
! In 2007, the high school embarked on a mission.  Acting on research by the International 
Center for Leadership in Education, the high school adopted a BHAG, a Bodaciously Hairy 
Goal.  The goal was to have every single freshman academically graduate from 9th to 10th grade.  
At General McLane High School, a freshman must earn 6 credits to be considered a sophomore 
the following year.
	
 The research says that if  you can get ALL freshmen to academically graduate to 10th 
grade, you will solve 80% of a high school’s problems.  This was an interesting statement that I 
doubted at first; however, as I began to think about it I saw the logic.  I thought about the juniors 
and seniors who were in danger of not graduating, problematic or at risk of dropping out.  Their 
issues could almost always be traced to the ninth grade year.  The freshman year was when most 
of these older at-risk students failed many classes and showed signs of maladjustment.  They got 
behind and the goal of graduation for them seemed illusive.   If you can get them through the 
freshman year, the research showed, you will likely have success in later years.
	
 Looking at our number of freshman not academically graduating before 2007, it was 
usually in the low twenties.  One year with a larger class it was a high as 42.  So, we set to the 
task of empowering freshmen for success.
	
 The Link Crew program was implemented and has been going strong ever since.   Link 
Crew is a thoroughly researched, effective model for upperclassmen serving as mentors to 
freshmen.  Originating with a project in California known as the Boomerang Project, the Link 
Crew program carefully prescribes what the upperclass mentors (known as Link Leaders) do 
throughout the year with their freshman groups.  Freshman Class advisors, Kevin Wible and Jim 
Delsandro, have been trained as leaders of the program and they continue to bring energy and 
guidance to a program that is critical to help freshmen feel welcome in high school.
	
 The guidance department was restructured to make one counselor a “transition 
counselor” to work mostly with freshmen and in spring, also work with 8th graders.  The 
counselor presently in this position, Brenda Hertel, spends a great deal of time in the middle 
school during the spring semester getting to know her future freshman class.  She meets with 
each student to draft their four year high school plan.  By time the students arrive for their first 
day of high school, they already know their counselor and she knows them.  
	
 Another program critical to freshman success is called Experience Academy.  This 
program for “reluctant learners” is based on the belief that many students have expertise outside 
the schoolhouse walls.  Allowing students to tap into that expertise in the context of school, 
enables them to experience success in learning.  Students in this program spend many class hours 
outside on field trips and engaged in projects.  The program is interdisciplinary, integrating math, 
science, English, social studies and technology education in the context of project based learning.  
This group of students has learned by building things such as the district amphitheater (in the 
woods behind the high school), a bridge, a student tailgate station and game station.
	
 The original team of teachers that developed Experience Academy (there was none like it 
to model) was a group of seasoned professionals:  Candy Kemp, Pat Crist, Bobbie Neuberger, 
Ray Zimmerman and John Kieffer.  Pat and Bobbie have since retired and were replaced with 
Jeremy Reed and Dave Treusch.  These teachers have blazed a new trail, creating learning 
activities that helps these students experience school in a new way.  A tweak to the scheduling 
process for this program last year by Principal Dan Mennow, was the final adjustment needed to 
see the BHAG achieved.  All freshmen in the 2011-2012 year academically graduated to be 
sophomores this year!
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 Schools are incredibly complex organizations.  It has taken five years to achieve a goal 
and will continue to take a great deal of work for the goal to continue to be met.  I outlined three 
programs that were employed at the outset of pursuit of the goal;  but, programs don’t bring 
success – people do.   Everyone involved in these programs has been a vital player in the process 
but EVERY district staff member has also played a role.  Creating a culture of support and 
success for all students takes patience and commitment from everyone, and that’s what makes 
General McLane so unique.
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