 

there, I would be welcomed anywhere." Another participant stated, "I worked at a 

prestigious Boston law firm; it meant a lot that I was part of a winning team of lawyers. 

While I did not have a clue as to what they did, being a part of a successful team gave me 
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confidence." Other participants’ statements affirmed the concept that the “who” they 

were working for was as important as “what” of the word being done.  One participant 

stated: “I was watching TV with my family and a commercial came on for the company 

where I was placed; it made me feel proud to say that I worked there.”   

Discussion  

All the participants who are graduates of Cristo Rey Boston were top students 

while in high school.  All were in the top quartile of their graduating class. It should be 

noted that all the participants had other college options besides Holy Cross.  For two of 

the participants, they had the options of going to a more highly regarded institutions but 

chose to go to Holy Cross due to its closer proximity to Boston.   

Alignment of Findings with the Literature  

In terms of academic preparedness, the findings align with the work of Witkow et 

al. (2015) and Kinzie and Kuh (2017).  The student participants had grade point averages 

(GPA) in the top quartile in their class. Witkow et al. (2015) found that students with 

higher GPAs in high school tended to enroll in colleges with high graduation 

rates.  Kinzie and Kuh (2017) further stated the importance of engagement both prior to 

and during college.  The participants were active in their high school experiences, and all 

spoke of engagement as a way of enhancing their academic success at college.   

The literature on the importance of high school faculty and the role they play in 

future student success aligned with the students’ data about their Cristo Rey 

experience.  The teacher–student relationship is the building block for a student’s 

academic success.  The teacher as a transformational leader was aligned with Bass and 

Avolio’s (1993) work on transformational leadership. The humanities by the students’ 
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description created classrooms aligned to the four “I”s   of transformational leadership:(1) 

idealized influence – the teacher with the end goal of college persistence in mind, (2) 

inspirational motivation – the teacher as a lifelong learner,(3) intellectual stimulation – 

The teacher brings literature to life, (4) individualized consideration – the teacher used 

texts and authors that reflected the students’ demographics.  

Finally, there was alignment with the historic work of the Catholic Church in the 

United States of providing educational equity for those in society who have been 

marginalized.  The Cristo Rey Network has continued what was started by a group of 

Ursuline Sisters in New Orleans in the 1700s. It was those Ursuline Sisters who were the 

first to provide formal schooling to African American and Native American girls as a 

way of breaking down barriers to success and thus to open doors for two groups in 

society who were marginalized.   

Strengths  

The use of open-ended questions allowed for the opportunity to go deeper with 

participant responses into their Cristo Rey Boston Experience. It allowed for the drilling 

down of cause issues for both the positive and negative experiences that took place in 

high school.  The primary strength of the study was the use of an inductive approach for 

the analysis. The inductive approach allowed for evidence of the theme of students not 

feeling prepared for college to emerge. This approach will serve as a driver for solutions 

that will be discussed in Chapter 5.  In short, the investigation was meant to provide 

solutions that are grounded in evidence to better serve high school students in the future. 

Chapter Five will go into more detail about those solutions.     

Limitations  
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As of this writing, there are 30 current graduates that are both graduates of Cristo 

Rey Boston and The College of the Holy Cross. After the fourth interview, similar 

statements about being prepared for humanities and not being prepared for STEM had 

been repeated by all the participants. Additional investigation with more students would 

enhance the scope of this project and might increase the reliability and validity of the 

data.  

A typical characteristic of a case study is that the research is done in the setting of 

a real-world problem, so that direct observation and participant observation could be data 

points (Yin, 2018). Due to COVID 19, participants could not be brought back to Cristo 

Rey’s campus. If participants were allowed to be on campus, perhaps more memories and 

more detailed recollections could have emerged.  To account for this, the warmup to the 

interview questions was deliberately longer.  The purpose of the warmup was to get the 

participants to speak about their experiences, by asking them about moments of levity, as 

well as about fun memories and personalities.   

Summary  

Chapter Four discussed this qualitative case study’s findings on college 

persistence. The result was finding an alignment between current literature and the 

student experience. The investigation conducted interviews with six graduates, three 

humanities teachers, two STEM teachers, and two administrators. Four themes emerged 

as a result of the investigation: the students felt prepared to handle humanities classes in 

college, the students did not feel prepared to handle STEM classes in college, the students 

felt an initial negative about their social experience, and the students’ felt gratitude to 

Corporate Work Study Program. The dissertation in practice revealed gaps in the 
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education process around STEM education as well as confirmation of the importance of 

relationships in education.  

All the participants have gone on to successful careers post college. They also 

point out that while disappointed with their STEM experience, they are very grateful for 

their overall Cristo Rey experience.  They were extremely eager to be participants, as it 

was viewed as a way of giving back and they saw value if the study then leads to creating 

a better overall experience for future Cristo Rey Boston students.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: PROPOSED SOLUTIONS AND IMPLICATIONS  

The four themes of the investigation - the students felt prepared to handle 

humanities classes in college, the students did not feel prepared to handle STEM classes 

in college, the students felt an initial negative about their social experience, and gratitude 

to the Corporate Work Study Program - point to the importance of the everyday 

experience of the student in the High School classroom. It is in the classroom setting 

where the high school students experience the lived mission of the school in a way that 

shapes the students’ thinking.    

With the classroom experience at the forefront, two key takeaways emerge: the 

importance of college preparedness, and the critical role relationships play in teaching. 

Organizations are made up of people and structures; in the organization of the school, it is 

essential that people and the structures are mission-driven and mission-aligned. The 

proposed solutions in this chapter directly address Themes 1 and 2 and indirectly address 

Themes 3 and 4 by looking at practices that support people and structures. The first 

solution involves strategies for faculty retention and professional development. The 

second solution uses collaborative data inquiry to inform decision making. The third 

solution looks at Cristo Rey Boston’s part in the Boston ecosystem.  

Aim Statement  

This study aims to identify the best practices a high school can utilize that will 

result in higher levels of college persistence for low-income students. The research 

contributes to a body of literature that looks for effective responses to the gap that exists 

in the college persistence rates between students coming from low-income compared to 

the rest of the United States population. It is also worth noting, that it is a presumed 
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assumption in the Academic community that the effects of COVID -19 have widened the 

gap between low-income students and rest of the United States student population. The 

attempt to try to understand the experiences of the graduates was key to discovering new 

ways of meeting the needs of future high school students.   

Proposed Solutions  

In secondary education, the world in which Cristo Rey Boston operates, leaders 

must identify a model for change which includes encouraging their employees, 

connecting peers with purpose-building capacity, and supporting learning, transparency, 

and systems (Fullan, 2008; as cited by Onorato, 2013, p.38).  According to Liou (2015), 

in the realm of education, “both flexibility and collaboration emerge to be the essentials 

of crisis response, allowing the system to perform self-correcting mechanisms to adapt to 

dynamic challenges” (p. 272).  The solutions take into account the people and structures 

within secondary education but are also unique to Cristo Rey Boston. Faculty retention 

and professional development are critical for operational vitality. The retention and 

development strategy will be done by recruiting and hiring Mission driven faculty and 

staff and then looking at ways of keeping them at the school.  

The second solution, collaborative data inquiry, is a driver of the first solution. It 

looks to leverage the collective wisdom of the faculty to inform decision making as well 

as professional development. Collaborative data inquiry sees the teacher as a 

transformational leader and thus part of the solutioning for day-to-day issues and long-

term strategic issues.   

  The third solution consists of Cristo Rey Boston taking advantage of the Boston 

organizational ecosystem. When an organization can let go of its more insular approach 
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and see itself as a segment of an ecosystem, it may also see more clearly the 

interconnected pieces on a map (Wells, 1998, p.81). This discipline of envisioning may 

also allow the school to ask important questions: what is our role in this ecosystem? To 

which role/task do we bring particular strength? Can we better leverage that strength as 

we continue to operate in this ecosystem?     

As an ecosystem, Boston has a robust Health Care industry. Within five miles of 

the school, there are many top hospitals and large Bio-Tech companies. Cristo Rey 

Boston should look at these institutions to create more Corporate Work Study jobs for the 

students. In doing this, the students would get more real-world experience in a STEM 

setting. This allows the school to build on an area of strength identified by the 

investigation, and also address an area of need.  

Evidence that Supports the Solution  

The student participants all spoke about the importance of the relationship 

between the teacher and student. The critical role relationship has in the school is 

embedded in Cristo Rey Boston’s Mission, Therefore, school leadership would benefit 

from the concept of hiring for Mission.  Hiring faculty and staff that are attracted to the 

Mission of Cristo Rey Boston. To do this, Cristo Rey Boston needs to be very clear 

during the hiring process of what it is looking for, in potential hires. It also needs to 

create a recruitment process for teachers. It is here the school would do well to create an 

Employee Value Proposition (EVP) as part of the hiring process.  As part of the EVP, it 

will become clear to prospective hires that the school is looking for teachers that 

understand that the school life extends far beyond the classroom hours. The student 
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participants all spoke about the experiences that occurred outside the classroom and how 

they were formative for them.   

In addition to bringing the right people on board, it is equally critical to keep them 

at Cristo Rey Boston for as long as possible.  The humanities teachers spoke about the 

importance of having colleagues who had years of working experience as a team. The 

result was trust being built up between the academic department and the students. 

Teachers, instead of preparing to just get through the week, or the next day in the 

instances of new teachers, now must have the ability to create and develop long term 

solutions to problems. The STEM teachers spoke of the high turnover in their 

department. The two STEM teachers felt this isolation. So much so, for one, it was the 

reason why they left the school.    

For teachers to stay, Cristo Rey Boston needs to invest in their growth and be 

viewed as a space where they are valued, and where they are not on their own. For 

growth to occur, Cristo Rey Boston would do well to have a robust teacher development 

structure that includes protected time for individual teacher coaching and departmental 

communication. Protected time refers to time that is built into each teacher’s day for 

these processes to occur.   

Evidence that Challenges the Solutions  

There is a need to ensure that the stability discussed above regarding the teachers 

also holds true for school administrators. Within the Cristo Rey Network, the average 

number years for principals to stay in the job has been 2.7 years.  The reasons for the high 

administrator turnover are varied, including more recently the effects of COVID 19, 

which have been felt throughout education.   
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The growth and effectiveness of the Boston Charter schools will also be a factor. 

Student standardized test scores in Boston Charter beat those of Boston Public schools. 

The charter school’s successes have led to thoughts of replicating its success with careful 

and complete planning.  

A challenge to replicating charter school success is that most charter schools rely 

on plans that plot out each moment of the class day. While minute-by-minute planning 

may be unattainable, there is a compelling rationale to make use of structures that can 

help schools. An example of this is the Teaching for Robust Understanding framework 

(TRU).  The TRU framework calls for the following: (1) the richness of disciplinary 

concepts and practices available for learning, (2) student sense making and productive 

struggle, (3) meaningful and equitable access to concepts for all students, and (4) means 

for constructing positive disciplinary identities through presenting, discussing, and 

refining, and (5) the responsiveness of the environment to student thinking.  

Implementation of the Proposed Solutions  

Rogers (2003) argues for an innovation to be effective it must meet the needs of 

the external and internal stakeholders of an organization. Strategic implementation can be 

a challenging process for some stakeholders of an organization.  Change in an 

educational setting takes on a greater degree of difficulty, in that most who work in 

education view their work as that of a vocation.  According to Bryson (2011) when a 

stakeholder views their role as a vocation, that person will bring a large amount of energy 

and dedication to the role (p. 275). Palmer (1997) takes the concept of vocation further by 

viewing it as what one is called and gifted to do in their world (p.19).  A vocation is the 
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intersection of a person’s “inner self with the outer world” (Palmer, 1997, p. 19). Based 

on this investigation, all the teacher participants viewed their work as a vocation.    

There are points that need to be clarified about the stakeholders, as well as the 

strategic change process.  First, the stakeholders are individuals who have a proven track 

record as members of the organization.  There have not been underlying issues with 

performance, and they have not had issues of organizational loyalty in the past.  They are 

productive and positive members of the community that are having difficulty accepting 

the change.    

The summer months present a natural place for the launch of new 

initiatives.  Typically, the end-of-year faculty and staff meetings end with a focus on the 

upcoming school year. Faculty and staff who are not returning typically do not attend 

those ends of the year meetings. This makes for a smaller more intimate work setting 

with stakeholders who remain committed to the organization. During the June and fall 

sessions work would be done on the EVP. The stakeholders will be asked the following:   

 Why did you choose to work at Cristo Rey?  

 Why have you chosen to stay at Cristo Rey?   

 What will you need to continue working at Cristo Rey for the next three years?  

The data from the session will then be coded to see what themes emerge. In recent 

years understanding the “why” – why one chooses what they choose in terms of career 

and vocation has been at the forefront of organizational psychology   

  A robust professional development plan must be all encompassing, consider 

different levels of teaching ability, consider content levels and social emotional well 
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being of the faculty and staff, and finally must have allotted time and space.  Along with 

this professional development plan, the following would need to be implemented:   

1. Use of teacher coaches; addition of school-culture observations; more frequent formal 

observations.  

2. Professional development in response to faculty feedback so that data and evidence can 

guide the desired outcomes.  

3. Break down professional development sessions into large scale and small-scale topics. 

Large scale topics include introducing a structure such as an Academic Framework, 

alignment of policies for late or missing work, building positive classroom culture, 

holding students to high expectations, integrating college and social-emotional 

counseling into the classroom, and an overview of tiered interventions.  

As part of the focus on professional development, there needs to be more research 

into STEM teaching practices and content. Using Math as an example the Math 

curriculum is Calculus-driven, with all Seniors engaged in either AP Calculus, 

Introduction to Calculus, or Pre-Calculus. Cristo Rey Boston should look at Statistics 

based curriculum.  

The reason Cristo Rey Boston is looking at this option is for the increasing number of 

students who are interested in college and career paths that will require Statistics and 

Data Analysis. The school should begin discussions around the possibility of 

incorporating Statistics (AP-level and/or introductory level) and will continue to explore 

that this academic year in collaboration with other schools locally and within the 

Network.   
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Cristo Rey Boston needs to take an overall look at its curriculum. The goal in 

mapping the curriculum would be twofold: to have a series of documents that clearly 

demonstrates the vertical and horizontal alignment of the curriculum and to make it easier 

for a new teacher to transition into teaching a course. It would also be a structural 

safeguard against faculty and staff turnover. As part of the process, Cristo Rey Boston 

should seek out other Catholic High schools that have robust STEM curriculums. 

The success of the solutions in the long term will be looked at through college 

persistence data and alignment of initial college major with graduating major. For these 

long-term outcomes to be measured, accurate data capture will be needed. While the 

schools in the Cristo Rey Network have the persistence data, the collection of intended 

majors will be a new item for data collection. In the short-term standardized test results 

and teacher turnover data will need to be analyzed. Teacher exit surveys and interviews 

will be a part of the departing teacher’s experience.   

Implications  

Practical Implications  

The initial impact of COVID 19 is pointing to an educational Darwinism 

emerging. Students that attended affluent suburban school systems, or high function 

private schools coped with and managed through COVID 19 better than students from 

under resourced or urban communities. This dissertation proposes a way to provide 

educational equity for students from under resourced communities.   

The teacher and student relationship is the lifeblood of any school. This 

investigation served as a reminder and confirmation of that concept.  School leaders need 

to be thinking about ways to constantly nurture and grow this relationship. In terms of 
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STEM, this reality is more acute.  Providing support for STEM teachers to be the best 

versions of themselves is critical for student success.  

Implications for Future Research  

This investigation provides evidence for carrying out several other potential 

investigations. There is a need to see if this occurrence is unique to Cristo Rey Boston 

students from the top quartile of their class. Data from another quartile at the school 

would help to paint the overall picture of what a student’s overall CRB experience had on 

their college persistence.  Another approach to this would be studying college persistence 

at a different high school that serves low-income students.    

It is worth noting that the role of the parent was left out of this investigation. 

When conducting the interviews, whenever home life or support from home was brought 

up it was not followed up with another question. Instead, it was redirected back to the 

Cristo Rey Boston experience. Parents and caregivers are major stakeholder groups in a 

school, and examining in the future their role in college persistence would contribute to 

the bigger picture of college persistence.   

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice  

Is the leader casting shadow or casting light? Palmer’s (1987) essential 

question about leadership has saliency here. As a way of answering Palmer’s question the 

work of Cunningham and Rainsville’s (2018) description of the joyful leader, the Jesuit 

charism of men and women for and with others, and Bass and Avolio’s (2003) 

description of transformational leadership will serve as a compass.  

  There are four aspects of joyful leaders: (a) they believe in a strengths-based 

approach, (b) they develop an attitude of gratitude, (c) they create and nurture a culture of 
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collaboration, and (d) they establish and foster positive relationships (Cunningham & 

Rainville, (2018).  The joyful leaders do not highlight teacher weaknesses, instead, they 

work to build upon the strengths of each teacher. It is the task of the leader to cast light 

by working with the strength of individual teachers and placing them in situations to 

succeed with the positive attributes that they have.  

The second source of the compass is the Jesuit charism of “Men and Women for 

and with Others.”  The origin of the charism comes from Fr. Pedro Arrupe S.J., who gave 

a speech in 1973 in response to the 1971 Synod of Bishops, whose theme was “Justice in 

the World.” It was during this speech that he introduced the phrase “men and women for 

others.” According to Arrupe (1973), Men and Women for others consist of three 

attitudes: (1), Determination to live simply, (2) firm determination to draw no profit from 

unjust sources, (3) firm resolve to be agents of change in society, not merely resisting 

unjust structures and arrangements, but actively undertaking to reform them (pp. 185-

186). The work of Cristo Rey network schools is to be the agent of change for their 

communities.   

Transformational Leadership can influence the entire school environment. 

According to Bass and Avolio (1993), transformational leaders integrate creative insight, 

persistence and energy, intuition, and sensitivity with the needs of others to forge a 

strategy-culture alloy for their organizations. A school leader’s transformational 

practices, directly or indirectly, influence every school and outcome variable.  

Leadership is more than just the heroic moments, it is about the day-to-day 

interactions with the community.   A joyful leader, Arrupe’s statement, and 

transformational leadership stress the difference between effective leadership and good 
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leadership.  Effective leadership mobilizes and wields the group as a powerful force, but 

good leadership uses that force to achieve laudable and desirable educational outcomes 

which in this instance is empowering students.  

Summary of the Dissertation in Practice  

The original idea behind this investigation was to replicate success. The 

investigation started out as a way of trying to replicate prior success by using a case study 

method to explain why there is a 100% college persistence of low-income students at one 

college in the Northeast. As the investigation progressed it revealed that all was not as 

positive as it appeared.  The participants within the study expressed frustration at not 

being able to live out their initial dreams of entering into a stem career. Coincidentally, 

the STEM teachers at the school did not have the best teaching experience. Feelings of 

isolation, creating a curriculum on the go and an overall lack of preparedness described 

their professional experience.    

The four themes that emerged as a result of the investigation were as follows:   

Theme 1: The students felt adequately prepared to handle humanities classes in college  

Theme 2: The students did not feel prepared to handle college STEM classes 

Theme 3: The students had an initial negative social experience  

Theme 4: Gratitude to Corporate Work Study Program 

From the study’s findings, the research proposed the following as solutions: A 

focus on improving Cristo Rey Boston’s faculty and staff retention and professional 

development.  The retention and professional development would be done through the 

lens of collaborative data inquiry. The solution is driven by the research and literature 
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that demonstrates the importance of the day-to-day relationships between the classroom 

teacher and student.  This relationship forms the cornerstone for student success.  
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Appendix A: Gender and Ethnicity of Participant 

 

Table 2 

 Gender Ethnicity 

Participant 1 F Latinx 

Participant 2 F Latinx 

Participant 3 F Haitian American 

Participant 4 M Latinx 

Participant 5 M African American 

Participant 6 F Latinx 
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Appendix B Formal Recruitment Email 
My name is Thomas Ryan, and I am the current Principal of Cristo Rey Boston.  Lance Madden, 
included in this email,  may have given most of you a heads up that I may be reaching out to you. 
 
I am pursuing my doctorate at Creighton University through the Graduate School of Education. I 
am writing to you in my role as a student and I am writing to ask for your assistance to be a 
participant in my research on college persistence.   
  
My doctoral dissertation will examine college persistence for Cristo Rey Boston students at the 
College of the Holy Cross.   
  
As part of your role as a participant, here are the items I am requesting of you:  

 A - 1-hour interview - The interview will ask you about your experience in college.  It 
will also ask you to explain the factors that have been most influential in helping you 
persist through college.  
 

 Focus Group – Once I have done the interview and shadow day with you.  I would like to 
convene the other Cristo Rey Boston graduates in your grade to have a group discussion 
about your experience.   

  
All who agree to participate will also have the opportunity to see the results and provide an 
opportunity for feedback.    
  
The following pages are attached:  

 Bill of Rights for Research Participants  
 Frequently Asked Questions about the research process, including information about time 

commitment and confidentiality.  
 The Interview Protocol  

  
Please know that any information shared will be confidential and not attached to your name. We 
will not be using your real name or any other identifying information about you.  
  
Finally, your health and safety are what are most important.  If, due to COVID-19, you feel at all 
unsure or unsafe, I am happy to make other arrangements rather than meet in person.   
  
If you are interested and would like to speak with me further to discuss this, please do not hesitate 
to reach out to me. Or click Here to fill out the following form. I look forward to speaking with 
you.   
  
Sincerely,  
  
Thomas Ryan   
Doctoral Candidate   
Creighton University   
TomRyan@creighton.edu  
617-223-1664  
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Bill of Rights for Research Participants 

 
As a participant in a research study, you have the right: 

1. To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research study, and to 

make that decision without any pressure from the people who are conducting the 

research.  

2. To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time after you 

begin the study. 

3. To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to you, and what 

you will be asked to do if you are in the study. 

4. To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the study. 

5. To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study. 

6. To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the study and 

whether you will be compensated for participating in the study. 

7. To be told who will have access to information collected about you and how your 

confidentiality will be protected. 

8. To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about research-

related injury, and about your rights as a research participant. 

9. If the study involves treatment or therapy: 

a. To be told about the other non-research treatment choices you h 
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Questions about the Research Process 

What is the purpose of the study?  

This study is being conducted as part of my doctoral dissertation at Creighton 

University. The dissertation study seeks to understand the high persistence rate of 

Cristo Boston graduates who attend the College of the Holy Cross.  

Why was I asked to participate in this study?  

You were chosen to participate because you were a member of the Cristo Rey 

Boston class of 2016.   

How much time will be needed to do the study? 

The anticipated time commitment is as follows:  

Interview 2 hours long 

Focus Group Session – 1 hour 

Total Time:  3 Hours   

Where will it take place? 

It will take place in a location at your current over ZOOM. 

What will I be asked to do? 
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You will be asked to articulate honestly why you have been able to persist 

through college.  The interviews and the focus session will be recorded.  On the 

shadow day, I will be logging my notes.  

What are the risks? 

There are no foreseeable risks to the study. However, if at any time during the 

interview you become uncomfortable with questions, you may choose not to 

answer the question or withdraw your participation in the study. 

How will my confidentially be maintained?  

Every effort will be made to keep all information confidential.  The Institutional 

Review Board of Creighton University is responsible for protecting volunteers 

who agree to participate in research. Transcripts of recordings will be held 

securely and shared only with the dissertation committee members. NVivo will be 

used to transcribe the tapes.  NVivo has its protections in place to ensure 

confidentiality.  The NVivo app will be located on my phone and computer.  
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Appendix C: Interview Protocol: Semi Structures Open-Ended Questions 

Time of Interview:  

Date:  

Place:  

Interviewer: Tom Ryan 

Interviewee:  

Position of Interviewee:  

Script for Project Description  - Italics indicate the description of questions. 

Good Morning/ Afternoon/ Evening!   

I appreciate you taking the time to help me out. Thanks for meeting at 

_______; this will allow us the privacy and space to not be interrupted. The 

interview will take about 90-120 minutes. I don’t anticipate any risks associated 

with your participation, but you have the right to stop the interview or withdraw 

from the research at any time. I have here the consent to interview the document.  

This consent form is necessary for us to ensure that you understand the purpose of 

your involvement and that you agree to the conditions of your participation. Here 

are a few points about it I want to highlight about the consent agreement before 

your read and sign.  

 The interview will be recorded, and a transcript will be produced.  

 The transcript of the interview will be analyzed by me as the research 

investigator.  
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 Access to the interview transcript will be limited to my dissertation 

advisors, whom I am working with at Creighton University and me.  

 My team and I at Creighton will ensure anonymity and confidentiality.  

Would you, therefore, read the accompanying information sheet and then sign 

this form to certify that you approve the following: (Allow for a few minutes to 

read and sign, but also allow them space to sign later).  Thank you for signing the 

agreement. I know we have spoken several times, but I just want to refresh you on 

the aim purpose and nature of my research. The research aims to develop best 

practices for college persistence by describing the high persistence rate of Cristo 

Boston graduates who attend the College of the Holy Cross.  

Ok … let us begin:  

Questions 

Warm-up/ Ice Breaker Questions.  These are meant to get the participant to speak 

and think.  

 Please tell me about your favorite classes at Cristo Rey?  

 Please describe some of your favorite memories of Cristo Rey? 

 Please describe some of your favorite aspects of the school? 

College Preparedness questions – These are designed to get a sense of how well 

prepared the students felt by Cristo Rey 

 Do you think CRB prepared you for the academic rigors of college? 

 Do you feel CRTB prepared you for the social pressures of college? 
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 What was the most impactful learning tool that CRB provided you to 

succeed this far? 

 What is the one action you wish they had done to prepare you for college 

better? 

College Experience Questions – These questions are used as a means to narrow 

the conversation the questions to college persistence and to start to probe the 

relationship between student and school. 

 Why did you decide to choose Holy Cross? 

 Has it lived up to your exactions?  

 Who are some of your favorite professors?  

 What faculty and staff have reached out to you during your time?  

 What supports has the school provided that have made a significant impact 

on your college persistence?  

Engagement with data questions These questions aim to identify the obstacles 

faced by the participants. They will explain the resources used in meeting such 

challenges 

 What were some of the obstacles you have faced in persisting through 

college?  

 What support did the school provide?  

 What was it you did to get through them?  

If there is something more you would like to add about your experience of the 

school that I have not asked, please describe that for me. 
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Thanks for your time.  It has been my experience that more ideas and 

thoughts will occur about this conversation over the next few days.  I would love 

to schedule a second time to follow up on these thoughts. This will allow me to 

review data from this conversation and see if I have any follow up questions. This 

does not have to be face to face like today and could be accomplished by a phone 

call. 
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Appendix D: Humanities Course Syllabus  

American Literature and History                  Ms. Grimaldi 2018-2019  

  

 

  

 

  

 

  
“In learning to know other things, and other minds, we become more intimately acquainted with 

ourselves, and are to ourselves better worth knowing.” ~Philip Gilbert Hamilton  
“What lies behind us and what lies before us are tiny matters compared to what lies within us.” 

~Ralph Waldo Emerson  
Course Essential Question:  Core Texts:  
 What does it mean to 
pursue the American Dream? Is it 
a noble pursuit?  

 Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass  
 The Great Gatsby  
 Their Eyes Were Watching God  
 The Things They Carried  

  
Required Materials:  

 Three Ring Binder with FOUR Dividers: 
ASSESSMENT/STANDARDS/CALENDAR,  VOCABULARY,             DO 
NOWS/EXIT TICKETS , CLASS WORK.  
 Spiral Notebook + Pen/Pencil  

Important Notes About the Course:  
 BINDER CHECKS: Periodic, unannounced, graded binder checks will occur. Keep 
your materials in an organized fashion. You are responsible for cleaning out your binder at the end 
of each unit. Keep old materials in a safe place.  

  
 PORTFOLIO: You will work throughout the year keeping a portfolio of all your written 
work. At the end of the school year you will present a portfolio showcasing your learning. 
Therefore, it is essential to keep all of your materials, handouts, and assignments. In addition to 
using them to study for mid-terms and finals, you will need this work for your portfolio.  
  
 TARDINESS: Be on time to class and turn in assignments on time. Tardiness of any 
kind will only be excused if you’ve reached out to me prior to an assignment being due and made 
a plan with me.   
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 STANDARDS/BENCHMARKS: This class is graded on a standards/benchmarks 
system. This means that you may revise any work you do in this class. Vocab Quizzes, History 
Quizzes, and Homework revisions are due 2 weeks after the date they were taken. Unit 
Assessment Revisions are due 1 week before the end of Term. If you receive all “Not Yet” on any 
assignment, you must complete a revision in order to earn the benchmarks. Revisions will only be 
accepted with original student work attached. Finally, no effort work will be accepted once a unit 
is completed.   

  
 ROLES: It’s my expectation that you will contribute to the functioning and routines of 
our classroom. To that end, I will assign roles every month based on your interests/talents, our 
classroom needs, or where I’d like to see you challenge yourself. We’ll have the following roles 
throughout the year: (1) Paper Distributer (2) Paper Collector (3) Classroom Space Manager 
(make sure our board is erased and reminding students to pick up their area (4) Student Data 
Tracker (attendance, dress code, voices in discussion) (5) Executive Manager of Roles (Update 
Role Board, supervise all roles to ensure they are being performed, remind Ms. G when it’s time 
to rotate roles, perform other duties as assigned by Ms. G).  

  
 CONTACT INFORMATION/OFFICE HOURS: My office hours are Tuesday and 
Thursday from 3:05pm-4:30pm, and by appointment. However, the week of end-of-term, I am 
unavailable except by appointment. This means if you wish to meet with me the week the term 
ends, you must make an appointment sometime the week before by sending me a calendar 
invite. My email address is agrimaldi@cristoreyboston.org, and I check my email, and respond to 
texts, between 7am and 8:00pm.   

OVERARCHING COURSE QUESTION:   

What does it mean to pursue the American Dream? Is it a 
noble pursuit?  

  
  Unit Name  Essential Questions  Major Assessments  

1 Rebellion: 
Loyalists vs. 

Patriots   

 How do you decide what is 
just?  
 How do people make 
compelling arguments when they 
are trying to overturn systems?   

  

1. Argument Paper  (100 
points)  
1. Summer Reading Quiz 
(30 points)  

2 Forming a 
Government  

 Who was the American 
Revolution for? Who had a stake in 
it?  

1. Vision of Government 
Speech (100 points)  
1. History Quiz (30 
points)  

  

3 Civil War 
and Fredrick 

Douglass  

 Why couldn’t compromises 
resolve the differences between the 
North and the South?  
 How does Douglass use 
language to communicate his 
abolitionist message?  

1. Rhetorical Analysis 
Essay with Graphic Organizers 
(100 points)  
1. History Quiz (30 
Points)  

  

4 The 
Progressive 

 When is it necessary to 
enact reform and with what criteria 
do you judge the changes made?  
  How can I add my voice to 
a larger conversation about what 

1. Research Paper (100 
points)  
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Era and 
Research  

American Society needs in order to 
protect every person’s American 
Dream?  

5 Jazz Age   Is the past—where you 
come from, what you go through, 
and how you go through it—always 
with us?   
 How does society in the 
Jazz Age and individuals within 
that society search for fulfillment? 
Is there a right way to search?  

1. American Dream 
Speeches (100 points)  

  

6 Harlem 
Renaissance  

 What does it mean to have 
a voice?  
 What role does our 
community play in helping us 
grow?  

1. Literary Analysis Essay 
(100 points)  

7 The Power of 
the People  

 How did the 1950s and 
1960s lead to a broader sense of 
individual empowerment and the 
use of voice to spark societal 
change?  
 What techniques help a 
person make their voice heard?  

1. Literature Circles 
Discussion (50 points)  
1. History Quiz (30 
points)  
1. DBQ (100 points)  

  
REMIND INSTRUCTIONS:  
C-D: Type this number into a new text message: 81010. Text this message: @juniorscd2  
E-F: Type this number into a new text message: 81010. Text this message: @8a2e6a  
G-H: Type this number into a new text message: 81010. Text this message: @juniorsgh2  
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Appendix E Science Syllabus 
Requirements:  
  
1.  Participate by asking questions.  Class is so much better when questions are asked!  
2.  Complete homework as assigned.   

 When you don’t know what to do, check similar problems solved in 
class.   
 If that does not work, write down your questions.   

3.  Attend all classes.   
 Take good notes during class.   
 If you are late to class, I will lower your do-now grade by 10%.  

  
Evaluation:  
  

Tests / Quizzes / Labs  80%  
Homework / Effort  20%  
Total    100%  

  
Test & Quizzes  

 We will have a test approximately every month and, typically, a quiz 
every one or two weeks.  
 Each test will be worth 100 points and each quiz will be worth 50 points.  

Labs  
 All lab reports must be neatly hand written in pen or typed (including 
equations and graphs).  
 Late lab reports will be accepted up to one week after the due date.  Lab 
reports that are turned in late will receive a deduction of at least 10% of the 
grade.  

Homework  
 Each homework assignment will be worth 10 points.  
 Homework assignments that are turned in late will receive a deduction of 
at least 10% of the grade.  Homework assignments cannot be turned in after 
the corresponding unit test.  
 You must show the work in order to receive a grade.  

  
Absences:  
  

 You are responsible for all content covered.  
 It is your responsibility to check the Absent File Folder in the room to 
receive any materials that were missed due to an absence the day that you 
return to school.   
 If you are absent, all previous homework assignments due before the day 
you were absent are due the day that you return to school.  You will be given 
ONE day to makeup homework assignments given when you were absent.  If 
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you are absent for an extended period of time, meet with me and we will 
establish a deadline for you to complete makeup work.  
 If you miss a quiz or a test while you are absent you will take it on the day 
you return.  If for some reason this is not possible you have at most three 
days, starting the day you return, to make it up.  If it is not made up within 
three days you will automatically receive a zero.  It is up to you to check the 
calendar for missed work and/or quizzes while you were absent, and then 
make an appointment either before or after school to get help or make up 
quizzes.  
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