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Section I. Personal Background and Statement
My name is Marlin Henderson and I am a 17 year senior at Boston Community Leadership Academy. I like to play the piano, write songs, make music and draw whenever I have spare time. I used to enjoy reading whenever I could, but I do not know where that hobby vanished! I was raised in the Dorchester/Roxbury area, around Grove Hall. Growing up in that area allowed me to see the many circumstances that can be present in such a small area. There’s a mixture of everything. You have the poor, the working-lower class, middle, and the upper class all bunched into one neighborhood. 

I have to admit that I do struggle in school with procrastination and not putting my best effort in my work. I think that’s my only main problem. If I could just get that one aspect straightened out then I think I would be a successful human being in society’s eyes! 


Some goals that I have for the future are: going to college, getting a degree in Computer Engineering, owning property cars, and later on, a business! I want to start my own family and I want to be able to support them financially without any help. I also want to make enough money so I can enjoy it and spend it on what I want to! I really just want to make my parents and those who are behind me proud.


Being a youth myself, I would say that Boston could be a fun, but violent place depending on where you stay and whom you surround yourself with. Typical teens go to the movies, parties, and the roller-skating rink to have fun. I retrieved this information from a neighborhood friend that I interviewed. He said that Boston would be the perfect place if it were not so violent and if they had more jobs for teenagers.


Boston is a place where you can achieve great things only if you have your mind set on that. It is very easy to get pulled into the negative things that Boston has to offer, such as gangs, violence, crimes, and even drugs. I really think that a person’s education level has a lot to do with where they end up in the future. For example, if you ask any full-time gang member, a drug-addicted person or a drunk, I can guarantee you that they have not graduated from high school.


In Boston, the amount of education you have says everything about you. It is shown in the way you conduct yourself, how you speak, and even how you handle different situations. I have learned that if I want to succeed in Boston, then I have to obtain a degree in some field, or I probably will not be much of anything!


The lack of education is what causes people to resort to lives of gang activism, crime, violence, and drug addiction. These are the main things that corrupt the minds of the youth in Boston. These things hinder youth from performing their absolute best. I think that the lack of education is the most logical explanation as to why some youth in Boston do not get the chance to become independent, successful people in society

Youth may look for ways to feel accepted once they realize or have been told that they are not as smart as they should be. I believe this is why they join gangs and hang with the wrong crowds. They just want to be accepted and want to feel as if there is some one there who cares. Some may not have to support that they need from their parents and family members, so that is probably why they look in other places for the comfort that they should feel at home. Teens fail to realize, because they are still young, that everybody out here in Boston is not necessarily here to help them. Parents and teachers need to encourage students to finish high school so that they have the opportunity to do great things for themselves. I think that some teachers give up on students when they see that they are not very serious about school, but teachers don’t understand that there are reasons why the students act the way they do. This shows that teachers do not take time to get acquainted with their students well enough.  If they did then the students would feel comfortable enough to share things with the faculty.  


When you do not have a good education, you cannot obtain employment in decent paying workplaces. That causes youth to turn to selling drugs, stealing, and doing whatever they can in order to say that they have money. It is also possible that they do that for more important reasons, such as to support themselves because they are on their own, or even to take care of their children. Believe it or not, there are many teen parents in Boston. Youth will do anything to make sure that they are financially stable. However, sometimes youth do not want to resort to selling drugs and stealing, but that is their only choice because of the way that society views and treats them.


Drug addiction is another thing that can be caused due to the lack of education. Some youth may feel as though they are too stupid to do regular schoolwork only because that is what they have heard for so many years. Some teens may use drug to get away from their problems or to help them ignore the criticism that comes from others. It is easy for youth to get trapped in drugs because there are drugs everywhere in Boston, and it is so easy to get their hands on them. For some teens, this is the only way to escape their problems.


As I mentioned before, gang membership, violence, crime, and drug abuse are the most common things that corrupt the youth of Boston. I have noticed that education is a popular factor as to why these bad habits are developed within youth. If we can improve the quality of schools all around Boston, and make sure that all students finish high school, then maybe the number of youth that are lead astray will decrease. Less corrupted youth means future generations of mature, smart, successful adults.

Section II. Problem, Question, and Hypothesis

I have realized that many 5th graders are not properly prepared when they enter middle school and high school. They lack the proper moral and educational values that they need. This problem is important because when these students enter middle school they do not have the knowledge or the firm foundation they need to stay focused and serious. This needs to be addressed so elementary schools around Massachusetts can advance their teaching methods so that students are ready and confident about going to junior high. 

I found out from Erica Herman, Principal of the Thomas Gardener Elementary School, that most students get lost when they enter middle school because there are so many distractions and standards that they have to meet in order to be accepted by the other students. These distractions keep them from focusing on what they need to do when they go to school, which is to get their education. Distractions permit time for discouragement and thoughts of dropping out of school. She also told me that she wishes she could have the students for a longer time so that they can be molded and shaped. So therefore, the research question that I thought would be good to ask was, “What types of skills are needed for elementary students to be properly prepared to enter middle school and then into high school?”  

This research is necessary for youth because if somebody young shows that they care about the quality of education, maybe it will hit harder and cause for a change to be made. I think that showing that you care about education at all levels will encourage people with higher power to change the school system so that they compliment the minds of young people, which will only make the future be better than the present. Youth activism is an effective way to get things accomplished.


My research question asks, “What types of skills do elementary students need to be taught in order to succeed in their future school careers?” This question can find out what the students are not learning, and why the schools curriculums are not being set up to assure that the students are going to succeed in high levels of school.


I think that the problem is that the elementary school teachers are not putting as much effort as they could into teaching their students the essentials they need in order to be successful in middle school and in high school. Maybe they are teaching those skills to their “class favorites”, but I think that all students deserve the same opportunity and attention. It may be hard for just one teacher to give full attention to all of their students, but it is important for a teacher to do so. I feel as though if you cannot give your best when you are teaching your pupils, then maybe teaching just isn’t the right career path you should be traveling. 

The elementary schools need to instill qualities into their students so that they will grow accustomed to performing above average. I think that most teachers just follow a yearly agenda of what they are supposed to teach their students, and they do not take time to develop a real relationship with the students. If teachers looked at the students as if they were their own children then they would be even more passionate and concerned about where the students end up in five years. 

I am expecting to find that most students are getting by with just passing grades. I do not think that they are having the opportunity to excel as far as they can. They probably are not being pushed enough, so therefore they feel as if though as long as they come to school, then they’re fine. That is why when they get into middle school they get lost and they cannot concentrate on why they are actually going to school, which is to get their education and to do the best they can. Most importantly, I think that the students’ parents have a lot to do with the matter too. 

However, I figure that if you can get the school system to give 100% towards developing the children’s minds, then that is just one area less that will need improvement. After all, a child’s school environment is probably their second closest place to home, so they should feel comfortable and as if they have the opportunity to achieve highly.  

Section III. Source Overview

I have always been told, “Education is the key to success”. I have been forced to believe that based on what I have seen and by the people that are in my life. This phrase is on of the main reasons that made me come up with this research question. I knew that this would be a long process, but once I had came up with a research question I knew that I was one step closer to completing this project.

I really want to know what elementary students are learning, and how those things are going to help them become better people in the social world. Elementary is the first step of a child’s educational career, and is also the most critical and essential phase of their lives. Children have to be taught those things that are going to help them make better decisions when they get into middle school and high school.

Children must have strong foundations in order to build up decent characters and to develop positive traits and habits. There are certain skills that a child needs to know in order to make smart decisions when the time comes. I believe that a person is born “bad”, but only because they have not been taught the right things to do yet. There is a saying that I once heard: “When you know better, you do better.” In elementary school children should be taught things that will make them have better judgment in different scenarios.

I used many sources to help me complete this research project. I used different primary and secondary sources. I used the Boston Public Schools website as a secondary source to get information so I could make comparisons and conclusions about different schools around Boston, including the urban and suburban areas. The surveys that I composed were primary sources that helped me get a better idea as to how people feel about my topic and my research question.

I think that this process was good for me because it made me really get focused and it allowed me to recognize that I cannot wait until the last minute to get things done. Waiting so long to do a 40 page paper can consume all of your

Section IV. Historical Connections, Sociological Frameworks and Literature Review
Social forces have impacted the lives of youth in Boston in various ways. I think that some social forces that have had impact on youth are race, age, gender, economical state, location, and their education level. I say this because society has a way of making youth feel a certain way based off of their physical characteristics and attributes. In Boston it is very hard for youth to make it if you are not educated, rich, or white. This is my personal opinion based on what I have seen and I have been through. Most youth in Boston have just complained about the things that they do not like about Boston. 

For instance, the violence and homicides in Boston got to an all time high in the 1990s. Most of these crimes were done by youth between 14 and 24 years old. In response to all of the complaints, mourning, and sorrows caused by the violence, the city created a program called Summer of Opportunity in 1994. The John Hancock Mutual Life Insurance Company in Boston started sponsoring an 8-week summer program that paid urban youth a weekly stipend and provided them with classes, field trips, and a real-world internship at Northeastern University or the John Hancock building, located in Back Bay. 

The internship trained youth leadership and life skills, including conflict resolution and time management. Every intern was also appointed a mentor. The youth were then referred by the antiviolence unit of the police department. It was proven that many program graduates complete high school and go on to college or obtain employment.

During the summer of 2004, I actually attended this program. It was a great experience for me because I learned things that I will never forget, things that will help me be a successful person. This program was good for me because I was not on the streets in the summer, plus I was able to make money so I felt good about myself. I think that Boston needs to have more programs like this one because it would prevent all of negative things from happening, or at least it would help prevent present problems from escalating. 

Another event that is relevant or related to education in Boston is the “Boston Busing” incident of the 1970’s. This event was when the courts ordered children from all neighborhoods around Boston to be bused to different schools in different areas. They made this decision so that the public schools of Boston would be racially integrated. The three social forces that acted on this event were education, government, and economics.

Education was a major social force because schools were being desegregated and education was the main focus. The colored children who lived in the urban areas were forced to go to schools where they had overcrowded classrooms, limited supplies, and a shortage of quality teachers. 

White children, on the other hand, were in schools where they had enough room, an abundant amount of books and other school supplies. They also had teachers that were competent in what they were teaching the students. To add on, the teachers that were employed in the suburban public schools had the desire to teach there, so they gave their absolute best while educating their pupils.

The courts saw that there was inequity between the public schools in urban and suburban areas of Boston, so they decided to bus students to other schools. This was the only way the government could think of to make it fair for all students in Boston.

Economics was another social force on this event because in the 1970’s children were sent to schools that were in the vicinity of their homes. That often meant that the family lived in a poor community, then more than likely the children of that family went to the equally poor school down the street. However, if you happened to be white or wealthy enough to live in the suburbs then you went to one of the excellent schools that were in that neighborhood.

African American parents complained about the unfair conditions that their children had to learn under. They wanted something to be done, and that is exactly what they got. In 1974, Judge Garrity forced children all over the city of Boston to be bused to different schools. That meant that if you were white and went to a good school, then you had to attend a terrible school that was located in an area that was populated with minorities. And if you were African American and went to a bad school in your neighborhood, then you had to attend a school far away from your home where others hated your kind.

The social force of government was the biggest influential force on this event. The court system had enough power to make something this big happen; enough power to make a whole city move. If it were not for the court system’s decision then there is no telling how the Boston Public Schools would be right now. Judge Garrity had the most power in this era, and with that power he helped spark the most violent event in Boston between African Americans and whites, which is incredibly ironic. 

The youth of Boston responded negatively to this event. When the different races clashed there were riots and fights all over the city. The school buses had to be escorted by police vehicles and the students had to be escorted into the schools by soldiers, while being called all kids of racial slurs. I think that the children reacted so negatively only because of what they saw their parents do and what they said. The white children only imitated they saw. The black children were discouraged and did not want to go to school because it was a big risk to their lives.
 There are a few lessons that can be taken from these examples of youth activism. For instance, you may have learned that youth activism is a positive, non-violent and effective way to make changes happen. 

Section V. Methodology

There are different types of research, but the two types that I studied were PAR, which is Participatory Action Research, and Traditional Research. These two types of research can be helpful in many ways. Traditional research is always done by an “expert” researcher who comes from the outside. They are often interested in getting research for their own sake. The method that they use is to focus on background studies, data gathering and analysis.

Participatory action research is observing a problem and making solutions to fix it, not just observing and taking notes. It is done by insiders who are experiencing the problem. The information that is collected is turned in to action. Traditional research and participatory action research are similar, but PAR data is collected through observation in the field.

PAR studies are organized by the people who are inside. They decide what the present problems are and they research why this problem is there. Once they find out why the problem is present, which is the most important factor of the research. Then they come up with possible logical solutions, and then act upon those decisions to make the situation better. 

The main goal of PAR, as I stated before, is to turn the information into action. The whole point is to fix the problem and not just to look at it and make statistical graphs and charts based on the issue. Traditional researchers just look at and speculate the problem. All of the information that is collected is more than likely going to be present to a group of highly educated people who have no intention of repairing the dilemma.

This school year, I was also introduced to CBO, which stands for Community Based Organization. Community Based Organization is where you go to do your community service. I went to the Gardener Elementary School in Brighton. This is a public elementary school that goes from K-1 to the 5th grade. The overall mission of this school is: Academic Excellence, Expanded Learning Opportunities, and Social Responsibility. This mission sounds like it is made for students, but I want to know if they are actually completing their mission. 

Section VI. Data Analysis and Findings


While doing community service at the Gardener Elementary School, I noticed many things. I had time to really observe and make conclusions about the school as a whole. I made sure that I paid close attention to the things that were occurring in the building. I watched my surroundings and I was attentive to the children’s’ reactions to different situations. 


The Thomas Gardener Elementary School is an elementary school in Brighton/Allston area. The principal is Erica Herman. It is a pilot school that has after school programs for the students, and it also has adult classes and family support that are open to the public. The school is a partner to different organizations in the vicinity such as Boston College, Boston University, and Harvard Law School.


For the school year of 2005-2006 there were 332 students, with a majority of 55.1% Hispanic students. 98% of the students were promoted to the next grade, and there were just seven students suspended for that school year. The average school day lasts from 8:30am – 2:30pm. There were 38 teachers that year and the staff-to-student ratio was 1:9. The majority or the teachers were white. 84% of the teachers were highly qualified and licensed to teach in Massachusetts. 

This allowed me to know that the teachers in the Gardener were educated well enough to teach the students in the school. Schools need teachers that are highly qualified so that parents can be assured that their children are being taught by people who now what they are doing. If the teachers were not qualified to teach then that would not be fair to the students. The students would be getting robbed of their education, which is absolutely unacceptable. Every child is subject to receive the best education that the school systems have to offer.

On the physical side I noticed minor things, such as dusty walls, lopsided tables, trash on they floor, and leaky pipes; basically what I have been accustomed to seeing in Boston Public Schools. The only two Xerox machines in the school were both broken, and the computers in the computer room were not as new as they could be. However, they were in decent condition. The amount of resources that a school has access to can determine how well the quality of education that is being provided to the students that attend that school. 

For example, if a school lacks supplies or technology, then the student in that school will suffer. It will be harder for them to complete projects and tasks, and it will be difficult for them to stay encouraged enough to come to school with positive attitudes. The resources should be at hand for the students because the teachers do not really need them. The teachers already graduated from high school and college, so they are not the priority. The students need to have appliances that can make it easier for them to learn and to make their school experience as pleasant as possible.


The students in the Thomas Gardener appeared to enjoy attending that school. They had to wear a school uniform, but I did not notice any sign of disappointment to that policy. There were some students who were not wearing the proper uniform, but it was close enough. I know that when my principal attempted to enforce a school uniform at the beginning of the school year of 2004-2005 of Boston Community Leadership Academy, many students were upset and they decided to boycott the uniform. I think was because it was high school and the students were so used to wearing regular clothes in the previous years, that they did not want to start wearing uniforms when there were only a few more years left of high school. 

Instating a uniform policy in elementary school can prevent future problems like the problems that were experienced in my school. Children will be used to having to wear the same things, and there will not be any surprises when they figure out that they have to wear uniforms for the first time.

I created a survey to get an idea as to how people felt about the Boston Public School system and education in general. This survey asked questions that would give me insight and relevant information that would help me complete my research question completely.

Survey on Elementary Schools and Education in General

Hello, my name is Marlin Henderson, and I am a senior at Boston Community Leadership Academy in Brighton, MA. Please fill out this survey so I can have a better understanding as to how people feel about Boston Public elementary schools. Thank you!

1. What is your age?

a) Under 10

b) 11-16
c) 17-20
d) 21 or older

2. What is your gender?

a) Male

b) Female

3. Did you attend elementary school in Boston? 

a) Yes


b) No


If no, then where did you go to school?

4. What is the most vivid thing you remember about elementary school, preferably academically?

5. Can you say that you had a favorite teacher in elementary school?

a) Yes

b) No

6. If you answered yes for question 5, what do you remember most about that favorite teacher?

7. What skills did you learn while you were in elementary school?

8. Were you able to use those skills to make your middle school and high school experience easier?

a) Yes

b) No 

9. Do you think that most children face their greatest challenges when they reach middle school or high school?

a) Middle School

b) High School

10. List some challenges that you think are present in middle and high school atmospheres.

11. Do you think changing the Boston Public Schools curriculum for elementary schools (teaching children essential life skills along with academics) will help students avoid those challenges that are present in middle and high school?

a) Yes 

b) No

Here are some charts that visually represent the data that I received:

Chart 1
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Chart 2
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Chart 3
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The feedback that I received from the surveys was interesting and helpful. People feel that elementary school is an important phase in a child’s life. This phase can shape a child in positive and negative ways. People feel that there should be more programs and resources in the schools that can make it easier for the student to be successful in their school career.

The interview process went well for me. The people that I interviewed were Erica Herman (principal), and Ana Morgan (Character Development Intern). We also interview a lady named Julie. I cannot mention her last name because that information was not given to me. Julie was the director of the extended services program. I noticed that the Gardener has someone working there to help develop the students in positive ways. 

My elementary school never had a Character Development intern! I think that this is a good thing because most children need help developing their character in order to become successful when they get older. This aspect of the Gardener elementary school is in support of the statement that I made earlier in this research project. Children need more than just someone there to teach them how to add and subtract. Having someone there to guide you in making smart decisions is a positive thing.

Section VII. Research Process Reflection

On my research question, as of right now, I am at the surveying part. I am finding out how people feel about the quality of Boston Public elementary schools. I began by doing community service at the Gardener Elementary School. Doing community service there made me alter my research question a little bit. At first my question was too broad and it did not focus on any specific division on Boston Public Schools. Then after hearing the thoughts of different teachers at the Gardener, I figured that their main concern was whether or not their student were being prepared well enough to enter middle school, and then to enter high school.

One difficulty of this process was finding the right questions to ask so that I could narrow down my information enough to be beneficial towards my project. At first I would ask questions that were linked together, but they would lead the conversation in the wrong direction. This part was sort of stressful because I did not know what I was doing wrong, and when I did find out what I was doing wrong, I did not know how to come up with a solution. Eventually, I realized that I needed to consult with someone who had more knowledge and experience than I did, so I used the people around me who were there to help, and that made the process go a lot easier and smoother.

The most successful part of doing this research was the community service. I enjoyed that part very much, and I feel like I was able to make a difference in that school, and at the same time, gain information that was helpful towards my research question. Besides the fact that I like to work with and help children, I was glad to know that I was doing my community service there because I never actually had a chance to work with children in a professional workplace like a school. Before, I used to only watch my little brother and sister, or I would help out with the children at my church.

Most of this research project has been a challenge for me. If I could do anything different, I would have asked for help sooner. I really wasted a lot of time trying to figure something out that I had never done before. I never had to write a forty page essay before or create fifty surveys! This whole thing was new to me. There were times when I just felt like giving up because I did not know what to do, or where and how to start.

I learned a few things about myself as researcher. I learned that I do not have to be a rocket scientist to make a thesis or theory and prove it to be right. I learned that research doesn’t only have to be used for a school project, but it can also be used to make my city a safer and overall better place to live. 

Section VIII. Conclusions and Recommendations


I have realized that children are faced with many challenges throughout their whole school career. They are faced with challenges such as, peer pressure, drug usage and abuse, focusing on material things and, sometimes even gang activism and violence. It would be a lot better if people learned positive skills while they were young because that way, what they learned will eventually become habits.

My recommendation is that they put extended service centers in every elementary school like the one in the Thomas Gardener Elementary School. That would be beneficial to everybody. I think that it is unfair that only some students have accessible resource centers in their schools. What about all of the other children in Boston? The school committee is being inconsiderate by not automatically installing centers like that. The school committee should not have to receive requests for money in order for them to consider approving grants for programs like that. 

I feel as though having programs like that are prerequisites in the school systems. When you really think about it, everything that is related to the quality of education stems from the amount and quality of the resources that are available. If there are not good resources in school, then I feel that the school will not be successful in educating the children the best they can.

Also, schools should have more appointed people like Ana Morgan who are responsible for teaching students leadership skills at a young age. That would be good because the following generations of students will be highly qualified, or at least better qualified than my generation was. 

In conclusion, students need skills such as time management, peer pressure resistance, respect for others and their property, and completing homework on-time. All of these skills can be used in middle school and high school, which answers my research question.
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