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ABSTRACT

Billy is a bright, wide-eyed little boy with boundj enthusiasm and wonder as he enters
the doors of school on his first day of kindergarté/hen the school doors open in Billy’s sixth
grade year the wide eyes and bounding enthusiasendianinished only to leave behind dread
and dismay at the thought of confronting yet anoétgsmal nine months of failure. How can
we, as educators, better serve the needs of astuslents like Billy? Shouldn’t we ask them?
What elements of the alternative education expeeeavere significant to successful completion
of the alternative education program? The phenotogital paradigm will provide the
framework for all aspects of the qualitative studth the progressive education theory
imparting the theoretical foundation.

Students, students’ parents, administrators, aftirmembers of two alternative
programs in the southeast Kansas area were thaipedlto draw the participants. Criterion
involved in selecting the student participants waase who were or had been enrolled in the
middle level or high school alternative educatioogsam in two southeast Kansas districts,
currently 18 years old or older, and who had swusfodlg completed one or both programs.

Qualitative methods used to accomplish the resedasign for the elements of the
alternative education experience significant tacegsful completion of the program were: (a)
formal, semi-standardized, open-ended interviewl &2 current or former alternative
education students, eight parents of program cadegleand 10 alternative education staff
members; (b) evaluation of student journals fromriddle school alternative school; and (c)
obtrusive and unobtrusive classroom observations.

In answering the research question, three majonélsevere consistently repeated from

each participant group as significant to the susfoésompletion of the alternative education



program: (1) a caring and committed staff; (2)illisg hope and confidence in the student and
his or her abilities; and (3) staff members’ reless pursuit of continued achievements for all
students.

Administrators concerned with meeting the neddsg-oisk students may benefit from the
findings of this study. The study lends value tadgqwg principles for the effective design of
alternative education programs, implementationfigicéive educational strategies, and

guidelines for alternative education hiring praesic
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION

Barr and Parrett (2001) make the case that ifamgtand prosperous society is to be
sustained, we must not tolerate a system thatssagessful in educating a considerable number
of its youth. Declining graduation rates are a ewnimg issue facing the public school systems
and our nation as a whole. Disconnected and disated youth continue to comprise a large
proportion of the nation’s teen population. Thesethe very students who are leaving high
school without a diploma or a graduate equivalegfrele (De La Ossa, 2005).

Today’s adolescents exhibit a disparity of acadesuocial/emotional, and physical
needs. No single educational environment addreesagquirements of all learners. Public
school districts are finding it necessary to eviauheir current instructional settings and
practices. Schools across the nation face thenglahallenge of considering alternative forms of
education.

The term “alternative school” is applied to so manggram structures and school
settings that it resists a single definition (Tettk McConahay, Phillips, & Ginter, 1985).
Trickett, et al. defined alternative schools aggpams that differ from the traditional public
schools with regard to structure, philosophy, idggl and setting. Boss (1998) describes
Education Week’s characterization of alternatiieosds as the state and school districts
response to serve student populations who failtoeed in the traditional public school setting.

Background of the Problem

It is apparent that some students fail to prospéhe traditional classroom setting.
Debate has occurred throughout the years as tsotivee for ensuring academic success for all
students. Is it the public school system? Is itdtuelent? Can it be the parents? What about all

stakeholders? The blame game focuses attentidmegoroblem, not the solution. The system,



the students, the parents, and all additional btalklers own accountability to effectively
educate all students.

Traditional education has been known to focus struction as opposed to student
learning. Historically the traditional approachettucation has employed teacher-centered
instruction with all students in the classroom tastuge same material at the same pace. Teaching
methods primarily support direct instruction anctlees. Students learn through listening and
observation, with the majority of classroom assignta completed as individual, independent
seatwork. Much of the content is textbook-drived tends to stand-alone, keeping each content
area independent of the others. Slight connectiocnrs between subjects and topics within a
subject. Traditional schools spend little time temtion dedicated to social development,
understanding the skills necessary for positiverpgrsonal relationships, and support for
emotional well-being. Student/teacher relationshigsoften kept strictly formal and
professional in the traditional setting, with schtsshome communication minimal and
infrequent. (Ackoff, & Greenburg, 2008)

In 1983 America’s public schools were accusedatiiiy our nation’s youth by falling
short of meeting the educational needs of all sttedd he report, by the United States
Department of Education, entitlddNation at Ris(USDE, 1983) revealed a grave outlook for
U. S. educational institutions. It was noted tlehta®ls across the country experience issues in
the delivery of rigorous core content material, m@ning effective time on task, employing and
retaining highly-qualified teachers, and an ovaealidency in neglecting to maintain high
achievement expectations for all students. Pubhosls are expected to lose billions of dollars
each year due to students dropping out of schaoa fr graduation. The loss in public school

funding just begins to touch the surface of theralvéoss and cost to our country. Drop-outs are



more likely to find themselves at the poverty inel®vel, with many living on government
assistance, filing for unemployment, experienciogrghealth, engaging in criminal behavior, or
sentenced to prison terms in our penal systemslig\dithout a high school diploma tend to

take an unprecedented toll on our nation’s progaesisproductivity. The USDE understands that
the future of a society is dependent upon the gWfepreparation of the youth of that society.

Disconnected and discontented youth are “childtarsk’ and those children are
children frequently affected by problems in the lepisthool, or both. These problems put them
in danger of not completing a high school degrezd@®stein, 1990).

Public school design plus academic, social, amslgmal concerns are responsible for
students failing in school and failing to graduadew of the most frequently noted causal
issues are: (1) schools that disregard variousestudarning styles; (2) irrelevant curriculum;
(3) inadequate counseling services; (4) delayeztvention; (5) habitual truancy; (6) substance
abuse; (7) single-parent home; (8) one or bothms@re high school drop outs; (9) one or both
parents are substance abusers; (10) one or bahtpdrave been, or are currently incarcerated;
(11) extreme poverty; (12) teen parent; (13) unsssful in traditional school model; (14) below
grade level performance in core content areas;Hitfk) mobility; (16) involvement in foster care
system; (17) raised by grandparents; (18) verliglsipal, or sexual abuse; (19) neglect; (20)
credit deficient; (21) gang affiliation; (22) behan/discipline issues; (23) low self- esteem; and
(24) lack of social group or appropriate sociallskBridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison, 2006).

Wells’ (1990) study reveals that academically dgsegged students experience academic
failure due to aggressive or passive refusal tanngontinuous academic progress in the
classroom. Most academically disengaged studeatsagrable of continued academic success

but due to a few, or many, of the at-risk factaevpously stated, become disenchanted and



distracted. Their desire to perform academicallpeg These students fail to complete
assignments, fail to turn the assignments in om,tion both. They struggle to attend physically
and mentally. There is little, if any, effort ovimlvement on the part of the learner, even when a
multitude of interventions and strategies have B¥aployed over time.

Quinn and Rutherford (1998) recognized that satisdngagement may occur prior to or
after the academic disengagement. Some studerdmbeeanvolved with peers that have already
entered into academic disengagement. These stugentso follow suit and begin the
downward spiral of withdrawing academically andialhg. Others begin to give up on learning,
distancing themselves from their former peer grdupese students journey into isolation or
become involved with students of the same minaseartd their education.

Social disengagement not only occurs in the schetbing but in the home and family, as
well. There is a pattern of distancing betweenstinelent and his or her immediate family
members. In many instances immediate family memi@ve created the distance first, leaving
the child no alternative but to disengage (QuinR@&herford, 1998).

Considering the complexity of the academic, soaat] emotional challenges facing
America’s youth, it is difficult for schools to kmohow to address this critical situation. Time,
personnel, effective approaches, resources, amtingiare all obstacles that prevent schools and
programs from intervening in an appropriate manner.

Public school systems have been designed and fundadet the educational needs of
the general population. Funding of public schos]sn part, one of the major contributors of
failure to address the disparity of needs of atihers. Teaching to the diverse needs of all
students requires more money, more time, more spame flexibility, more resources, more

instructors, more specialization of instructors rencounselors, and more counseling services.



Students, who do not qualify for special educasiervices, but still experience special academic,
social, and emotional needs, tend to receive theegkesign of instruction as those who perform
in the middle and upper academic range. As a ngbiailic schools deliver a primarily “one-
size-fits-all” instructional design. The studenitdeato learn within the generic instructional
framework offered by the school, are the studeriits are able to succeed in the traditional
public school setting. Students unable to leathis framework are not so fortunate. Serious
effort to adapt, intervene, and develop strategiesldress the needs of at-risk learners have
only occurred in the last 10 tol5 years. (Greenbl®§7)

Alternative Education

This qualitative study will describe the foundasdor successful alternative education
programs that deal with what Raywid (1983, 1994la) &efers to as Type Il and Il alternative
schools. Type Il schools are last chance progr&tusients enrolled in these programs are in
jeopardy of suspension or expulsion and substamteiiemic and behavioral interventions are
employed. Type lll schools are designed specifydall the academically and socially
disengaged learner. Academic remediation is comghéea with social and emotional guidance,
in the attempt to return the student to the regsdaool setting.

Raywid’s (1983, 1994a & b) Type | schools will e considered in this study because
they are schools of choice and selected for thgeuenprograms or curriculum they offer. These
schools are not a typical placement for the attegh.

Historical Background

The public alternative schools movement found lés@in American education in the

turbulence of the 1960s. The movement was highlyenced by the works of John Dewey and

fashioned in existential philosophy and humanigsigchology (Alexander, Dewey, & Hickman,



1998). Students in these schools were engagee igavernance of the school and in
establishing personal goals and learning activiteth a strong emphasis in project-based, real-
world experiences. The enrollments were small imiper with a caring atmosphere among staff
and students. Relationships of students and faadtg grounded in dignity and respect
(Neumann, 2003).

Although this movement was the forerunner of aléue education in the United States
and shares many of the basic constructs of alétias of alternative schools, this original
alternative school movement was based on individaice and greater autonomy in learning
objectives and activities (Neumann, 2003). Rayw@bda & b) refers to this type of a program
as a Type | alternative school. These schoolsna@vative, offering unique programs and more
commonly known as magnet schools. Families chdwessetschools for the explicit programs
they can offer their children (Raywid, 1983, 1984h). Schools of this nature are still an option
in certain parts of the country today. This patacstyle of alternative program is not an
example of the type of programs examined in thid\st

Morley (1991), who began his work in alternativiieation in the late 1980s, recognized
that schools must meet the diverse needs of thelests, rather than to expect the students to
conform to a single structure of educational enwinent. It is in the best interest of society to
ensure that all youth are educated, at least ettetrel of a high school diploma. Schools are
obligated to provide a myriad of structures andiremments in order that all learners may
acquire one that best fits their learning style l@adning situation. Alternative education must be
a perspective, not just a procedure.

One of the more recent developments in the higibajternative education was the

disbanding of the Safe School Coalition (SSC) armbsquent creation of the National



Alternative Education Association (NAEA, 2006). Bding from education organizations led

previous officers of the SSC to continue positimdeavors in structuring appropriate education

for the needs of at-risk students. They committecreating a professional association dedicated

to alternative education and alternative educatjgions. The NAEA is a volunteer organization

devoted to sharing information, advocacy, and pesttice for alternative learning and teaching.
Research Problem

While many students fail to successfully comphkdternative education programs, what
makes some successful?

Due to the way many alternative education prograrasonfigured within the local
public school system there are no valid data revgg@rogram completer rates of programs
across the nation. Most alternative programs desepéarately report completers of alternative
programs. These students are simply merged withoeusrof the other students within the local
public school system that are promoted to the geade or receive a high school diploma. The
only national study to date was conducted from 2002001, by the National Center for
Education Statistics, U. S. Department of Educafd@ES, 2002). This is a study of alternative
programs for students at-risk of education failowéit does not include any data on success or
completer rates of individual students within tlaious programs across the country. | found
that the absence of valid and reliable data forgletar rates of alternative programs across the
nation made assessing program success difficult.

Research conducted for completer rates of the bumtheast Kansas area programs
included in this study revealed 697 students esddilom in the high school alternative program
from 1992 to 2011. Four hundred and eighty-fivalethis have completed that program yielding

a 70% completion rate. From 2002-2011 the middi@gkalternative program involved in this



study enrolled 41 students. Five students moveihgtineir middle school term, and were
therefore unable to complete the program. Thirtyeseof forty-one enrollees completed the
middle school alternative program, realizing a 98%mpletion rate for that program. Once
again, while some of the students from these twths@ast Kansas alternative programs failed to
successfully complete those programs, what made soiccessful?
Research Question

To better understand alternative education fronudest perspective, this study explores
what completers from two southeast Kansas altetmatiograms attribute their academic
success. To understand this phenomenon from tderdisi perspective, the following research
guestions will guide the study:

How do instructors and staff members influencecessful program completion?

What influence does family involvement play in segsful program completion?

How does student self-efficacy impact successfodmam completion?

In what way does small student-to-teacher ratilu@rfce successful program

completion?

How does social/emotional support influence susfcéprogram completion?

What significance does the design and implemematfondividually designed education

plans play in successful program completion?

Purpose of the Study

The population involves students who were previposlare currently engaged in Type
Il or Il alternative schools in the southeast Kamarea, staff members of those programs, and
parents of students attending those alternativeatoun programs. Field notes from student

journals and observations during times of studagagement at the alternative centers rounds



out the data sources for this study. By tapping the individual experiences, | hoped to gain
critical details regarding what these young peopleal as the program elements that impacted
their success in completing their high school degretheir specific alternative education
program. In-depth interviews of alternative edumatieachers, alternative education
administrators, and parents of students who haperenced alternative education programs
will be used to support or dispute the data gathéen the interviews and journal writings of
the actual alternative education students.
Significance of the Study

Currently, only about one-fourth of states empastate-wide alternative education
association. States who do not endorse a statiateidi alternative education association
encompass alternative education programs withirstide special education program domain, if
it is even included at all. The state of Kansals fiato the latter category, with no alternative
education guiding principles to drive program desagd implementation. Kansas State
Department of Education offers no set of basicdsas or tenets for the creation of new
alternative programs or for the evaluation of thps®rams. The lack of state or nationwide
alternative program design models creates an ingtensy in effectiveness from program to
program and state to state. Additionally, the widaations in program design and curriculum
make it impossible to gather valid and reliablergitative data to measure what truly works for
the at-risk student.

This study lends significance not only to the desigd implementation of effective
interventions for existing and future middle leaeald high school alternative education

programs, but to the field of education in gendfalucation constructs perceived as beneficial to
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alternative students and their completion of therahtive program could be adapted to benefit
the student in the traditional education settingvas.

The participant pool originates from programsawns with a population of 4,000 or less
in southeast Kansas, therefore this study will loeentikely to address the needs of students in
small, rural, Midwestern school districts. Thisamhation will uncover academic and
social/lemotional strategies that may assist irdédsegn and implementation of alternative
schools that more consistently support studenssiteessful completion of those programs. The
data gathered to design and implement effectivegradtive education programs may also assist
in the construction of an evaluation tool that ases the effectiveness of such programs.
Theoretical Framework

The early alternative schools movement was prignatipported and developed from the
basic tenets of the progressive education the@rnyemated from the progressive education
movement in the United States between the 1890®t&930s. The dominant branches of this
theory are: (1) developmental, child-centered uwton; (2) social reconstruction; (3) active
citizen participation in all areas of life; and ¢he democratic organization of all public
institutions (Schugurensky, & Agguire, 2002). J&aewey was the principal theoretical
draftsman of progressive education. He laid thengdavork for the developmental, child-
centered and social reconstruction branches othieaty (Neumann, 2003).

Dewey’'s work in the progressive development of atioa was influenced by several
eighteenth-century educational philosophers. Jaagués Rousseau, a French political
philosopher, posited that education should allosvdhild to progress naturally in an
environment of individual discovery. Johann PegaloSwiss philosopher, and his student

Friedrich Froebel, considered to be the fathenmdiérgarten, both proposed an academic
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structure based on the needs and interests ofehjltbcusing on and supporting their
spontaneity and inherent nature. Love should bes$lsence of education, according to
Pestalozzi, encompassing a home-like environmemptavthildren are nurtured and feel valued.
He encouraged the active engagement of the leasn@pposed to teacher/text initiated
instruction. In addition to Dewey, these scholaysqa a significant impact on the late nineteenth
century progressive educator Francis W. ParkermvbBewey called the father of progressive
education (Neumann, 2003). Colonel Parker was DasWagnd and colleague. He shared
similar ideas on progressive education and opendgressive school in Chicago in 1901
(Schugurensky, & Agguire, 2002).

The progressive education theory, and the publérative schools movement that
ensued, laid the foundation of alternative schoogpams for the academically and socially
disengaged student.

Developing an alternative program model to outtimeneeds and guarantee success of
any such program is an impossible task. Then agaaponents have concurred on a few general
features believed as essential to success ofar@ms (Butchart, 1986; Jacobs, 1994; Kadel,
1994; Kershaw, & Blank, 1993; Raywid, 1994a; Rog&f91).

The model guiding this study, regarding elements sficcessful alternative education
program, is based on the frequently named progeatuies from the researchers listed above.
Successful program elements have been compileddzgyAronson (1995) in a journal article
on alternative learning environments.

Aronson (1995) understands the need for parti@pathoice by all stakeholders within
the alternative program. Successful program congples more likely to occur when students,

along with their parents, and staff choose to pigdie in that setting. Choosing to attend, rather
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than forced assignment, fosters ownership and ctmment to the school. The whole student
focus is necessary so that personal, social, emadtiand academic development may be
addressed. Warm, caring relationships with teaciedsstaff members are a critical piece to the
alternative school culture. Alternative programstéo expanded roles for teachers. Instructors
not only function in the teacher role but as colorseadvisors, and mentors. A sense of
community among teachers, students, and staffes@atonnection between the student and the
school, in addition to fostering the relationshiescribed above. Alternative education teachers
hold high expectations for all students while eximy flexibility and consideration of change
according to student needs.

In addition to school culture, Aronson (1995) skateat organizational structure of the
alternative school is central to success of thgmam. Personal attention and cultivating a sense
of community is more easily accomplished when @assd schools are small. Most successful
alternative schools possess some degree of autoomgasure of freedom from the customary
district operating procedures is necessary givervény nature of the needs of at-risk students.
Comprehensive programs linking vocational skillshvexperiential learning seem to better assist
students in connecting their learning with futufe &nd career. Extensive counseling services
are necessary since the students landing in alteen@aograms experience a host of academic,
social, emotional, and personal issues. The taawitischool for students at-risk of failing has
proven to be a hostile setting for most. Alternatprograms must be structured in such a way as
to generate feelings of comfort and safety. Cls@ict behavioral expectations with the
administering of fair and consistent disciplineistsig maintaining a comfortable and safe

environment. Finally, the majority of the researeheals that programs that achieve a physical
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separation from the traditional school buildingdeéa more successfully impact their students
than those who remain integrated within the tradai school.

Curriculum in alternative programs will vary. Sopr@vide a stronger emphasis on
personal development and behavior, some on bailig; sikd some on core content academics,
while others focus a great deal on vocational skalid preparing for the world of work.
Regardless of the focus of the curriculum the afieve school must be flexible in designing a
basic plan for each student, using multiple, spestfategies and methods to address the
individual needs of the learner (Aronson, 1995).

System-wide features round out the most frequeratiped successful alternative
program elements. The saying, “it takes a villageatse a child” has never been more
appropriate in any other setting than the alteveatchool. Parental involvement, community
involvement and support, and health and sociaiges\are key aspects to the success of most
programs (Aronson, 1995).

Ultimately, the concepts that most appropriatelgrads the needs of the at-risk student
are the same concepts that would most appropriatilyess the needs of all learners. In this
researcher’s opinion the most evident, crucial comept to any learning program, be it a
traditional school culture, or an alternative sdis®iting, is the personal relationship of the
instructor and the learner. That connection, tloaidh forms an alliance capable of
accomplishing great feats, against all the odd€QAsn and Poirier (2006) reveal in their
investigations of effective alternative educatioagrams, the nature of the relationship between
adults and the adolescents in their care is aldglatitical to the realization of the positive

outcomes all educators have dedicated their lwvexhieving.
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Research Paradigm

The nature of this qualitative study of what swstel completers of alternative education
programs perceived to have influenced their pasibmtcome will be situated in the
phenomenological paradigm. The structuring of teysin the qualitative, phenomenological
paradigm establishes the necessary framework tepdin the quest of the perceptions of the
young adults who completed an alternative educairogram.

Phenomenology is a method of inquiry based ora#isertion that reality exists in the
form of human perceptions of objects and events@onsly experienced by the individual
(Husserl, 1963). Edmund Husserl founded the phenotagical philosophy in 1931 in an
attempt to alleviate presumptions of personal iealihe phenomenological method of inquiry
studies the structures of consciousness as expeddrom the first-person point of view.
Understanding the phenomenological philosophy aathad of inquiry supports
phenomenology as a fitting and valid paradigm toage this study grounded in the perceptions
of the experiences of alternative education student

While this study is rooted in the phenomenologpalosophy of structures of
consciousness experienced from the first-persomt pdiview of a particular group of alternative
education completers, it is further embedded irctitecal theory paradigm. The perceptions of
students regarding their experiences in completitegnative education programs is important to
this study not just for new knowledge but to adeand facilitate academic and social change
in the alternative school setting in southeast ldans

The critical inquirer is an advocate and activistthose participating in their
investigation. Knowledge is shaped through inteoacodf the participants and the inquirer. The

values of the inquirer will influence the inquirgidithe inquiry will influence the values of the
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inquirer (Guba, & Lincoln, 1994). The researched #re participants work jointly throughout
the investigative process. Involvement of the inguwith the participants is such that the
inquirer becomes instrumental in facilitating geFansight that leads to emancipator action on
the part of the participants (Crotty, 1998; Gubd,i&coln, 1994; Kincheloe, & McLaren, 1994).

The effective education elements shared by suadegsfing adults who completed an
alternative education program could support thestrantion of guiding principles for rural
alternative education programs in southeast Kansas.

Personal Background

Ten years ago the middle school of which | am po@lowvas awarded funding to create a
middle level alternative school. During the programation phase it became obvious that
funding would prove to be least of our concernstudlly no alternative program frameworks
existed, particularly for a middle level program.designing our program we resorted to the
modest research in the literature, observing hailosl and middle school alternative programs
in the area, and identifying the specific needthefstudents to be enrolled in our program.

As | observed middle school and high school altéraachools within my district, the
southeast Kansas area, and those visited in détesd witnessed child-centered institutions,
engaging the student in a developmentally apprtpdarriculum. | detected environments of
care and concern for the individual student with student’s active engagement in the design
and implementation of the learning objectives. ticenl teachers assuming the role of facilitator
rather than deliverer of instruction, with the mstion occurring through life experiences as
opposed to text-driven lessons. Finally, | watcbledely as students and their uniqueness as
individuals were given value and support, for naltyavho they were, but for the potential of

which they were to become. These observations stipmirong resolve that the progressive
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education theory and public alternative schools enwent played a pivotal role in the design
adopted by Type Il and Il alternative educatioagrams across this country.
Theoretical Sensitivity

From the onset of my career in education | have laegtrong advocate for the at-risk
teen. Students with numerous factors impeding #mademic success hold a special place in my
heart. My student teaching experience was filletth wioubled students and unique situations
involving their issues and circumstances, reinfiggany enthusiasm of engaging and assisting
the at-risk student.

As a middle school principal | had the rewardipgartunity to initiate and partner in the
design of a middle level alternative school for digtrict. This middle school alternative
program is in its tenth year of serving at-riskdgmts. | never tire of observing these young
people moving from situations of dismal failurethe traditional school to exemplary
achievement in the alternative school.

| fondly relate to the students who appear to Hheeodds against their educational
success. My passion is to discover the most effeetiays to guide and instruct at-risk students

to become successful in their education, trainamgl careers.
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW

The literature studied in this review relateslteraative education programs within the
United States. It examines the key componentsn@iueffective alternative education
programs. The goal of the study is to be the vthe¢ advocates for at-risk students and their
educational needs, using the data to support theementation development, and evaluation of
effective alternative education programs. Struotyeffective education components into new
and existing alternative programs and creatingejunds for hiring practices within those
programs will increase the probability that moreisk students will complete those programs.
Program completers face a greater opportunity tofe successful, productive citizens.

The Problem
In 2004 to 2005 the U.S. Census Bureau reportae than 540,000 dropouts in that
single school year. High school dropouts are mi&edyl to be unemployed, engage in criminal
action, and find themselves dependent upon goverhsupport (Martin, Tobin, & Sugai, 2002).
High school dropouts cost the nation billions oflais annually, through monies invested in
crime prevention, welfare, unemployment costs, thecdenormous loss in tax revenue (Wehlage,
& Rutter, 1986).

America’s public schools have been accused ahtadur nation’s youth. Schools
understand that at-risk students experience tremenadbstacles in maintaining consistent
academic progress. Educators are willing to addresseeds of these students. Time, personnel,
resources, and funding restraints limit the detpaghich the complex issues facing today’s you

can be addressed.
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Response to the Problem

The creation of alternative schools and altermagipproaches to education were launched
from the awareness of the dismal dropout ratessizgi As a nation we had to rethink this
complicated academic issue. Once upon a time adaigbol teacher could be heard saying
things like, “I taught it to you. It is up to yoa tearn it. You either get it or you do not. Inist
my fault if you did not learn it. You are in chargkeyour own learning.” Our system of
education could no longer take the position thatas up to the student to be academically
successful. To ensure a productive society thealroigsue is and should be everyone’s
problem.

Alternative education programs are steadily insirggaacross our country. Despite this
growth limited empirical data exists to support te@structs that effectively assist extended
education, training, and employability.

Historical Context

Considering the cost of academically, ill-prepayedth to our society, legislation has
attempted to address the issue as far back asith£8®0s, but it was not until more than 100
years later that the federal government moved beyast requiring all 6 to 18 year olds to
attend school regularly, to guaranteeing the egppbrtunity of success for every child. The
Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, thadirst time the federal government
designated federal funds for the design of progranserve the needs of economically
disadvantaged, educationally disadvantaged, andnghsh speaking students (U.S.
Department of Education, 2004).

Nearly 40 years later, the federal governmentwuatged in public school legislation, yet

again. The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NatabfEducation Association, 2003), sent a
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straight forward message from the federal governraed society that no longer would the
nation allow students to fall through the crackshef education system. A clear accountability
system was set forth to ensure continuous impronemestudent performance. Additionally,
local school districts were to initiate innovatpegrams to address the needs of all low
performing students (U.S. Department of Educatif®4). The ESEA of 1965 held the position
that all students can learn, while the NCLB ledislaof 2001 affirmed that all students will
learn and achieve to high standards.

There is no panacea or blanket approach that yseldsess for all students in all settings.
The book, Whatever It Takes, (DuFour, DuFour, Eakdfarhanek, 2004), emphasizes this
point repeatedly, as it addresses how a schoolrisspond when students do not learn. When
one program, setting, intervention, or strateghethto work for a particular student or student
group at Adlai Stevenson High School something nas initiated, until each student was
positioned in an environment where the opportutatgichieve to a high standard could be
realized.

The University of Minnesota’s Alternative Scho®lject (2004) discloses that the state
of Minnesota has historically embraced the alteveagchool concept. They are one of the few
states to have an established state supportedatiter education association. Minnesota has
proven to be most proactive in the implementatiot study of alternative programs, serving
over 100,000 students in alternative programs adies state during 2000 to 2001 while funding
and supporting numerous research projects in gursthe most effective program design.

In an endeavor to set forth the criteria recoghiae effective to increasing student
achievement and program completion in an alteraaducation setting, it is particularly

important to delve into reliable literature ande@sh of alternative education. Education reform,
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in the construct of alternative education prograshsuld not be reactive exercises. Intense
research, strategic planning, and intelligent desigpuld be the foundation for all educational
reform. Continuous research, prior planning, aratiical experience, assist the reform to grow
to meet the ever-changing needs of our youth.
Methods for Reviewing the Literature

The literature review included studies that wened to be significant in addressing the
statement of the problem and the scholarly nattitkeostudy itself. The significance of the
studies revealed in this review was assessed asweyal criteria. First, only studies of
alternative education programs within the Unitealt&t were considered. Application of the
research is more relevant if similar cultures ar@n@ned. Second, the primary scope of the
research extends from approximately 1980 to thegorte Even though the concept of alternative
school education originated in the 1960s, the nmasdligent design of alternative education did
not occur until about 10 to 20 years after. Thehde to the limited scope of investigations into
alternative education students’ perceptions ofo#iffe education components critical to program
completion, the majority of the research derivesifiprofessional opinion. Lastly, the literature
explored covers only those alternative schoolsidgavtith socially and academically
disengaged students within the traditional systaththe last chance programs. The intense,
unique programs of choice, also known as alteraachools, will be of little use in providing
relevant information for the academically and sibgidisengaged learner.

To assure some degree of validity, only reseancle@vors of a scholarly nature were
included. Books of reputable authors in the fidl@ducation and alternative education, doctoral
dissertations, and peer-reviewed journals weretimeary sources of the research included in

this review of the literature.
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Search Strategy
Upon consultation with the education researclatian at the university library, key

search terms were generated in an endeavor topeéetthent research that would become the
framework of the literature review for this studxamples of key words in the original search
follows:

e Types of alternative education programs

e History of alternative education

¢ Alternative education program evaluations

e Alternative education organizations

e Alternative education studies

e Alternative education teacher hiring practices evnaluations

e Effective alternative education programs

e Effective alternative program elements

e Successful alternative education programs

e Student, parent, and staff perceptions of effeaiternative program components

e Student, staff, parent, and staff perceptionstefahtive program components that lead

to program completion

Program elements most likely to lead to alternagigtecation program completion

After witnessing the repetition of several effeetaiternative program elements within the initial
searches | began to use search terms like:

e Student-to-teacher ratio in alternative educatimgpms

e Family involvement in alternative education progsam

e Alternative education teacher attributes
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e Instruction and individual instruction plans withaliernative education programs
e Social and emotional support within alternative aation programs

o Self-efficacy and alternative education completion

Once establishing key search terms, | performetireleic data base searches of
Education Abstracts, ERIC, EBSCO HOST, Pro Questgdk, and table of contents searches of
widely recognized education journals. | researghddication indexes of education institutions
such as the U.S. Department of Education and K&8isde Department of Education.

Effective Program Elements
Student-to-Teacher Ratio

The alternative education strategy employed angaigd by the majority of the
research in this review is that of smaller ovesalldent enroliment and smaller student-to-
teacher ratios. A descriptive study of public altgive schools in South Carolina collected data
from 34 public alternative school programs. Didtalternative program coordinators completed
a 13-item multiple response survey that includddrination regarding the actual programs,
while the alternative school administrators anéatiors were given a 36-item multiple-response
guestionnaire that surveyed their perceptions @flternative programs within their state. The
only data from this study relevant to the probleatesnent of this literature review is that a
pupil-to-teacher ratio of 15:1 exists in 50% of #ukools and that student-teacher ratio is
perceived as the most important factor that disiistges alternative programs from traditional
school settings (Young, 2007).

Universally, effective alternative programs argifigd as student-supported
environments, with fewer students per class anehaphasis on individual attention that

provides opportunities for one-on-one interactibesveen staff and students (Lehr, & Lange,
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2003). Numerous authors and researchers have ptaseffectiveness of alternative school
programs and have identified effective charactesaghat all alternative programs should
embrace (Knutson, 1996). Small student populasdhe one characteristic shared by all
alternative schools and few conventional publicosth (Duke, & Muzio, 1978). The majority of
alternative schools enroll less than 200 studdifits.lower number of students enrolled in the
alternative schools is considered to be a founddtioa supportive school environment (Ascher,
1982; Dollar, 1983; Duke, & Muzio, 1978; FranklMcNeil, & Wright, 1990; Garbarino, &
Elliott, 1981; Hahn, Danzberger, & Lefkowitz, 198Tamilton, 1981; Hess, Wells, Prindle,
Liffman, & Kaplan, 1987; Silvestri, 1986). Langeda8letten (2002), also recognize that
effective alternative school programs share comfeatures. A low pupil-to-teacher ratio
encompassed within a small overall program sizewalthe opportunity for one-on-one
relationships between staff and students for thedation of a viable program.

Don Iglesias, President of the Association of @afifa School Administrators,
understands that schools must work for all studénésgaret Hill, principal of a San Bernardino
County alternative school, tells Mr. Iglesias taatheir alternative school they employ a small
student-to-teacher ratio. The staff at the altéveatchool knows all their students by name and
the backgrounds of each individual student as (glksias, 2002). The opportunity to know the
names and the backgrounds assures the likelihothee afevelopment of personal, caring
relationships between student and staff and theopeatization of the instructional program
which the literature reveals as two additionaleetiive alternative program constructs. Support
of these constructs is stated further on in thegpoér.

Utilizing qualified instructional para-professiorah the alternative program is one of the

key criteria that separate effective programs fioeffective ones. Licensed instructors provide
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the aides with the necessary guidance and strutiw#er an economical way to achieve a low
student-to-staff ratio. The integration of skillfaktructional aides is one of many ways low
budget programs can offer the individualized supfia at-risk teen needs so desperately
(Mottaz, 2002).

About 10 years prior to the initiation of the Noifdh_eft Behind Act of 2001 the
Wisconsin State Department of Education recogniiedheed to intervene for students at-risk of
not graduating. The department mandated that schsimicts identify and implement programs
to address the needs of students in jeopardy atarapleting high school. The programs that
were initiated were much smaller than the tradaldngh schools. The schools were designed to
accommodate no more than 100 students; anonymgynatan option for the teen landing in
these alternative programs. Class sizes were gtatctvith a student-to-teacher ratio of 15:1or
less. This allowed the at-risk student to receitatthey most needed: attention (Howard,
2003).

Social and Emotional Support

Deprivation of appropriate social and emotionalpgrpis one of the key factors that lead
many youth to academic and social disengagemergoRa, extended relationships, which are
typical in an alternative school setting, are bhadabto provide social support, a sense of
belonging, and bonding that goes beyond the expsggefound in the majority of conventional
schools (Dollar, 1983; Foley, 1982, 1983, 1984; tdahal., 1987; Hamilton, 1981, Trickett, et
al., 1985).

Alternative programs are expected to address aachyrf antisocial behaviors. Although
small school size, low student-to-teacher rati@-on-one relationships with staff members, a

caring environment, and instilling student selfieH€y are all valid and effective constructs for
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at-risk teens, many require interventions thatategparticular nature of antisocial behaviors.
Intervention strategies that have been empiricallidated reveal the greatest impact in

modifying the more exceptional antisocial behavi@smprehensive, strategically planned,
school-wide designs have fostered positive reswhde those programs that have attempted to
pull pieces together to meet the behavioral needbey arise have failed to produce good,
consistent results. Proactive, thoughtful progrémncsure addresses the needs of these struggling
teens much more appropriately and effectively tih@ndeal-with-it-when-it-happens reactive
method (U. S. Department of Justice, 2001). Spistsah the area of at-risk youth understand
that antisocial behaviors are most effectively added concurrently and rigorously over
prolonged periods of time (Van Acker, 2007).

The Safe Schools Framework developed by The NEA3R®as designed to assist
schools and communities in attending to problereyamt to youth antisocial behavior. The
structure recommends the engagement of schoolsnaoity, and families. As the most
prevalent problems are recognized and connectspligafic at-risk factors a strategic
prevention, intervention, and suppression plantban be designed.

A number of interventions have received empiri¢irgion and documentation as
displaying positive outcomes in attending to indual antisocial behaviors. Psychotherapy is a
strategy implemented with many teens demonstratimigocial behaviors. This type of therapy
assists the student in gaining insight into botheres issues, feelings, thoughts, and behaviors
(Tolan, & Guerra, 1994).

Scores of troubled teens respond well to applidthbier analysis. Teachers and

counselors witness marked changes in behavior wtuglents are engaged in contracting,
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positive and negative reinforcement, token econsnaed response cost modeling (Kazdin,
1997; Tolan, & Guerra, 1994).

Cognitive-behavioral methods seem to be an effeetiethod when addressing antisocial
behavior in teens. Cognitive behavior methods ase8 on the principle that inner speech
governs behavior. When using language to revisefbgtognitions, and attitudes behavioral
transformations occur (Tolan, & Guerra, 1994).

Interventions of a socially developmental natueall&o effective outcomes with most
youth, especially those who feel unaccepted byadariety. Development of personal
relationships between staff members and the atynskh form social bonds that lead the student
to a belief in the value of the system and a commeitt to the program (Elliott, Hamburg, &
Williams, 2000; Hawkins, Farrington, & Catalano989. Youth engagement and opportunity
initiatives promote academic and social succesaitir active involvement. These experiences
include, but are not limited to, service learninggntoring, academic enrichment, cultural
enrichment, job training, and employment (GuerralV8liams, 2006).

Social casework intervention involves the appoimttreéd a case manager for the troubled
teen. The case manager keeps abreast of the studeadlemic and social progress, initiates
onsite visits with the student and family, and aactd regular conference sessions within the
clinic setting (Tolan, & Guerra, 1994).

Social and emotional support is crucial to progcmpletion and success of the at-risk
teen. Without the instillation of resilient and @rgus social and mental health neither personal

nor academic success is to be expected.
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Caring and Committed Staff

Ruby Payne is a leading consultant to educatipraadtitioners on the mindsets of
poverty in the United States. Taking into accohiat &1 notable number of students landing in
alternative schools have lived in a low socioecoraenvironment most, if not all, of their lives,
it is wise to pay heed to her work regarding appete approaches to educating them. Dr. Payne
(2005) reveals that the crucial aspect to achiemehoe students from poverty is to fashion
relationships with them. According to her work, thay of thinking of those in poverty revolves
around entertainment and relationships but the mgsdrtant stimulation for learning is the
relationship the student shares with his or hdrucsor.

The design of the New Directions program in El Pasaccomplished by the alternative
school staff. Teachers of this school choose toht@athe alternative setting. The strength of the
staff and the program lies in the dedication anthganature of the staff members. Students and
families choose and support the program. The dassiteacher works one-on-one with the
student to set and meet individual goals and tmfpositive relationships. Administrators
support the goals of the students and the progaflawing flexibility, free from much of the
central office bureaucracy. Through collaboratibaaministration and teachers a commitment
to effectively serving the needs of at-risk studestachieved (Gilson, 2006).

One of the many factors leading to academic anthkdisengagement of students is the
gradual decline of the personal teacher/studeatiogiship. Expelled students in Colorado were
asked if they could name any loving, caring teagldeiring their years in elementary school. All
students could identify at least one elementargtieawhom they felt was caring and nurturing,

but all were hard-pressed to remember a caring dduhg their junior high experience. Not one
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of the expelled students could name or recall ehterathat exhibited care and concern for them
during their middle level years (Colorado Foundafior Families and Children, 1995).

The alternative school establishes an intimatérenment that allows teachers who care
deeply to bond and form relationships with theirldsints. When at-risk students are involved
with teachers who care about them, teachers thatreequality work, and teachers that
challenge students to achieve to the highest stdadsubstantial learning occurs (Barr, &
Parrett, 1997).

Alternative schools with merit for impacting stidlsuccess and program completion are
designed to meet the needs of a specific at-rigkiladion; consequently the adults that work
with these students must exhibit specific attributeorder to address their needs. Every teacher
employed in an alternative setting must chooseetthbre and possess a passion to support the
at-risk youth in their personal and educationaleavdr (Mottaz, 2002).

In most cases, the students enrolled in alterngtiegrams have experienced negative
interaction with school personnel for many yeatse Very issue they should not encounter is the
reassignment into yet another hostile educatiomakenment. Alternative schools in the infant
stages are susceptible to self destruction wherogtng staff that are indifferent and detached
from the young people relocated in these typesagnams (Mottaz, 2002).

An aspect of alternative education that is freglyemterlooked is the placement of staff
with the appropriate mindset to engage with at-sisikdents. Bringing together teachers who
share a common passion to assist and educateyihasgsters increases the potential for student
and school success. Most teachers value the pitosfoieaching in a setting where colleagues

share their educational philosophy. A teacher cinga® work with the at-risk teen is one of the
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major factors of increased student performancheratternative setting as opposed to the
traditional public school setting (Barr, & Parretf97).

As previously noted, the state of Wisconsin haaldisthed itself ahead of the curve in
alternative education. All alternative schoolshiststate make it normal practice to hire
exceptionally dedicated personnel who are commttigtlie unique needs of the at-risk student.
Scores of these teachers earn a lesser salaryhgnamwould if they were employed in the
traditional school setting. They consider muchhafit compensation to be the successes of the
students they assist (Howard, 2003).

An instructional environment of a caring and nurtgmature is idyllic but not necessary
for learning to occur for every student. For studewho previously experienced a hostile world
in their personal and academic lives a caring,unung, learning environment must be the norm
(Lange, & Sletten, 2002).

Haim Ginott (1972) believed that teachers own arepional power to inflict misery or
impart joy and comfort. No teacher is inherentlg baut many become frustrated and
exasperated when dealing with the intense neetlheait-risk student, which is all the more
reason that the alternative education instructastrpassess an internal passion for the student
who faces a myriad of factors impeding their ediocatl achievement (Lloyd, 2001).

Family Involvement

The breakdown of the family structure, lack of fnsiupport, and absence of family
involvement substantiate a decline in academicnessyand deterioration in social behaviors.
Family and community participation is an integraimponent to the effective alternative

program. Parents, siblings, spouses, or partness beuinvolved in self-help groups, school
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conferences, and school activities if improved genfance is to occur (Ascher, 1982; Franklin et
al., 1990, Franklin, & Streeter, 1991, 1992: OA81, Trickett et al., 1985).

El Paso’s New Directions Academy requires the adtivolvement of the student’s
families from the preliminary enroliment conferentheoughout the remainder of the alternative
school experience. Making the academic experieriamdy affair broadens the support network
for the at-risk teen (Cox, 1999).

The NAEA (2006) is in persistent pursuit to enhatieequality of alternative education.
Since the founding of the organization volunteergehengaged in the design of a set of guiding
principles for alternative education programs. NAEA Guiding Principles hope to provide
guidelines for standards development, implementadad continuous improvement of
alternative education programs.

Guiding principle number five states that activegpainvolvement is encouraged in
explicit ways beyond just parent/teacher meetiigg. alternative program must include a
solution-focused approach between all stakeholdelating to parents as equal partners in all
aspects of an individual educational plan for tlekiid. Parental involvement, decision-making,
communication, and program evaluation are cruoighé success of each child within the
alternative education program (NAEA, 2006).

Mottaz (2002) states that parental/guardian inptat the ongoing student learning plan is
a significant indicator of quality in an alternaiprogram and critical to the student’s progress
and success. Family involvement is not only cruiciaupport of the student’s academic success
but in attending to social disengagement, as Wak. Safe Schools Framework (NEA, 2003)
recommends the engagement of schools, communiyfaamnilies to attend to problems relevant

to youth antisocial behavior.
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Individually Designed Education Plan

Students enrolled in alternative schools are ajpigrovided individual education plans.
Every alternative student possesses unique aca@demisocial needs. As noted previously, the
challenge found in attempting to define alternatigbool programs is the no one-size-fits-all
approach to the academic and social structurermdtve schools frequently provide self-paced,
mastery-based curricula, and the school schedid# @dan be adjusted to meet the need of the
individual student. Students may attend schoolalfeurs a day with options of mornings or
afternoons and days of the week (Franklin, etl@90; Hamilton, 1981; Trickett et al., 1985).

The success of any alternative school is the glididesign a program that meets the
social and academic needs of the individual stu@gitson, 2006). The more the education plan
can be patterned to address the individual neettedt-risk student the greater the chance of
increased achievement.

The staff at San Bernardino County alternative ethoCalifornia knows all their
students areas of strength and concerns. Theynuaesanal of resources to make the program fit
the needs of each student personally and académi&ppropriately designed and supported
alternative programs can compel the strugglingesttitb prosper and the potential dropout to
thrive (Iglesias, 2002).

Further accommodations to the specific educatinaals of the student are believed to
contribute to positive staff and student morale asgnse of student ownership in the pursuit of
their educational goals. Multiple options and clkeiprovide an attractive benefit to the student
in danger of dropping out of high school (Dolla®8B; Franklin et al., 1990, Hamilton, 1981).

Alternative schools employ an autonomous and deaiocstructure. Students and

teachers work in partnership to identify the indival learning objectives and the pathway to
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achieving those goals. Decision-making is partitwpg with teachers and students involved in
the school governance a great deal of the timen@&sd.982; Dollar, 1983; Franklin et al., 1990;
Hahn et al., 1987; Trickett et al., 1985).

At-risk teens must have an environment that suppedrning and provides opportunities
for applicable experiences consistent with theturiel goals. Programs serve the student well if
they provide opportunities for the student to depednd exercise self-control and flexibility in
the structure of the program so that the indivicademic and social/emotional needs are
accommodated (Lange, & Sletten, 2002). AdditionaRective alternative schools offer a
flexible and imaginative curriculum that allows ldaron, task-oriented learning prospects (Lehr,
& Lange, 2003).

Quinn and Rutherford (1998) distinguish six unigoacepts that comprise a quality
alternative school program. One of the key concisgise inclusion of methods for conducting
the functional assessment of the students’ acadanticionacademic needs. Understanding the
academic and socio-emotional level of the studetiteaonset of enrollment allows for the
design of a specific and effective individual instiional plan for each student. The curriculum
must maintain a great degree of flexibility anduieggan emphasis on academic, social, and
everyday living skills.

A separate study in 2006 identified characteridhies differentiated alternative school
programs from the traditional school design. Thiglg agrees that one critical characteristic to
at-risk student success is the implementation ofgrehensive evaluations for all students upon
entering the program. The design of the educatipraram must be patterned from the needs

revealed from the comprehensive evaluations. Badiidual student education plan should
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involve real-world experiences and provide flexibfgions within the parameters of instruction
and learning (Fitzsimmons-Hughes, Baker, Cristdftiu_ink, & Roberts, 2006).

Wraparound programs, programs that revolve arob@dtudent’s needs, propose an
effective means of dealing with the unique chalksngf at-risk youth. Students are not forced to
fit into the existing educational mold but the mistional plan is designed specifically to the
needs of each student (Eber, & Nelson, 1997).

A 2007 qualitative study performed by Christina Biogrossi explored the social and
academic perceptions of 51 students voluntarilpketd in a Progressive Alternative Education
Program (PAEP). Data sources included a survelyeoparticipants’ perceptions of school and
learning, extensive field notes during componehth® PAEP, individual interviews, and focus
groups. The analysis of the data was to uncoveematin perceptions of learning and to note
changes in perceptions by the end of the schoehdal year. Four focal patterns embedded
within the individualized instruction spectrum weyenerated from this study: (1) perceiving
academic courses as pertinent to goals instilléikeBhood to persist in the achievement of
those goals; (2) students connecting classroomriexppes with “real world” experiences
increase their motivation to learn and their ungrding of the material. Academic
disengagement can occur when these connectionsmelesar or not attended to; (3)
academically disengaged students may re-connect thigeacademic community is seen as a
group of active and engaged learners; and (4) stadetting their own goals and directing their
own path will be more likely to develop self-effegaand an internal locus of control. At-risk
students are sending a pointed message that instrucust be adapted to be specific to their

current and future needs.
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Self-efficacy

The concept of student self-efficacy and its esakecdpacity to impact program
completion was reiterated by all three participgnoiups, in many of the journal writings, and
witnessed in some of the observations. Self-effiGad its importance to alternative education
program completion were not apparent through tiggeral review of the literature. Upon
completion of all data collection it was evidentlis study that self-efficacy was a critical
component to program completion and that furtheeaech in that area must be included in the
literature review. Throughout many of the intervéelvappeared that not only did self-efficacy
impact program completion but was a result of pgaogcompletion as well. Completing the
program led to feelings of self-confidence, selfriipand the mind-set that they possessed the
abilities necessary to be successful.

According to Albert Bandura (1994), self-efficasy‘the belief in one’s capabilities to
organize and execute the courses of action reqtorethnage prospective situations.” A
person’s belief in their ability to succeed in atam situation is self-efficacy. Self efficacy can
play a role in a person’s psychological state rthehavior, and their motivation (Bandura,
1977).

Bandura’s (1992), work reveals stark contrastseoipte with a strong perception of their

abilities and those who lack self-efficacy.

Individuals with a strong sense of self-efficacy:
e Frame challenging circumstances as tasks to besnedst
e Seek in-depth interest in activities
e Are strongly committed to their interests or ac¢ies

e Recover faster when disappointed or encounteristaoles
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Individuals with a weak sense of self-efficacy:
e Avoid tasks that appear challenging
e Focus on their inabilities when demanding taskssntions arise
e Concentrate on failures and negative outcomes

e Lack an overall confidence in their abilities

Self-efficacy can be developed. Teachers can imghemertain strategies to build self-
efficacy in their students. Mastery experiencesdgi¢he most effective way to boost self-
efficacy. Anxiety, confusion, becoming overwhelmadd failing erode and possibly destroy
self-confidence. Lessons, instructional activiteasd pacing designed specifically for the
academic level of the student create mastery expazs. Increased self-efficacy is evident when
school work is mastered over time. Vicarious exgraes can lead to and strengthen self-
efficacy as students observe peers succeedindgnookcCredible communication and feedback
increase self-efficacy by guiding students throtightask or motivating then to put forth their
best effort. A students’ emotional state is a kgyye&t to self-efficacy. Teachers cognizant of
students’ anxiety levels will minimize stressfutlusitions whenever possible. A positive mood
can have a positive impact on one’s belief in tladifities, while anxiety may weaken it
(Bandura, 1992, Margolis, & McCabe, 2006).

Self-efficacy was examined in a study of 123 higha®l students in a metropolitan high
school in the southeast United States. Data rest¢hbdt better grades and increased levels of
engagement in varied aspects of school resulted wdens were more confident in their general
level of competence (Caraway, Tucker, Reinke, & H4103).

A study of 102 ninth and tenth grade students ieastern U. S. city explored the causal

relationship between perceived self-efficacy andimtnent of academic goals. The results
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suggested that academic performance was impactpdrbgnal goals. Additionally, students
with a higher degree of self-efficacy set highealgoPerceived self-efficacy in the area of
achievement promoted goal setting and in turn nateiy increased academic progress
(Zimmerman, Bandura, & Martinez-Pons, 1992).

The feeling of adequacy and the ability to deahwaihe’s life is crucial to successful
learning. The sense of self-efficacy is developed aelief that we have some level of control of
what happens to us. How we think and feel abowdalves, and what we are able to achieve in a
learning environment, influences how we focus dterdion and how we think strategically. As
educators, the responsibility to foster studerftesfficacy is tremendous. Children are not good
at assessing their abilities accurately. They tertuklieve what others tell them or their own
perceptions of what others believe about them.tAdesnts attempt to gain control over their
world, teachers and other adults can help themigegealf-confidence, or reduce their belief in
their abilities (Bandura, 1997).

Gaps in the Literature

The literature reveals only limited empirical resbefor designating the components
necessary to create and sustain an effective atteeneducation program and a limited scope of
investigations of alternative education studenéstpptions of effective education aspects
essential to program completion. Educators andrstihgolved in meeting the needs of at-risk
youth must depend on a blend of expert opinioresstpral experiences, and research conducted
on comparable populations of students to replitaealesigns revealing the most promise for

student success and program completion.
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Methodologies of the Literature Reviewed

The research included in this study of the feattlvaslead to a more effectively designed
alternative education program and greater oppdstdioi program completion for the
academically and socially disengaged at-risk teas predominantly qualitative in design.
Several were phenomenological studies that inclstedeys of the students within, or students
that experienced alternative education program#iyMeere small group case studies that
initiated questionnaires and surveys to studem®agtly enrolled in alternative programs, their
families, alternative school instructors, and adstiators. These questionnaires and surveys
probed the perceptions of the program construota these specific populations. Other studies
included individual interviews and focus groups.d¥lof the literature reviewed was limited in
its scope of inquiry and not intended to produceensal findings. As the literature for this
review was compiled it became apparent that itasigible to draw some broad generalizations
of the components necessary to program completidraa alternative education model design.

Summary of the Findings
Although empirical research is limited as to whamprises the most effective alternative
education system, there is literature that speaksisting alternative programs and the concepts
found to be most successful to improving academitscial performance of at-risk individuals
within these environments.

The research conducted for this review consistentlicates similar concepts employed
by innumerable alternative systems addressingebdsof academically and socially
disengaged young people. Through practical expegiand minimal empirical research an
overall emergent design of the approaches thatnepass an effective alternative education

program is conceivable. As revealed by the litematn this review, the alternative education
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components most likely to positively affect acadeamnd social performance and program
completion of the at-risk youth are as follows: ¢iall school size/low student-to-teacher
ratio/separate facility setting/structure and cstesicy; (2) staff that choose to work in the
alternative setting/staff involvement in the desfgnd continuous redesign) of the alternative
system/caring and nurturing environment/persoratiomships; (3) utilization of outside
organizations and agencies/intense counseling/pgpte social functional assessments at
onset/individualized social development plan thatudes: appropriate interventions and
strategies to address anti social behaviors; @yidualized academic plan/flexible
scheduling/academic graduation options/ structtnaatsition procedures with appropriate
support features built in/appropriate academic tional assessments at onset/ individual
student-directed goal setting/ flexible curricului®) family involvement/parents, siblings,
partners involved in all aspects of the studerdiscational process; and (6) instilling self-
efficacy.

In Powell’s (2003) research of alternative educaiaod what comprises an effective
program, a self-study rubric was developed to gthéecreation of new programs and assist in
the evaluation of current programs. The componeutisned in this rubric include, but are not
limited to, low pupil-to-teacher ratio, small pragn size, individualized education goals, social
and emotional strategies, and qualified staff gnamote an atmosphere of mutual respect
between teacher and student. Powell’s self-stuldgicueinforces what the literature consistently
revealed as the most valid elements in effectipgsative academic and social outcome for at-
risk teens.

Ultimately, the concepts that appropriately addtbeseeds of the at-risk student are

similar to the concepts that would appropriatelgirads the needs of all learners. In my opinion
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the most evident, crucial component to any learpirgggram, be it a traditional school culture or
an alternative school setting, is the personaticglahip of the instructor and the learner. That
connection and bond forms an alliance capable @raplishing great feats, against all of the
odds. As Quinn and Rutherford report (1998), theneeof the relationship between adults and
the adolescents in their care is absolutely cflitahe realization of the positive outcomes all
educators have dedicated their lives to achieving.

Future Research

Limited data-driven research is available regardimgeffectiveness of alternative
educational programs. Therefore, a precise modileobest approach, or what specific needs
are best served with which model eludes the edutatsystem. More studies of alternative
education programs, empirical in nature, must ogtorder to compile actual data in evaluating
the varied constructs of the multitude of prograiitss empirical data could lead to the model
designs of alternative programs capable of addrgsgecific student needs. Extensive data,
gleaned from large, diverse populations, wouldsassipainting a more accurate picture of what
meets the academic and social needs of the aywisgt in society today.

Michael Schmoker (2006) confirms the need for yang or supporting the research
through the use of valid data. In his work to nestiure education, he tells us that war cannot be
waged on what is invisible. Data creates the igjtmecessary to point us to action. When data
are omitted, all that is left is an opinion. While proceed to implement what we simply think
might work best for educating the at-risk studemny teens are giving up on a system that has

failed them all too often. When they lose, we adld.
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Conclusion

The research of effective alternative educatiomgmams repeats many themes
responsible for the success of the alternative athrc student. Small student-to-teacher ratio, a
caring and committed staff, family involvement, andividually designed education plans were
the elements consistently repeated in the litegatewiew as significant to the success of the
alternative education student and in overcomings&tbarriers.

For children or youth landing in alternative envinoents time is unforgiving as their
opportunities for positive life alterations declidaily (Sugai, 1998). If educators are to address
the needs of the population of at-risk youth, westruitically examine current successful
programs and successful students from those prag@md then replicate those practices and
interventions into other programs across the cquilternative education programs are capable
of meeting the needs of our youth by providing caghpnsive services focused on the
individual needs of the at-risk student. Alternatschools provide a viable option for at-risk
students if the programs are consistently linkeddademic standards; if the programs are
academically, socially, and developmentally appedpr and if the program adheres to the best-
practices in the field. Adults must hold the betl&dt the students possess the capacity for
change. Administration and staff should feel angation to sustain high expectations for each
and every student and create opportunities forestusluccess within the education program

(Powell, 2003).
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CHAPTER IIl: METHODS
Introduction

While some students fail to successfully compédternative education programs and
given the intricacies of random alternative edugatiesign and implementation across our
nation, what are the program elements that leati¢oessful completion of those programs?
What aspects of those programs allow the at-ris#tesit to be successful completers of those
programs? Because few studies truly probe the pgooes of alternative education students
regarding the educational elements critical to essful completion of those programs, a
phenomenological study exploring what successfoieters of alternative education programs
perceive to have influenced their positive outcdrast lent itself to examining this question.

Additionally, there is very little research regaglsuccessful program components in
small rural alternative education programs. Therevien less research regarding student-
completer perceptions of the program elementslélktio their graduation from those programs.
Effective tracking systems for previous alternatgeication students are virtually nonexistent.
The absence of such systems limits the abilityeksand attain student information and input.

This study focused on two small, rural alternagdeication programs in Southeast
Kansas, exploring what successful completers cfeladternative education programs perceived
to have influenced their positive outcome. To ustierd this phenomenon from the student’s
perspective, the following research questions glttes study:

How do instructors and staff members influencecessful program completion?

What influence does family involvement play in segsful program completion?

How does student self-efficacy impact successfogam completion?
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In what way does small student-to-teacher ratiluerfce successful program

completion?

How does social/emotional support influence susfoéprogram completion?

What significance does the design and implemematfondividually designed education

plans play in successful program completion?

Research Design

The nature of this qualitative study of the eletaaiternative education students
believed were significant to the successful conntedf their alternative education programs,
situates well into the phenomenological paradigher®menology is the study of phenomenon
involving the nature of the phenomenon itself amelmeanings attached. Phenomenological
studies elaborate existential and interpretive dgsiens to ascertain the real, lived experiences
of the participants in the study. Additionally,dlstudy employs the phenomenological variant of
the exploratory approach. The focus was to exglueeexperiences of students completing an
alternative program while gaining their perceptiohshe effective approaches aiding them to
successful completion of that program. The strureguof the study in the phenomenological,
exploratory paradigm establishes the necessaryeframk to proceed in the quest of the
elements alternative education students believed significant to the completion of their
alternative education program (Giorgi, & Giorgi,0&).

Phenomenology is a method of inquiry based on $keréion that reality exists in the
form of human perceptions of objects and events@onsly experienced by the individual
(Husserl, 1963). A phenomenological study expléiesmeaning of experiences lived for
individuals about a particular concept or phenome@reswell, 1998). Phenomenology has

been used in studies of psychology (Polkinghor88911994), social and human sciences



43

(Swingewood, 1991), nursing and health sciencesiMedomy, 1993), and in education studies
as well (Tesch, 1988). The phenomenological metiadquiry studies the structures of
consciousness as experienced from the first-pgysom of view, this includes the structure of
various types of experiences like memory, thougbiception, emotion, and desire (Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2008).

To date, five distinguishable methods of phenortagical practice exist. Classical
phenomenologist’s established the first three naghio the mid nineteen hundreds. They are as
follows: (1) pure description of lived experien¢t¢ugserl, 1963); (2) interpretation of an
experience by relating it to features of contelgvant to the individual or to the study of theory
and practice of interpretation (Heidegger, 1963);iidividual analysis of the form of a type of
experience. The two methods disclosed in most tetsgades were: (1) logico-semantics, where
one specifies the truth conditions for a type afking or satisfaction conditions for a type of
intention; and (2) neurophenomenology, which mplesnomenology with physical and
biological science, assuming that conscious expegiés established in neural activity in
embodied action in fitting settings. After examinatof all five methods, it appeared that the
research question and the intent of the informatidme gained in this study were more likely a
fit within the first three phenomenological methadgpractice.

At the onset of studying the various phenomenalagnethods, number one, describing
a type of experience as we have lived it in the, mggpeared to be a possible fit for the research
guestion. Upon further examination, it was appatieat the study was searching to know and
understand more than just the description of piast] experiences. The intent of the research
guestion and study was to gain the perceptionssi, fived experiences, personally analyzing

the previous experiences as to what elements dafltemative education setting helped them to
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successfully complete the program. Therefore, tteapmenological method most appropriate
for this study is that of the personal perceptiod analysis of the previous, lived, alternative
education experience.

The researcher pursuing a phenomenological studttgsrnadecision from the beginning
that the intent of the study is to examine the rrepof experiences for a particular phenomenon
with a particular group of individuals (Creswel898). Understanding the intent of this study,
the phenomenological philosophy itself, and thehoétof inquiry it seems to be a fitting and
valid paradigm to situate this study that is graeshth the perceptions of the alternative
education students and their perceptions of thigrrative education experience.

While this study is rooted in the phenomenologptalosophy of structures of
consciousness experienced from the first-persomt pbdiview of a particular group of alternative
education completers, it is further embedded irctitecal theory paradigm. The perceptions of
students regarding their experiences in completitegnative education programs is important to
this study not just for new knowledge, but to admecand facilitate academic and social change
in the alternative school setting in southeast ldans

The critical inquirer is an advocate and activistthose participating in their
investigation. Knowledge is shaped through inteoacodf the participants and the inquirer. The
values of the inquirer will influence the inquirgidithe inquiry will influence the values of the
inquirer (Guba, & Lincoln, 1994). The researched #re participants work jointly throughout
the investigative process. Involvement of the inguwith the participants is such that the
inquirer becomes instrumental in facilitating geFansight that leads to emancipator action on
the part of the participants (Crotty, 1998; Freir@72; Guba, & Lincoln, 1994; Kincheloe, &

McLaren, 1994).
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Since entering the education arena, my stanced&sdne of advocacy for the most
effective education of all students, especiallythar at-risk student. My guiding charge is to
advocate the enhancement of educational oppomsridr youth who are in danger of failing to
complete a high school degree. Alternative prograntsschools must not become dropout mills
or simply places to remove struggling students ftbentraditional setting in order to maintain a
more appropriate learning environment for thostentraditional setting. Instead, alternative
schools should be bright and shining examplesgti Quality educational programming. In
order to advocate for any cause one must havepuekerstanding of the cause and the issues
involved. By truly listening to these program coetpls, who were once at high risk of failure in
the traditional school, it is my hope that | magrleand understand what they perceive were the
most effective educational strategies and desiymaed with these effective educational
strategies | plan to advocate for the operativégdesf the current programs and the addition of
more effectively designed programs in southeassKsan

Site and Sampling

Purposeful selection of participants is a crit@atermination in a qualitative study. In the
design of the qualitative study, clear criteriagsampling and well-founded rationales for the
decisions to sample selections are necessarydotiaif) a valid study (Creswell, 1998). Creswell
recommends that qualitative researchers examingplodogy of 16 approaches to purposeful
sampling of participants enhanced by Miles and Hula@ (1994). After examining the typology
of those 16 approaches it was evident that criteseimpling was the type of sampling that best
fit this phenomenological study. In phenomenololgstadies it is vital that all those in the study
experience the phenomenon being studied. Critesaompling proposes that all cases meet

specific criteria in order to be included in thengding group. The pool of participants selected
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for this study had to be students who had completedof the alternative education programs in
the southeast Kansas area, the parents of thogdetens, and administrators, and staff members
of those two alternative programs. Miles and Hulsarraffirm that criterion sampling in
phenomenological studies is valuable for qualiguaance in the pursuit of that study.

Parents of the student interview group and stafhbers employed in the two programs
were added to the sampling to provide perspectroes varied sources of involvement within
the alternative programs. The decision to incluaeepts and staff members in the interview
process was to gain a broad picture from all stakighns regarding the perceptions of what
worked and didn’t work for students in the alteivaieducation experience. The perspectives
from parents and staff members assist in compagismatudent perspectives and afford deeper,
richer data results. The alternative education ttoots perceived to be most important to
successful completion of the programs by all thraeicipant groups would be defendable as
underpinning constructs in the effective design iamglementation of alternative education
programs.

Participant Contact

An information letter and informed consent waslathto students who completed one of
the alternative education programs in southeass&arAlternative education staff members and
parents of the student group were contacted byghemail, or in person. Parents and alternative
education staff members received an informaticerdetnd informed consent at the time of their
interview.

Permission was secured from the school distriatslied in the study. Information
letters and informed consent forms were mailedhéosuperintendents of each school district so

that access to school premises, student subjectstadent records were permitted.
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The letter of information and informed consent (8ppendix A-D) was designed with
information gained fronDoing Qualitative Research in Education Settifigatch, 2002, p. 64).
The letter included information regarding: (1) tesearcher; (2) the study; (3) approximate time
and location of interviews; (4) confidentiality andonymity of participants; (5) intended use of
the responses; (6) risk factors; (7) any furthbrcal considerations; (8) reciprocity; (9) access t
interview tapes, texts, observation field notesl student journal documentation restricted to
researcher and expert peer panel only, with adl dastroyed at the end of the study; and (10)
results of the study mailed to them upon completibthne project. The information letter also
provided the researcher’s personal contact infaonago that questions or concerns regarding
the study and participation may be addressed.

In the fall of 2009, the requests to participat¢his study were distributed by U.S. Mail
to individuals described as the criterion samplthesite and sampling section of this chapter.
The cover letter, informed consent page, and aasklfessed, stamped envelope were included
in the mailing to all participants. A second matliphone, or email contact was made to non
respondents in late October, and November 2009 t®@peor response a final contact was
initiated in December 2009, this time offering mtamg compensation for their participation in
the study.

Confidentiality

Careful consideration and precaution were givesafeguarding participant
confidentiality and anonymity. Both principles adrgonal privacy were addressed through the
statement of informed consent, which all particisamere required to sign prior to engagement
in the research study. Participation in this stwdg voluntary. The participant had the

opportunity to withdraw from the study at any timghout penalty or loss of benefit.
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Throughout the study, all data were stored in &dddile cabinet in my personal office and
remained confidential to the extent allowed by Ewvd University policy. Participants were
informed that the results of the study may be @higld. No nhames or any identifying descriptors
will be included in any of the published materiethe data are to be destroyed upon conclusion
of the study.
Instrumentation

The qualitative study includes in-depth interviewsisservations, and journal writings of
young adults who were once at-risk of academicpardonal failure. The population involves
12 students who previously completed a Type lllcalternative school in the southeast Kansas
area, 10 staff members of those programs, andehfsaof students attending those alternative
education programs. Field notes from a total of 30¢to-60 minute obtrusive and unobtrusive
observations during times of student engagemetheatlternative centers and memos from 32
middle school alternative education student jowwmaiind out the data sources for this study. By
tapping into the individual experiences, | hopgain critical details regarding what these young
people reveal as the elements that impacted thegess in completing their high school degree
or their specific alternative program. In-deptleiviews of alternative education teachers,
alternative education administrators, and parehssunlents who have experienced alternative
education programs will be used to support or desfiue data gathered from the interviews and
journal writings of the actual alternative educatstudents.
Interview Instrument Design

The qualitative interview is a unique dialogueviEtn the researcher and the participant.
The researcher uses this speech event to uncaverftiimant’s experiences and, in the case of

this study, the interpretations of those experient#erviews assist in revealing the defining
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structures the participants use to organize anceresakse of their experiences. Qualitative
interview techniques propose a method to bringmagimformant’s meanings to light (Hatch,
2002). Spradley (1979) sums up the position qualéaesearchers take in regard to their
participants:
| want to understand the world from your point edw. | want to know what you know in
the way you know it. | want to understand the meg@mf your experience, to walk in your
shoes, to feel things as you feel them, to expglaimgs as you would explain them. (P. 34)

The interview secures its power through the unigaght of the participant perspectives
(Hatch, 2002). Capturing participant perspectives the goal of this phenomenological study.
Interviewing at some level was imperative sincenameenological studies are dependent upon
phenomenological interviews (Hatch, 2002).

The critical quality in the data sought in a phmeoological study is concreteness
(Wertz, 2005). Details of the person’s lived sitoiatare sought in an attempt to access the
person’s lived experience. Abstract views or intetations of the person’s lived circumstances
do not lend to the concreteness of the study. R#tleeperson’s lived experience, going beyond
simple conscious thought of the experience, pravtte rich, textured data necessary to a solid
phenomenological study. The interview questions phenomenological study should be
designed to deeply explore the personal experievic® participant, not just their conscious
thought about the experience. Questions shouldbediin a way that the participant describes
their experiences concretely in illicit detail. “@d you explain a typical day at your alternative
school?”, “What would you describe that | might Baeen in your classroom if | were to have
observed from an unobtrusive position on any goay?”, “What does education mean to

you?”, or “Does education mean anything differemtrthat you have completed the alternative
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program?”, would be questions that would elicita@tely described experiences and lend to the
critical quality of the study (Finlay, & Gough, 280

With the nature of the investigation and the otiyes of the research established,
protocol for the formal, semi-standardized, in-theipterviews was developed usiQualitative
Research Methods for the Social Sciences, 6thdadiierg, 2007, pp. 89-166) aitbing
Qualitative Research in Educational Settirjgigtch, 2002, pp. 91-116). Careful attention was
given to conducting the interviews at a convenleaation for the participant, establishing and
maintaining a comfortable environment in the intewroom, checking equipment for efficient
function prior to the interview session, and ulilgz non essential questions to establish rapport
with the informantAll interviews were semi-structured, with predetered questions, initiated
in a systematic and consistent order. The questi@ns designed and worded in a vocabulary
familiar to the participant, allowing for flexibilr in wording of all questions. A good deal of
freedom was taken to probe beyond the predeternguestions when and where the
opportunity arose, in order to gain greater insigtd the experiences and perceptions of the
informants.

Gaining information sought in the research questias the focus of the design of the
interview tool. Questions were designed to yiekpmnses for the areas of interest regarding the
research question. An outline listing the broa@gaties relevant to the study was established:
(1) demographics or background information; (2esial questions drawn from the effective
alternative education constructs most consisteafiprted in the research of the literature
review; (3) extra questions, roughly similar tote@r essential questions but framed in a slightly

different manner; (4) non-essential questions;@&hgrobes. Questions were designed in such a
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way as to elicit experience/behavior, opinion/valuanowledge/understanding, and
sensory/information for each categorical theme.

Essential questions were open-ended questions adaligonal probes when necessary in
expanding the meaning of the experiences. Eachithdil interview was audio taped and
transcribed into text by the researcher. The qoestinitiated in the interviews, regarding the
elements of the alternative program considereceasficial to the successful completion of that
program, assisted in gathering reliable data froavipus alternative education students, their
parents, and staff members.

The formal, in-depth interview questions were gesd by the researcher and formatted
in a structured and semi-structured nature. Intdegerviews were selected over casual
interviews because it was necessary to go deefathie understandings of the informants. The
researcher was in charge of leading the intervigitis a scheduled time established for each
interview and all interviews recorded on tape. $ami-structured nature of the interview
process set the stage with guiding questions apésilowing the leads of the informants and
with probes from the researcher into areas arisom the interactions of the participant and the
researcher. Flexibility was a focus throughout eatérview. Open-ended questions allowed the
opportunity for individual, detailed responses.

Interview questions were designed to span multptegories or types of questions.
Background and demographic questions launcheddillidual interviews. Experience and
behavior questions were included to draw from thatigpant personal descriptions of specific
events and happenings. “What do you think abouPthguestions probed participant opinions
and values. While, “What happened when....?” questmovided participant knowledge and

understanding. Questions commencing with, “Tellwat | would see or hear when...”
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provided sensory information from the participamth standard feeling-type questions rounding
out the questions in the interview tool (Hatch, 200
Interviews

In-depth interviews were scheduled for the fall2@dd spring 2010. Once the
participants responded to the request to partiejgatone or personal contact was made to set
the date, time, place, and details of the intenpeacedure.

Each interview began with a sincere thanks tq#réicipant for consenting to be a part
of my investigation, followed by a brief explanatiand purpose of the study. Participants were
afforded the opportunity to address any questiort®ncerns with the study or the interview
process itself. They were also made aware of tight to pass on any questions or to end the
interview entirely at any point during the intemi@rocess. Considerable time was dedicated at
the onset, and throughout the interview, to esthbig rapport and a positive, comfortable
experience for each participant. “Tell me a litl@out yourself.”, “Where did you grow up?”,
“What schools did you attend?”, and “Would you carehare anything regarding your personal
life, for example; spouse, children, job?”, weretygbical questions that initiated each interview
(Creswell, 1998).

It was important, and | believe key to the stuthattthe participants realized that this was
more than just a research study and requiremernhécompletion of a doctoral degree. | made
every effort to emphasize that | was an advocatéhiem and others like them who encountered
obstacles in completing their educations. They aded understand that their experiences and
perspectives were critical to this study. | warttegin to realize that their feelings and thoughts
regarding their alternative education experiencesvehat helped them to complete their

program would benefit others landing in alternagdeication programs in Midwest rural areas.
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Each interview was conducted personally by theaesher. Some of the interviews took
place in the researcher’s home school districtsomde were conducted at a sight conveniently
located to the participants.

Demographics and Background Information

Background information and non essential questieer®e dispersed throughout the
interview. Demographics and background informatohonly contributed to a better
understanding of the participant but allowed thpartunity to establish and maintain a sense of
comfort and rapport so critical in gaining validarview responses. Although demographics or
certain background information are not necessaitéf to the central focus of the study, they
can be invaluable in illustrating a complete stoiyhe respondent (Berg, 2007). Interviews were
initiated with typical personal history questionie!| “Tell me a little about yourself.”, “Where
did you grow up?”, “What schools did you attend&did “Would you care to share anything
regarding your personal life, for example; spoasddren, job?”.

Essential Questions

The foundations of the qualitative interview dre essential questions. Essential
guestions are inquiries designed to elicit speaificrmation central to the main focus of the
study. Essential questions produce data that camélgzed in effectively addressing and
answering the research question (Creswell, 1998).

Essential queries for this study were drawn fromefiective alternative education
constructs most consistently reported in the reseaf the literature review. Student-to-teacher
ratio, a caring and committed staff, social and @onal support, family involvement, and

individually designed education plans were the pvegram elements repeated regularly in the
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research as effective to impacting students’ sisfabsompletion of the alternative programs
(Ascher, 1982; Barr, & Parrett, 1997; Dollar, 19&3lson, 2006; Young, 2007).

Small student enrollments or small student-to teacétios were reiterated in the
literature as a vital core to any successful adteve education program. Many at-risk students
become lost in schools with large enroliments arscderable class size. Reducing the number of
the students within the alternative program, cregatiasses with small numbers of students to
one teacher, and the addition of more teachers'saatlowed for the opportunity for one-on-one
instruction and attention. Students realized atgresense of comfort and found they could learn
easier in this type of setting (Young, 2007). “Dréze the alternative program you attended.”,
“How many students attended your school?”, “How yn@achers and teachers’ aides were
employed at your school?”, “In your opinion how dn@ size of your school and classes help
you in your efforts at the alternative school?”revexamples of some of the questions designed
to gain insight into whether small student-to-texalatios helped the respondents in their
completion of their specific programs.

One of the many factors leading to academic antkgdisengagement of students is the
gradual decline of the personal teacher/studeatiogiship. Student success is regularly
supported in the literature as a result of a caamgj committed staff. At-risk students seemed to
realize more success in their alternative educatqerience when the teachers cared about
them academically and personally, and when thégddo give up on them and their progress at
school (Barr, & Parrett, 1997). Queries to probs #hternative program element included;
“Share with me your thoughts on what makes a geadter.”, “Describe the qualities of a

favorite teacher.”, “How did you perceive your tedaships with your teachers in the traditional
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school setting?”, “How did you perceive your redaships with your teachers in the alternative
setting?”

Numerous students landing in an alternative edoieatetting have many social and
emotional issues. Their lack of social and emotitwealth is often times why they are unable to
make adequate progress in the traditional setbadidr, 1983; Foley, 1982, 1983, 1984; Hahn et
al., 1987; Hamilton, 1981; Trickett, et al., 198Respondents were asked to describe the support
services along with character and social skillsieadion programs offered them while enrolled
in their program. They were asked to compare tees@ces and programs to those at their
previous school. Inquiries were made as to whaidetagencies were involved with their
school, the number of full-time counselors on stafid what opportunities they had to connect
with either or both.

The breakdown of the family structure, lack of fnsupport, and absence of family
involvement substantiate a decline in academicnessyand deterioration in social behaviors.
Family and community participation is an integraimponent to the effective alternative
program. Parents, siblings, spouses, or partness$ lneuinvolved in self-help groups, school
conferences, and school activities if improved genfance is to occur (Ascher, 1982; Franklin et
al., 1990; Franklin, & Streeter, 1991, 1992; OB81T; Trickett et al., 1985). The literature was
very clear and frequent regarding the vital rolaifg involvement and support plays in the
educational progress of a child or teen. Partidgparovided information regarding type and
level of family involvement in the respective attative programs by answering questions like:
“What sort of orientation procedure did your alttime program provide for your parents?”, “

What role did your family play in the design or ification of your education plan?”, “What was
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your families’ opinion of education before you eetkthe alternative program?”, “What was
their opinion of education upon your completiortlué alternative program?”.

Students enter the alternative placement at vagabusy and skill levels. A one-size-fits-
all instruction plan is not an effective strategymeet the various needs and ability levels of
these students. Alternative schools implementimgy@wiate evaluation methods, and then
designing an instructional plan geared to the mftron gained in the assessment process
witness academic progress and growth with thettesits (Gilson, 2006; Fitzsimmons-Hughes,
et al., 2006). To gather supporting informationtfog existence or importance of individual
education plans | posed questions like; “What sbecademic evaluation methods were used
upon entering the alternative program?”, “Were yaolved in the design of your education
plan?”, “How was the plan monitored and updateti®hat sort of goals and objectives were
included in your plan?”, “How important do you tesle the individual education plan was in
your completion of the alternative program?”.

Extra Questions

Extra questions are remotely similar to specifisemtial questions but worded in a
slightly different manner. Extra questions are npooated into the interview tool to check the
reliability of the responses through inspectiorafstancy in the reply collections or to assess
the potential persuasion a change of wording ngle (Berg, 2007). In this study the
rewording of certain questions tended to reveakttpgansion into deeper or different thoughts
from the respondents. For example; participantg®wasked the essential question of, “Could you
explain a typical day at your alternative school?hight query at a later time in the interview
with, “What would you describe that | might havesen your classroom if | were to have

observed from an unobtrusive position on any goay?”. Another instance of exploring depth
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from the responses was inquiring, “What sort ofhrods were used to evaluate academic skill
sets and ability levels?”. The extra question tmgafurther introspect into the design of the
individual education plan was, “In what way did #healuation methods assist with designing the
individual instructional program?”. When inquiriagpout family involvement in the alternative
program participants were asked, “How often didrngehool attempt to involve the family in

the activities or workings of the school?”. To gatdeeper thought an insight regarding family
involvement the question was reworded and expaadetiWVhat methods did your alternative
school use to involve your family in your educaftn

Non-Essential Questions

Non-essential questions, sometimes called throayayuestions, are frequently at the
beginning of the interview but can be interspetsedughout the interview in order to gain more
demographic or personal information and to maintapport between the interviewer and the
participant (Berg, 2007):

¢ Tell me something you have read lately.

e What do you like to do in your spare time?

e What do you think about when you are driving to kviorthe mornings?
are illustrations of a few non essential questiackided in the interview tool.

Non-essential questions do not necessarily prawidemation specific to the research
guestion itself but may be used to elicit a compreive image of the respondent. In the event
discomfort is encountered during the interview tluguestions involving a personal sensitivity
of the participant non essential questions maydeel o calm or redirect the subject (Berg,
2007). An example of a redirection of one of thbjsats in this study was:

e Oh, while I am thinking of it, where did you tellenyou attended elementary school?
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By taking a few moments to move the line of questig in a new direction the respondent
regained composure and the interview continued.
Probes

Probing questions extract more information regagydinswers already given in response
to a question. Interviewers use probes to gainelemganing to the essential questions central to
the focus of the study. It is important for theemiewer to pay close attention to what the
subject says and what they may not say. Probegxpthnd what has been revealed and explore
information that has not been mentioned (Berg, 200/hen | was interested in learning more
about a response | asked, “Could you tell me la Iittore about that?”, “What happened next?”,
“Why was that?”. Probes should be framed in a viiay the participant describes their
experiences concretely in illicit detail (Finlay,@ough, 2003). “How did your teacher respond
when you told her?”, “Why do you believe she resjezhin that manner?”, “What was the
consequence when you did that?”, “How did that makefeel?”, are all additional examples of
probes to draw out concretely described experiences
Observations

Observations, both obtrusive and unobtrusive, atii@ets like student journals, where
and when available, were included in the data cotia and analysis. | gained permission from
the superintendents of each school district to \aed utilize classroom observations and student
artifact data of the students involved in the stuatyin their school district. | further conferred
with the Kansas Association of School Boards abedegality of my access to the individual
student data and observations. The legal stanoetfie state statutes allows a public school
employee the right to review student records attrmesent of the school district's

superintendent, considering there is no intenhefresearcher to do harm and that appropriate



59

permission to conduct the study has been grantetetearcher from the University of Arkansas
Institutional Review Board.
The obtrusive observations were scheduled in advauith the administrators and teachers of
each school. Three obtrusive observations for gerad 30 to 60 minutes were scheduled at both
schools. Administration and instructors agreedltmerandom, unannounced, unobtrusive
observations. In each school setting | was abtttio an adjoining room and observe unnoticed
for periods of 30-t0-60 minutes for a total of threnobtrusive observations at each school.
Student Journals

Journals of past middle level alternative schawdlents were secured from the instructor.
In order to protect the identity of each studem, names of the students were removed from
each journal. Since this particular middle schdig@raative school is a part of the district in
which | am employed | was privy to all journalsprevious alternative education students. | read
and took field notes from 32 journals at my coneene over the course of one school year.

The teacher in this middle level alternative s¢liesearched other alternative programs,
taking note that many utilized and sang the pras$éise daily journaling activity. When
speaking to staff members in other programs, tkesrative education teacher was told that the
journaling activity allowed the at-risk studentsjpeak to very personal issues and situations in
their lives, while providing the opportunity to wald burdens and express private, personal
feelings in a safe setting. Many of the teens straiggle in the traditional school setting are not
good at verbalizing what is really going on insideir head. Most shove their true feelings under
the rug believing that no one actually wants tovknehat they have to say, what is going on in
their lives, or why they might be acting in certaiays. With journaling, these students were not

only able to, but encouraged to express what thexg feeling on any given day.
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Positive support for journaling is revealed in literature as well as from the first-hand
accounts of alternative education staff membersstudients. Journaling can have a therapeutic
benefit to the individual. To some, journaling sEs\as their own personal therapist with definite
healing benefits. Students recognize reductiorssrass, clarification of their thoughts, the
opportunity to safely express their feelings angirations, and the ability to better formulate
their goals when engaging in journaling experien¢ég motivation to achieve those goals
seems to be inherent simply by the act of writimgwords on paper (Tolan, & Guerra, 1994). It
is further noted that students who regularly rec¢bedr thoughts develop more effective
communication, problem-solving, organizational seg@ng, and critical-thinking skills, memory
enhancement, and emotional healing. Journalingesea environment for brainstorming, more
global thinking, and reflective practices. Whenlgaa aspirations are recorded in journals
students can better track these goals. Rereadawippis entries to check progress and remain
focused in the pursuit of the written objectivesaleps self-esteem so desperately needed in
many at-risk students. Logging personal informatsesists the alternative student to better
process their thoughts, expand concentration esiliand pave a road to deeper self-discovery
(Occhiogrossi, 2007).

With the support of the research and the persoqmdreence accounts of other alternative
programs, including the information from studendrjmals is critical in triangulating the data in
answering the research question of what elemertteeddlternative program assisted most in the
successful completion of that program.

The students in this program begin each schooldgythe journaling activity. They had
no prompts other than to write whatever they fk# lvriting. Some days they wrote of their

goals, dreams, and aspirations. Some days they wfabonflict in the home, at school, or
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elsewhere. Many times it was what they would do dag, over the weekend, or special plans
for a future event. The journals speak to abusglent disappointment, violence, anger, joy,
comfort, friends, fitting-in, not fitting-in, embaxssment, hope, disappointment, loneliness,
coping, and so forth. It was evident in the exammmaof the journals that most students over
time seemed to welcome this activity. As the ddysnoollment in the alternative program
continued often times students recorded their ovappropriate behaviors, conversations, and
conflicts. The journaling seemed to serve as anaéor self-cleansing, confession, or self-
reporting. Much of the time the entry would inclualeeflection of the incident and how they
could have better handled the situation. Studem$evof the safety and comfort of the structure
of their days. As their personal lives spun wildlyt of control, they wrote that they could count
on the school and staff members to be steadypteland constant. Future plans and goals were
shared, along with fun times with family, friendsdeaactivities at school, many times revealing
just how much the alternative placement was ma&iddference in their personal and academic
lives.
Data Collection

Effective and valuable research must involve methat data that are valid and
credible. Results gleaned in qualitative studiesoabe validated with hard facts drawn from
statistical data as in quantitative studies. Sotwiekes qualitative studies and the data resulting
from the study more than just the opinion of treesecher? Reducing researcher bias issues and
implementing prolonged and persistent engagemesntgulation, and reflexivity throughout the

data collection and analysis of the data assusdghle postulations are credible (Hatch, 2002).
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Ethical Issues
Trustworthiness of the Study

Multiple methods of inquiry resulting in multipleth sources are the heart of a
triangulated study. Data sources for this studiuished; individual in-depth interviews of current
and former alternative education students, theemsa, and alternative school staff members,
alternative education student journals, obtrusive @nobtrusive alternative education classroom
observations. Active and sustained reflection eséhmultiple data sources ensured extensive
interrogation of the data, capturing the resporslemperience of the world. As a result, a rich,
thick, and descriptive picture of the phenomenaonisd was achieved. Assumptions and
conclusions of the multiple data sources reveatedcaurate image of the events studied.
Precise assumptions drawn from the multiple datiaces are more likely to result in a
trustworthy study (Flick, 2002; Denzin, & Lincol20Q05).

Prolonged engagement ensures that a consistetdgnstsc methodology has been
executed throughout the data collection processc(H2002). Prolonged engagement for this
study was accomplished through several differenthods. The bulk of the data source resulted
from two to three hour in-depth interviews of arficipants. Obtrusive and unobtrusive
classroom observations of 30 minutes to one houve vadomly scheduled throughout the
school year. Some of the observations were annduecgchool staff in advance and some were
not. Finally, over the course of one school yearstaident journals of previous middle school
alternative students were read with field notesméed to glean any possible new information
and to support or refute any information gatheredfthe respondents or the observations.

Persistent engagement requires the researchealioa¢e and analyze data that does not

fit within the majority of the results collectedtt@ntion to discrepant data and accurate
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explanations of the discrepant data reinforcedrtisworthiness of the study (Hatch, 2002).
Very little discrepant data was found throughowt dlata collection process.

Responses from the interview processes were raptathe participants at the time of
the interviews in order to gain clarification argteement that the responses were recorded as
the participant intended. Upon conclusion of eatérview, notes were scanned from the
conversations, paying close attention to respotisgsneeded further clarification or
confirmation of intended meaning. As the audio sawere translated into text, phone calls were
made to member check participants regarding anyenssthat still needed further explanation in
order to ensure accurate translation of all resp@gember checks of the students and parents
responses in question were attempted with apprdgigna 90% success rate in locating the
respondents for clarification. Due to the availépibf the alternative education staff, member
checks of all responses necessary for clarificatiere conducted.

Researcher Bias

The researcher must be cognizant of his or hermavspectives and perceptions of the
research study, the participants, and the dateatell. Interpretations without preconceived
notions and bias are the key to reflexivity. Pagfi@rs, peer debriefing, and member checks
lead to a reflexive analysis of the data. A reflexanalysis of the data leads to a credible study
(Hatch, 2002).

Validity and reliability of qualitative researcmflings are affected by bias. Truths can be
distorted and data may be slanted or skewed ifdaattention is not paid to moderator bias.
Researchers wish to depict an accurate reflecfioeatity and assure meaningful results.
Researcher bias is one factor that regularly attemopcompromise the integrity of the study.

Bias in research is created through improper prnaesdor the allowance of personal beliefs to
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affect the data results. It is nearly impossiblddcaway with all researcher bias considering
there are multiple variables to take into accounat eontrol (Berg, 2007).

The moderator has a major impact on the qualithefdata since the moderator is
involved in the collection of all the data. Manylirences within the data collection phase are
unavoidable such as: moderator age, social staces, or gender. The researcher can and should
control: moderator opinion, dress, voice tone, bladguage, question delivery, and comfortable
interview surroundings, all potential bias variablleat can be easily controlled with deliberate
attention to neutrality in these areas (Babbie5}99

Design and framing of questions are other areae taware of when making an effort to
avoid bias during the collection of the researdad&everal types of questions pose serious
issues in obtaining valid responses. The ones frexpiently noted are: leading or biased
guestions, misunderstood questions, unansweraelgiqas, two-dimensional questions, and
double questions (Denzin, & Lincoln, 2005).

Leading or biased queries preface the questiors tM{ouldn’'t you agree?”, or “Some
people think?”, thus creating a tendency to persulad participant that their belief should match
that of the researcher or others. In qualitatigeaech the respondents will have different views.
It is up to the researcher to help them feel thairtanswers are the only right answers. Framing
the questions with, “What would you say?”or “Whatypur opinion?”, is less likely to lead the
respondent away from their personal view and m&edy to result in an accurate response from
the participant (Denzin, & Lincoln, 2005).

Understanding your audience, their backgrounds agpdopriate vocabulary specific to
their backgrounds will reduce the misunderstandingord contexts, cultural vocabulary, and

the chance that questions will be interpreted bfidy than intended. Questions should be
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scrutinized to ensure simplicity, clarity, the al@mnce of acronyms, and jargon that is specific to
certain areas of expertise (Denzin, & Lincoln, 2005

Unanswerable questions are similar to misunderstoedtions but are more specific to
the consideration of actual experience in the slgethe study, not just unfamiliarity of certain
vocabulary or word contexts. Responses will be gkeand incorrect when the subjects
participating in the study have little or no expege in the area of interest (Denzin, & Lincoln,
2005).

Two-dimensional questions combine in one query,weods that may represent two
concepts with very different meanings. This maylleaconfusion and erroneous answers from
the participant. If the interview question is, “Havas the program useful and practical to you?”,
the respondent could easily interpret the two waliffsrently. Useful and practical can be
completely different concepts and should not beldoed in one question. By including only
one specific concept in each question, confusioadsced and accurate data is collected
(Denzin, & Lincoln, 2005).

Combining two questions into one produces a dobbleeled effect. Essentially the
researcher is seeking one answer from two questianged as one. Researchers must be
cognizant not to box respondents into a reply thdy partially concur with (Denzin, & Lincoln,
2005).

Once the researcher has designed the questiotisefarterview tool, paying heed to
avoid the bias issues of question design, the munssshould be read by an independent reader
and analyzed for the common phrasing and framiagds that are unrecognizable to the drafter
of the questions (Berg, 2007). For this study,ddia licensed, regular education teacher, with no

stake in the research, to read through all questionl provide feedback for questions that could
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lead to some biased responses. Armed with thatmabon, | reworked the questions of concern
and had the reader to analyze a second time.
Data Analysis

Based on the review of the literature this stu@dgwo analyze the elements of the
alternative education experience perceived byratere education students to be significant to
successfully completing their alternative educaposgram. This information may assist in the
advocating of precise designs in the educatioraigpfor the at-risk student, a design framework
for new alternative programs, an evaluation tookfisting programs, and an evaluation
instrument for alternative education staff members.
Coding

The data analysis and representation process nsbi iphenomenological study
pursued the modified system of the Stevick-Colakeeén method developed by Moustakas
(1994). Audio tapes of all the personal interviewsse transcribed into text. Files were created
and organized for the data. The texts were reda matations inserted in the margins for initial
coding and recognition of themes and patterns,cespethose that directly addressed the
research questions. Statements of meaning weredegtor all responses that directly
addressed the research question and lists wereedriea the each individual. The themes and
patterns for each individual list were grouped iatits of meaning, developing textural
descriptions, “what happened”. Structural desaimgi “how” the phenomenon was experienced
by the researcher, were cultivated from the textalgacriptions concluding with an overall
description or essence of the experience.

Analysis of the data collected in the interviewlsservations, and student journals

revealed five key areas; instructional practiceghlly-qualified staff, social/emotional support
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services, caring and committed staff, and relahgs Chapter Four, Research and Analysis
Results, reports the information collected fromitheepth interviews, obtrusive and
unobtrusive observations, and student journal matise form with the assistance of tables to
summarize the data at a glance.

In addition to the researcher, a long-time regatiucation teacher and an alternative
education teacher read and coded the data follothimdyloustakas (1994) method stated above.
These individuals also served as professional ¢xpepeer debriefing sessions with the
researcher. Debriefing sessions of all of the dtaved opportunity for consensus among the
expert peer panel and discussion of any discregetat

This study, determining what students perceivettharitical elements leading to the
successful completion of their alternative edugapoograms, encompassed data collected from
multiple data sources in an effort to support giation of the data and the trustworthiness of
the study itself. Systematic, consistent methodsatd collection were executed to the point of

saturation with continued search for discrepantlteshroughout the study.
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH ANALYSIS AND RESULTS
Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to present and/aedhe data that have been collected as
a part of the investigation of what successful cletgps of alternative education programs
perceive to have influenced their positive outcoBwta were collected from individual in-depth
interviews of alternative education students, thstructors, and their parents, as well as,
student journals, and obtrusive and unobtrusivemasions.

As | assessed the research on major studies imgpstudent perceptions of the effective
components of rural alternative programs it becapparent that specific data in this area is
limited. This may be due, in part, to similar diffities | experienced in locating students and
gaining response to participation in my study. Gamlmall number of alternative programs
employ an effective system to follow students attery exit. In a 2010 survey of alternative
schools across the nation conducted for the NCEI$,ame-third of the districts have databases
to track students after they leave the alterngiregram (Carver, Lewis, & Tice, 2010). Given
the limitations of the research that lies withie ffarameters of this study, | had to cite smaller
studies that relate and lend credence to the @sgaestion. All of the studies cited include
student perceptions of the effective componenthaif alternative education programs, but all
are not necessarily major studies.

In order to gain insight into successful practiaed components of successful alternative
schools Quinn and Poirier (2006) identified threegpams as exemplary in terms of their
effectiveness in working with students at-risk afdre in the traditional setting. Programs were
studied in-depth with the core of the data gathém@u interviews and focus groups of students,

parents, teachers, and administrators involveterthiree alternative schools. Various themes
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arising from the dialogues of the selected popotatvere: (1) positive student growth and
improved performance; (2) administrative leaders(8punique teacher characteristics; (4)
positive student-teacher relationships; (5) sepaydtehavior from students; (6) student choice;
(7) classroom management and discipline; (8) stfaboration; (9) flexibility; (10) high
expectations of students; (11) adult-student rélid) teacher training; (13) transition support;
(14) parental involvement; and (15) community supda comparing results from my study to
Quinn and Poirier’s, 10 of the 15 themes of crepéin effective alternative program were
similar.

Alternative schools must address a variety of studsues within their programs. Given
the disparity of those issues, nine different rpralgrams examined in a Texas study come to
consensus onll elements effective to academic suiecel program completion: (1) flexible
schedules; (2) smaller student-to-teacher ratiohigh expectations for all students, in terms of
performance, attendance, and behavior; (4) penzedalself-paced academic programs; (5)
committed instructors choosing to teach in the pots; (6) safe, comfortable learning
environment; (7) meaningful, caring relationship$veen students and staff; (8) social and
emotional support; (9) clear rules enforced fagnhyg consistently; (10) parent involvement; and
(11) work readiness (Texas Comprehensive Centéf)2®esults from my investigations
mirrored 9 of the 11elements revealed in the pmoagraxamined by the Texas Comprehensive
Center.

Lange and Sletten (2002), in an effort to bettetarstand the scope of effective
components of alternative programs across the pguwunducted a synthesis of the research in
this area for the National Association of StateeDiors of Special Education (NASDSE). This

study included research of student, parent, teaaneradministration perceptions and also
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included quantitative data from surveys, questioesaacademic progress, and other student
records. Many similarities were noted when compé#oetie results gleaned in my study.

In addition to reiterating program components Bkeall setting, individual education
plans, and nurturing, dedicated teachers, studeptst an overall positivity when responding to
their alternative education experience (Lange, étgh, 2002). Smaller school size, caring and
concerned teachers, positive teacher relationsamkflexibility seem to be repeated as the
reasons for the high levels of satisfaction amdwgaiternative students in Griffin’s study as
well. (1993).

A study in 1998 by May and Copeland questionedesitglin three mid-western
alternative programs. Results established thatipeselationships within the program and
academic achievement were the basis for their@dtgee and completion at the alternative
school. Repeatedly these findings parallel thelte&wm the in-depth interviews of students,
staff, and parents reported in this study. Smakglisizes, teachers that truly care about the
student, good student-teacher relationships, dlekidle environment were the constructs
making the alternative experience a positive orteparceived as impacting successful program
completion of those involved in this investigation.

In the course of my investigation, improved seleesm and a confidence in their
academic ability was a component mentioned timeagash as critical to program completion of
those participating in this study. Similarly, Nidk@nd Steffy (1997), while completing short-
term research of schools in the Midwest, usedfargpbrt questionnaire to discover that
students experienced a change in self-esteem diln@ngalternative education experience.
Findings of students completing those programsaledea marked increase in self-regulation,

peer self-esteem, and school self-esteem.
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The studies mentioned above and those cited ihiténature review include themes
common to the responses of the participants instiidy of what successful completers of
alternative education programs perceive to havaented their positive outcome. These
comparisons will be expanded upon in the narraeation of this chapter.

Information collected is reported in narrative fonith the assistance of tables to
summarize the data at a glance. Data are compatée tesults from the review of the literature
to determine common themes and patterns. Inteverapproaches were used to analyze all of
the qualitative data.

Audio tapes of all the personal interviews weragsaibed into text. Files were created
and organized for the data. Texts were read withtioms inserted in the margins for initial
coding and recognition of themes and patterns,cespethose that directly addressed the
research question. Statements of meaning werededdor all responses that directly addressed
the research question and lists were created éoedlch individual. The themes and patterns for
each individual list were grouped into units of mieg that developed into textural descriptions,
or “what happened.” Structural descriptions, “hdiw& phenomenon was experienced by the
researcher, were cultivated from the textural dpgons concluding with an overall description
or essence of the experience (Moustakas, 1994).

Student Demographics

The student population of this study involved 1@wduals, ranging in age from 18 to
35, who experienced either a middle school or Biglool alternative education program. The
middle school program consisted of sixth througjh# grade, while the high school program

enrolled grades 10 through 12.
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Student Demographics
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Factors Confirmed Responses

Total Responses

One/both parents with high school diploma
One/both parents with college diploma
Single parent home

Lived with someone other than parent
Parent/guardian lack of value toward education
Lived in poverty

Moved/attended many schools

Parent/s in prison

Drugs in home

Extra-curricular involvement
Attendance/truancy issues

Poor academics/credit deficient

Pursuing or completed extended education/

skills’ training

11

11

10

12

12

12

12

12

21

12

12

12

12

12

12

12
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Data Table 4.1 provides a quick, overall pictur¢haf demographic dynamics of the
student participant group involved in the studyoPto analyzing the responses to the research
guestions it is important to note many consistenirig¢he backgrounds of these students and
families. For example, 11 of the 12 lived in singlgent homes and six lived with someone
other than a parent. Eight of the 12 said tha¢@dtlone parent had a high school diploma but
none of the students report that any parents cdetpkecollege degree. Six students report that
their parents held a lack of value for formal ediaeg of the remaining six, four parents placed a
high value on formal education and two were neusdb its value.

When asked the number of schools attended thraugheir education, seven of the 12
state that they attended four or more schools twendergarten and high school. Six of the
seven remark that the moves were difficult and they had trouble adjusting to the curriculum
and the pace at each new school.

Truancy was an issue for 7 of the 12 students,ttwds lived in poverty (using Kansas
Department of Education’s free and reduced megibdlity as the qualifier for poverty status)
and 10 of 12 struggled academically in the regséfwool setting.

In my experience with at-risk students, | regylavitness many students exposed to
adults in the home with alcohol and/or drug addittiSix of the 12 report drug and/or alcohol
addictions in the home they resided. Many of thieletts encountered one or both parents in
prison during some time in their pre-teen or teenggars. Five of the 12 students in this study
experienced parents serving prison terms whilestheent still resided in the home.

Eleven of the participants in the study report@&duarricular involvement in middle

school and early high school. Of the 11, mostilustrest in high school, had to work to provide
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additional, personal support, or experienced poadamic performance or deficiency in credits
that made them ineligible for extra-curricular saities.

It is understood that any of these at-risk fachorisolation, experienced in small
combinations, or over a short period of time domextessarily create a student at-risk of failing
in the regular school setting. Actually, across tation, a multitude of students face one or
some of the at-risk factors above, yet these stsdee able to exhibit adequate progress and
success in spite of the issues they face. For th2ssdividuals the data reveals that it was not
one or two, but a combination of many of the ak-fectors, over time, that led to their lack of
success in traditional school.

Previous data reveals the demographics of thaBeiduals involved in this study prior
to and during their alternative education expemeticis important to note that 9 of the 12
program completers report to have fulfilled theuiegments, are in the process, or are on target
for extended education or skills training. One btaspleted a certified nursing program, is
working in an obstetrics ward in a local hospigadd is pursuing a registered nursing degree.
Another young woman is a teachers’ aide at an eleamgschool and is taking night and online
classes to complete a respiratory therapy licenguy@ung man who went through middle
school alternative instruction completed his highool degree in the traditional setting. He
experienced various forms of support from the madstihool program throughout high school
and is currently enrolled in a police academy. Aearby junior college a young woman is
pursuing basic studies and is planning to trartsferfour-year college to pursue a teaching
degree. A young man credits his former teacher t@tiyging” him to enroll in Franklin
Technical Institute where he completed a collispair and car wiring course in nine months.

Another gentleman completed on-the-job training adbmmunity support services program
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where he attends to the basic needs of severatclimable to handle daily tasks. A baseball
scholarship has been offered to one young man laies po attend a junior college in the fall,
playing baseball for that institution. While attemgihigh school alternative classes, another
young man works at a casino and is on target terengaming, management, and developing
authority program. Finally, a woman has completedifoccation for medical records and
transcription and in medical office management al.\8he is currently employed by a medical
company and completes medical transcriptions fromén

Student Responses to Research Questions
How do instructors and staff members influence essftil program completion?

The students and former students interviewedighdfudy are definite as to what they
consider to be the program constructs criticahtoguccessful completion of their alternative
education program. The first response from eacticgaant is that of staff members who truly
cared for them. Yet, they went a step further tatesto me that it is not just the act of carin@in
sense of liking them but caring in the sense adgged pursuit to their personal and academic
success. These are students who felt that evegtasmme point or another in their life time had
basically given up on them in some manner. Manye$e young people were never fortunate
enough to have parents or guardians that knew bpuar thad the stamina to stay the course of
seeing them through to educational success. Taiexpe teachers, administrators, and para-
professionals who refuse to allow them to fail agfdise to allow them to give up on themselves
was a totally new occurrence for students previodsktined to fall between the academic
cracks. “Our teachers would tell us the word c&nitot in my vocabulary and it cannot be in
yours,” replies one young man, when referring todiiernative education experience. Another

student tells me, “I screwed up over and over agatrmy teachers would always set me straight
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and continue to help me and teach me. | can’t belibat they didn’'t get tired of me and my
issues and tell me to get lost.” A young high s¢hmy who struggled with his reading skills
shares, “I really had a hard time reading. | missgdon so much instruction in elementary
school that | never learned to read that wellmeember my teacher and the aide at the
alternative school being so patient to work with enastantly. | was always self-conscious to
read out loud, but my teachers had worked with onesch that | began to feel alright with it.
One day | was reading out loud in class; as | teagassage, | read the word ‘quasar’ without a
hesitation. It surprised me so much | laughed andbrked to my teacher and the class, | just
read the word ‘quasar’, | cannot believe it!”

All 12 of the participants feel that if it had nmgen for the relentless pursuit of the
teachers and other staff members at the alternstiveol they attended they would not have
made it through their schooling and would not cotlsebe experiencing success in their lives.
One young man says that one of his teachers waly sesponsible for him enrolling and
completing a technical program. This young man givie former teacher credit by saying, “He
stayed after me to enroll in a technical programwduld not let up. He even helped me with
the enrollment process. He told me | could maklerdgugh this and that | would be very good at
it. I do not think | would have pursued it on mymwMy teacher stayed after me, believed in me,
even going the extra mile to help me with all theodment stuff. | was very successful in the
program, completing it in less than the recommeriohed.”

Student participant remarks regarding how instmsctmpacted program completion:
1. Instructors were caring. They worked hard to mepsucceed. All the teachers

motivated me and believed in me. They cared abe@upensonally as well.
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2. The teachers at my school were patient. They wpusth me and challenge me. They
never let me give up. My teachers at the regulaoaicdid not seem to care whether | got
it done or not. There were no attempts to pusthallenge me.

3. The teachers were helpful. They explained stuffreheould understand it. They
worked hard to help me succeed. | could tell theypt@d me to get my diploma. They
cared.

4. My teacher was hardnosed, strict, structured. heeewhy she had to be like that. She
was trying to get the most out of me.

5. They did a good job of explaining. All the teachesese very helpful personally. They
truly wanted to make a difference in all areashefs$tudents’ lives. They did not have to
prod me to do the work like they did some of theskil was ready to get my degree.

6. The teachers were good and helpful. They were awlegre for me and would dog me
until I got it done. They cared about me as anvidial.

7. The para was more laid back and very helpful. Baeher was hard-driving. She stayed
on us all the time.

8. 1did not really like the teacher at first. Sheswmaetty hard on us. | understood that some
of the students needed that approach. | had a pkrsenal relationship with the para.
She helped me get through the program.

9. The teachers cared about me. There was a lot eboymme instruction. That made a big
difference in me completing the program.

10. My teacher and the para were great. They made ehdilde | could do the work. They
made sure | got through.

11.The teachers worked with me until | got it. Theyda@ure | mastered the work.
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12.They were real big on discipline. They would ted| # you cannot make it in school you
will not make it in the real world. They worked Hao keep me focused on my studies. |

got immediate feedback so | could understand tite way to do it.

How does student self-efficacy influence succepsbgiram completion?

Maslow’s (1943) early work explored the necessftgaif-esteem in human motivation.
He theorizes that confidence, competence, achieveraed mastery are critical to self-respect
and self-worth. Considering Maslow’s work, it is sarprise that the second most important
element mentioned by student participants as k@ydgram completion is that staff members
are able to instill in their students a sense Wffcmfidence never experienced previously.
Participants realize that this area actually liethe spectrum of a caring and passionate staff, bu
are adamant that believing in students, and helifieg to believe in themselves, is more than
simply caring about that person. The collectivecesiof these former students wanted me to
understand just how crucial instilling self-coninde is to program completion. Many of the
students interviewed were intellectually capableafhg successful but never believed that they
could do it. “I could not focus or keep up in regguschool. | would always become
overwhelmed, and then just give up. My teachemdternative school broke the work up into
smaller chunks. All of a sudden assignments artd vesre doable, not overwhelming. | began to
see that | could do this after all”, remarked onelent. One of the teachers commented, “I could
see their frustration and would break the assignsnato smaller parts so they could see that
they could do it. Long, large assignments made tgeeup before they ever started.”

A young woman who has successfully completed medécards management and
transcription certification remarks, “When | gotthe alternative school they gave me hope and

made me feel as though | could make it, and | Ha@ee young adult revealed, “There would be
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times, especially in elementary, when | would wwsry hard to do well on an assignment or
test. Hope of at least an average score would lbevittea big red ‘F’ and a disapproving look
from my teacher, once again, disappointing mysedf ahers. You try so many times and fail.
Sooner or later you just give up. You really bedigou are stupid and that you cannot do it.”
Another gentleman remembers how much instructiomissed out on when moving from place
to place and from living with an abusive alcohdéther. His dad would go into rampages when
something set him off while he was drinking. Someewould wind up hurt. The participant,
being the oldest male child in the family at thradi felt it his duty to stay home to care for the
family member his dad had wielded his wrath updmer€ were far too many of those types of
school absences, far too much information andunstn lost, and far too much on his mind to
concentrate on school work when he was in attereddthape is just another word in the
dictionary to many of these previous alternativaeaation students. Individuals with no hope
will give little effort, succumbing to failure e&gi Diminishing self-confidence is reinforced
when failure is repeated.

Hope equates to a belief in something or someorieeligf in oneself equates to self-
confidence. These at-risk students found it diffito believe in others and even more difficult to
believe in themselves. They lacked the tools ardstipport system to believe in their own
abilities. When self-efficacy is instilled in andiridual, self-motivation and internal drive begin
to take shape.

Participants experienced teachers and other stfilvars at the alternative schools,
believing in them and believing in their potent@alachieve and be successful. One of the older
participants in the study tells me that he had nbad anyone tell him, you can do it, | believe in

you, | know you can achieve, and | am going to lyelp to achieve.
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Student participant comments regarding the impodani self-efficacy to program completion:

1. The teachers gave me hope. They made me feel aghth@ould make it. That kept me
going to get it done.

2. | lacked self-confidence big time. The teacherhatschool, the instruction, and pace
helped me to see | could do it. | just needed sbimgtdifferent from the traditional
school.

3. The way the teachers taught helped me to feel lddmel successful. When | came to the
school | did not really think | could do the wotlkwas doing great with instruction from
the teachers but the last year at the alternatived they moved me to an online
learning program. | hated that. The teachers wetasupposed to help. | did not feel |
could do it on my own. Finally, they allowed thad¢gers to give support when needed. |
felt more confident and did much better with thecteer support and encouragement. |
was able to finish on time.

4. |am very smart. | just had lots of emotional ssirom all the stuff that had gone on
while | was growing up. | did not lack self-confit=e in my ability to do the work. | just
had a bunch of stuff that took my focus away fréw@ work. Even though | knew | could
do the work all along, it did make me feel betteoat myself and my abilities when |
was successful and when | completed the program.

5. Idid well in traditional school but I got pregrtaat 17. Traditional school just did not
seem to fit me. | had the self-confidence to dovilbek before I got pregnant, just was
not sure | could get it done with a baby to take=@d. The teachers were not judgmental.
They were supportive and told me | could do anygHhiset my mind to and | did. |

graduated on time.
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6. My parents moved around a lot. | missed out onrecbwf stuff in grade school. |
thought | was dumb. The teachers at the alternatitieol helped me to see that | was not
dumb; I just missed out on a lot of the basicsraddg school. The way they taught me
and encouraged me helped me believe in myself emthat | could reach my goal, that
| could get my degree, and | did.

7. 1did not realize how much my behaviors had keptfrom learning at the regular school.
My grades were not very good at the regular schodljust thought | was not good at all
that stuff. The teacher and para at my alternabmol told me all the time how smart |
was and stayed with me to get the work done rigltas not long before | began to
believe in myself and that | knew | could do thisould learn and be successful just like
other kids.

8. School work always came easy for me, but in myteiginade year my already, very
dysfunctional family fell apart when my brother wsent to prison. We were very close
and | became lost without him there. School judtribt seem to matter anymore. | did
not care. | did not believe in my ability be suafakin school with all the other stuff
going on in my life. The teacher and the para ltelpe to believe in myself and have the
self-confidence to keep going. They helped me tmdakeing a victim and look to what |
could control about my life and my future.

9. My industrial tech teacher was always telling mat thhad good skills in construction,
wiring, auto mechanics, and collision repair. Hadmane feel really good about myself
and my abilities. After | earned my high school iegat the alternative school he was on

me all the time to enroll in a local technical sachior collision repair and auto wiring. |
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wasn’t so sure | could do it but | enrolled anywkfnished the two-year course in just
nine months. His belief in me made me believe isalfy

10.While | was in the middle school alternative progray teachers encouraged me to get
involved with the Special Olympics. | felt so goaldout myself because | was able to do
something to help somebody. That gave me the ceméiel along with lots of help from
my teachers, to be able to get through the prognagihgo on to high school. | work with
mentally and physically handicapped people nowyTally need me. | feel good that |
can help them.

11.My ADD always caused me lots of struggles in schbtilought | was not smart because
my grades were never good in regular school. | ldeiff off and clowned around a lot to
cover up for my poor grades. When | got to therafteve school the teachers broke the
work into smaller chunks so | didn’t have to foamsa bunch of stuff at one time. Pretty
soon | was able to complete assignments and doowe#sts. Before | knew it | had
completed that program and was on to high school.

12.When | was old enough to realize that my mom wasglmeth | began to have a real
negative attitude and not care about school. ixggt behind at that school. Once |
moved in with my grandma | was enrolled at theratitve middle school. My teacher
gave me the self-confidence and self-worth | needebmplete that program and be

successful in high school.

How does small student-to-teacher ratio influeneecessful program completion?
The third attribute of the alternative program né@d as most beneficial to their success
is that of the small setting. Small numbers of stid in relationship to the number of instructors

and aides is important and mentioned by all paudicis as making a difference in their success
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or failure. Smaller numbers not only allow for mamdividualized instruction, immediate
feedback, and closer student-teacher relationshiyisalso create a comfort level never before
experienced by these students. Fewer distractimhéeds competition are additional bonuses
given the smaller setting. All students remarked Inauch easier it was to focus on their work
and to seek out the teacher when questions arosiee regular classroom most participants
mentioned that they often did not understand aedapects of the lesson. They were either too
shy or embarrassed to ask questions or felt ttehéeavas too busy to attend to their queries.
Many of the students remarked that much of the timeg simply felt too dumb to get it. In their
minds asking questions was pointless and only plte¢heir classmates and the world that they
were dumb. They lacked the self-worth to belie\a they were worthy of the teacher’s time to
give them extra help. At the alternative schoolvas just the reverse, the small numbers and
other students with similar issues and circumstaneade it easier to raise their hands, approach
the teacher, and ask questions. Once they begasktquestions, they began to better understand
the content and successfully complete assignm@mtse they began to realize progress, they
understood how important it was to seek help, asstions, and be engaged in their own
learning
Student participant responses regarding the ingfasrnall student-to-teacher ratio to program
completion:

1. School was finally a comfortable, caring place ame to. The small student-to-teacher

ratio made it easier to learn than in the regug#irgy. Lots of one-on-one attention.
2. Small numbers were good. It allowed for more ingion and help from teachers, which
helped me to understand better, and then maderd hikely for me to complete the

assignments.
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. Teachers to students were about 1-15 if everyooeeth up. Most days it was about 1-
10. | got lots more help when | needed it at therahtive school. | started passing all my
courses there.
It was easier for the teachers to meet my individeads at the alternative school
because there were not very many students and advevoateachers. | seemed to learn
better and faster.
. Alternative school was a small, laid-back groupisgt Teachers were hands-on and
involved with us all the time. They just saw tohiat we got the work done correctly and
on time.

| attended public schools in another state dugiegientary and middle school. The
schools were very large. The teachers just dicca. At the alternative school the
numbers were small. The teachers knew my name,asloskth me closely, helped me
every step of the way to getting it all done.
. At first the smaller numbers was sort of weirdolbk me a little while to adjust. After
awhile it was comfortable. The small numbers gaeetine attention | needed from the
teachers to stay focused, not clown around, anchgetork done right.

| felt isolated in the beginning but grew to feeinfortable out there. The smaller setting
kept me from falling through the cracks like | waighe regular school.
. The small school size made it feel caring and cotalide. | got lots of one-on-one so |

learned easier and faster.

10. At the regular school | was afraid to ask a quesiiecause of others thinking it would be

a dumb question. At the alternative school | ditdfeel like that. There were not very
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many of us so we got lots of help and it was muaiex to ask a question when | had
one.

11.The one-on-one just made it easier to approaclnéescl learned to take my studies
more seriously. The smaller numbers made it e&siene to ask questions and ask for
help.

12.1 attended large schools in another state befamergpto the alternative school. | kind of
got lost in all those big classes. | was quietjdirand very shy. The large schools just
made me more that way. The small numbers at teenalive school not only helped
academically but really helped me with my confideeaad interaction skills. | learned

how to interact with people and was able to conteobmuch of my shyness.

What influence does family involvement play in easful program completion?

Both programs employ a structured enrollment/aaton process for family members
and students. Conferences with staff members arduoted, current students introduced, a tour
of the facilities, policies, procedures, and exatgahs are explained in detail with opportunities
for questions and addressing concerns.

The middle school alternative program is embeduiéad multiple opportunities for
parental communication and involvement. Detailelydbehavior sheets go home with students
each day. Parents are expected to read over tla@ibelBheets, talk with their child regarding
the information recorded there, sign the sheetranan it with their child the next morning.

In-depth parent/teacher conferences are condeecigltl quarter at the middle school.
Teachers provide dinner and a comfortable atmospfoeparents who have previously
experienced a great deal of discomfort with pateather conferences. Parenting classes are

offered frequently with additional resources pr@ddor reading and study at home. When a
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severe or repeated issue arises the instructor tiseophone with the parent or making a house
call. Strategies to manage, modify, monitor, oriplithe negative behaviors are made available
to parents.

Students experiencing the middle level alternagi@ool, who had parents or guardians
that supported the program, feel that family ineshent is important to the completion of the
program. Students with parents or guardians, whghbthe practices implemented in their
program, felt their progress was hampered as 4 i@fsihe negative influence of the parents or
guardians.

Students completing the high school program sayféimaily involvement within their
alternative education experience played a min@ irotheir successful completion the program.
Many of the high school students were on their owlving with someone other than family.
They had accepted the lack of family members’ ageor involvement in their education long
before they landed in the alternative school aatlzed that completion of their degree was
ultimately up to them, with the help of the altdima school staff.

Student participant answers regarding how famipinement impacted program completion:

1. The school did not require family involvement. Mpm was available and supported me
but did not get involved with anything at my schdotkalized it was up to me to get it
done.

2. Family involvement was not necessarily encouraggddyular attendance was required.
| lived with my aunt while attending the altern&igrogram. She made sure | made it to
and from school every day. Attendance had alwags loee of the issues that led to my
lack of success in school. | might not have mader@gugh the program if it had not been

for my aunt and the school making sure | went edary:.
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. The school did not require parent involvement. Mygnts made sure | went every
morning and made sure | finished.

My teacher kept my mom aware and informed of pregjevery day. My teacher had lots
of contact with my mom. Mom made sure | attendeshgday and was there to support
and encourage me to the end.

. The school held parent/teacher conferences. My ame to those. As far as | can
remember, that was about all the school providgahasntal involvement. Mom was the
reason | enrolled in the alternative program. Shdersure | went every morning.
Getting the work done was pretty much up to meragdeachers.

. The school did not require or really offer any fgnmvolvement. It would not have

made any difference if they had required or offatebbwas on my own with no family to
be involved. It was all on me.

. The teacher at my school sent a progress reporéhommy mom every day. Mom came
to school for conferences. They even had some pagetiasses. | remember the teacher
calling my mom a lot just let her know stuff, goawd bad. My mom being so involved
and aware of everything that was going on madeg aifference in me getting through.

. The teacher worked hard to make opportunities fpdad and step mom to be involved.
Dad was involved more than he ever had been ipdake He never cared before. My dad
caring about my school helped me to care more.

My first alternative school was when | was incaated in another city. Families were
not involved in that school at all. At the last soh families were allowed to be a little

more involved. My grandma supported me there barag still up to me to get through.



88

10.Dad and grandma were involved. Dad had some sadrgact with my teacher every
day. He came to all the parenting meetings, pdeauther conferences, activities.
Everything we did, dad was there. That made all @en more important to me.

11.The most important thing was that my mom backedhygeachers on everything. That's
what makes the program work the best, when thdnéga@nd parents support each other.
That made a huge difference in my success there.

12.My teachers were highly involved with my grandma aice versa. The teachers not
only communicated my progress but also providedeywdar gas, taking me to
appointments, school supplies, and lots of othéf.sAll that stuff led to my success

there.

How does social/ emotional support influence susfcéprogram completion?

Most of the students experienced difficulties tigioout their childhood which generated
anger, aggression, depression, loneliness, andigionf just as many were never privy to any
sort of social or emotional therapy.

Both alternative programs operate under the preofiséaslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
(Maslow, 1943). The pyramid schematic of this neiedarchy discloses to educators certain
basic needs as the foundation for learning. Legmiitl not occur if these basic human needs
are not met. The most basic needs are physiolo@e#ébty needs are the second level of
physiological, basic needs. Social and emotionapstt for these two programs begins with the
implementation of strategies to address securitysaety with the at-risk teen. By attending to
the basic needs of security and safety first, sttedare more open and ready to address the

psychological needs. Helping students with belogigass issues, relationship skills, how to
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integrate into their new surroundings, and howrtdarstand their emotions and feelings are
integral to molding the successful student andviddial.

All students who enroll in the middle level prograre involved in weekly, group
counseling sessions. In addition, some attend aegu@rsonal therapy sessions, while some are
even involved in family counseling with their patgand siblings. Participants experiencing the
middle level alternative program feel the coungghelped them with emotional difficulties.
Additionally, they feel that the daily journaling@sharing of private thoughts and feelings were
therapeutic for their mental condition. Sharingualdhe emotional issues and struggles helped
immensely with their sense of belonging and fittingThis single activity each morning allows
the opportunity for students to realize that mestrgone else in the classroom battles similar
struggles. Not only did these previous studentlbgva sense of belonging and fitting-in with
the group, they gained comfort in knowing that eshenderstood what they dealt with and that
they were not the only ones with these problems.

The middle school program spends a good deal & &dudressing appropriate social
conduct. Daily behavior lessons are incorporatéaltime curriculum, while the daily point’s
sheet addresses and rewards expected social behavio

High school students receive counseling from thisktcounselor as-needed. Outside
mental health agencies are employed through theosoim an infrequent basis. When
exceptionally serious emotional issues arise, testadents are recommended for external
emotional support. It is ultimately up to the indival to seek their own therapy programs.

Middle and high school students welcome and apatethe social and emotional
assistance but reveal that the significant undarp@of their emotional well-being is the

development of self-confidence and the belief thay are in control of their own destiny.
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Student participant statements on how social/ematisupport impacted program completion:

1. |think the staff at our school considered the wehmhckage, not just the academics. They
were aware that we needed help with the sociakamational issues so we could handle
the academics. All staff was aware of and assissedith our social and emotional
needs. It made a positive difference in me gettimgugh.

2. 1did not experience any social/emotional supporseif. | cannot speak for others. Just
know | did not receive any.

3. Stuff like that was offered but | did not take adtage of any of it. | did not need that.

4. While in regular school | had lots of emotionaliss. There were family problems. | did
not know how to handle stuff. Depression was a leratand | thought about suicide. |
went on meds and that just made me into a zombult not do school work because
of all of that. Once | got to the alternative schibey got me hooked up with a mental
health agency. | got a good therapist and theyrgobn meds that really worked. My
mom and | even went to some family counseling togietAll of that made a big
difference in me getting through middle school.

5. I was not made aware of any social/emotional suppée had a counselor at the school
but that was all | knew about.

6. The counselor offered help to students at our dchdad not have a lot of emotional
issues but did have struggles in my life. He, thienselor, was always willing to listen.
He even made some phone calls to my work to heip same problems there. That
made a difference in me staying in school. | hagiddk. | was on my own.

7. 1 was kind of famous for bad choices. We had gritvgpapy from a licensed therapist

once a week at school. We shared stuff. The coankelped us to work through our
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problems and find better ways to handle things sérsessions helped me to think more
before | reacted. Better behavior helped me to beerauccessful. | think those sessions
helped me mature a little bit too.

8. Emotional issues were probably the reason | begao poorly in regular school. Things
in my life and family had always been big-time dysftional but | always had my
brother to rely on. We sort of got through all treel times together. When he was sent
away everything in my world fell apart. At the aitative school we had group
counseling two times a week and | had personal sling two times a week also. The
counseling did help me to get back on track. Thmoett relieved much of my depression
and many of my fears so | could focus on schooll@duccessful.

9. There was not a lot of social/emotional help atsmimool. | mean the teachers were nice.
They cared about all of us and listened when wettoadbles but that was about it.

10.We had mental health counseling each week. It seeémleelp a lot of the kids. | did not
have as many emotional issues as some of the kitteer

11. A therapist from the local mental health agency eamo our school once a week. We
had group sessions. Those helped a lot. We talkedgh a bunch of stuff and learned
ways to handle stuff and better ways to react eyghiing we had going on. The teachers
were always there for us too. When we would jouezah day we had the chance to
share from our journals. Those conversations amgt@drom our teachers was a big
help.

12. Social/emotional help was really what | neededntiost. We had group counseling

sessions each week and | even had personal anly fessions. | was pretty angry about
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stuff in my life. The sessions helped me to tald Earn how to vent my anger. That

helped me to be able to be more focused on myestudi

What significance does the design and implememtationdividually designed education plans
play in successful program completion?

Former alternative school students interviewethis study reveal the anxiety and aching
in their stomachs or heads each morning upon egténe doors to their traditional school. They
tell of how they knew each day that they would emter wrath from teachers or administrators
due to incomplete or incorrect homework assignmérisy speak to a heightened frustration
level from the inability to understand the conceptd complete the work. Fear gripped them
when there was the opportunity to be called upcam&wer questions or read in front of the
entire class.

At-risk students find it difficult to adapt andhaeve within the framework of the
traditional methods of instruction. Teens landin@iternative education exhibit a variety of
academic struggles. The participants in this sgigyre that traditional school overwhelmed
them. Most found their academic progress woefudligibd by the time they reached middle and
high school. Once enrolled in the alternative sthieachers cared enough to evaluate their level
of ability and design instruction and activitiesnieet their needs and to challenge them as well.

Each program scrutinizes previous state and ratioormed assessment results, verifies
classroom performance over time, reviews attendandebehavior reports, as well as personal
communication with the previous school’'s administraand guidance counselor. At the high
school program and in some instances at the msidileol program, students also take a
national-normed assessment in reading and math eqratiment. This assessment yields

academic and performance ability levels in thesgest areas. Additionally, students are
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allowed the opportunity to share with staff whagyttieel are their strengths and areas of
concern. Utilizing this mixture of data, the stdévelops an individual education plan for the
new student. Assessment data, classroom performmasgks, behavior, and attendance are
monitored over time so that the plan may be ametuleteet the current academic and
emotional needs of the student.

Academic pace is a key issue involved in the inldial education plan. Teachers must
make professional judgments in keeping the pae@ appropriate level. Teachers remark that
the academic pace is something they have to perasiwidually with each student. They work
closely with each one of the students, to deterrthirestudent’s ability or inability to keep up
with the current academic pace.

All students share that they suffered some anxiptn arrival to their respective
alternative schools. Small numbers, separateitdhé program, caring and attentive staff,
individualized instruction, and the revelation ¢iers just like them in many aspects helped
them to realize a comfort level never before exgared. Each day in their new placement found
them relaxing and settling into a favorable envinemt
Student participant observations regarding theistgimce an individually designed education
plan was to program completion:

1. My transcript was examined and a plan was desifpratie to complete just the course
work | needed to graduate. Due to attendance issues woefully behind in credits
coming from the regular high school. | felt relgefd that | could handle the plan they

designed for me to graduate.
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| had to work while attending alternative schoalyifig to manage work and school was
tough, but | realized that my degree was withircheance | saw that the plan for each
course included only the specific work | neededreduate.

| was never a real big fan of school. It was alwayistle hard for me. When | got to the
alternative school they geared everything to threlland amount of work | needed. It
made me feel successful in school for the firsetithhelped me to know I could get
through.

. Our assessments were looked at and our previoclseesagave input from our
performance in their classrooms. Assignments astauation were planned from there. It
all seemed doable out there. | did not feel ovetmld and want to give up anymore.

. The teachers, counselor, and administrator lookeayehigh school transcript. That gave
them the information they needed to create a glamek. | did not need any special
interventions. | just needed to be able to sedighéat the end of the tunnel. That helped
me to know that | could do it.

People at the school looked at the credits | nesolgdaduate, so the instruction was
streamlined to focus on just that. | was working@rs a week. When | saw that | just
needed to complete the credits | was short or lilke | it was possible to get my degree
and keep my job.

In my sixth grade year | do not remember doingrtah academically. We worked a lot
on manners, good behavior, making wise choicessaoil skills. In my seventh grade
year | do remember attending algebra and sciesses in the regular building and the

teacher creating lessons for me in social stutheguage arts, and reading. The slower



95

pace and lack of large assignments helped me be soocessful in completing work on
time.

8. I never knew of a plan designed specifically for. flee work was not rigorous or
challenging enough for me. | began at the alteveatchool in its first or second year. |
think they were still working to make the prograrhawithey wanted it to be. | have been
back to visit several times in recent years. Thewdbt of things differently now. Many
things are much better for the student now, in pipion.

9. They looked at my records. | remember taking sastst Then they decided what |
should be learning. Everything was broken way dtwa point | could understand and
grasp it before moving to the next concept. Theepaas slower and learning was based
on mastery and comprehension. If it took me eelitthger to get something | did not
have to worry about being left behind. That madégadifference in my progress.

10.The pace at the regular school was too fast forl ralevays felt like | could never keep
up. Completing work and getting it turned in ondimas a problem for me. At the
alternative school they adjusted the pace andrieuat of work | had to do. Even tests
were shorter and over smaller amounts of matdf@lthe first time completing school
work was not a problem anymore. That helped me.a lo

11.My ADD caused me to be overwhelmed and frustratitd thie pace at the regular
school. At the alternative school the pace wa®bfit. We were challenged to work hard
but we didn't all have to work at the same pace.Wdeked until we mastered something
and then moved onto the next thing. | never feit tr behind. | felt like | was making

progress and that | could do this after all.



96

12. An individual plan was created for me. It includedood pace, the right amount of work,
a good amount of hands-on work, and lots of rdalldarning. | would not have made it
at the regular school. The difference in the pakthe way things were taught made me

be able to get through the eighth grade.

Table 4.2 below provides an examination of theettidiews confirming support of
specific program elements in regard to program detigm. For instance, only one former
alternative education student felt that he woulddlewing the same course regardless of the
alternative education experience. He feels poséhaut his education experience at the
alternative school, but his goal as a young adak @ work in the family business all along. In
his mind, he believed he could effectively run fdwily business without a high school diploma.
The rest of the participants are sure their futwesld have been much different than they are
now. Some feel that if they had not had the altiera@ducation experience they could be in
trouble with the law, involved with drugs, in jaily any combination of the three. Some are sure
that they would not have been pursuing continuhgcation in any form. The majority believe
that their best accomplishment would have beemtfaénment of a General Education Degree
(GED) and a job. For most, they feel as though theyld not have considered any sort of goals

or plans for their futures, much less pursued them.
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Student Confirmation Supporting Key Elements tayRam Completion
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Key Elements Confirmed Support tdldResponses
Small student-to-teacher ratio 11 12
Individually designed academic program 10 12
Academic pace 9 12
Academic rigor 4 12
Setting goals/expectations 10 12
Caring teachers 12 2 1
Instilled a belief in me and my abilities 12 12
Positive rewards/incentives 6 12
Clear cut/consistent consequences and rewards 12 12
Relentless pursuit from teachers and other staff 12 12
Effective and supportive leadership/administration 10 12
Highly-qualified staff 3 12
Personal connection with staff 11 12
Personal accountability/responsibility 10 12
Independent study with online curricular software 2 12
Hands-on instruction/projects 12 12
Connecting instruction/curriculum to practical use 12 12
College/career information and exposure 10 12
Flexible schedule 8 12



Table 4.2 (continued)

Student Confirmation Supporting Key Elements tayRam Completion
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Key Elements Confirmed Support TdR@sponses
Mandatory attendance 6 12
Social and emotional support 6 12
Family involvement 6 12
Regular parental communication 4 12
Separation from traditional setting 5 12
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Staff Responses to Research Questions
How do instructors and staff members influence essftil program completion?

Every staff member interviewed agrees that th¢ dinsl foremost element to the success
of their students is a caring and committed stafftaff that truly believes in the alternative
education process and the students that fill #tlassrooms. Consistent student achievement is
realized only when staff “own the sheep,” assunaingsted interest in each child.

Teachers tell me it is essential that the carirdy@mmitment extend beyond the
classroom. It must propel the staff member to amg@ducation and professional development
in order to be highly effective in impacting leargi Caring and commitment drive the staff
member in a determined pursuit of student achiemgnd@ing whatever it takes for as long as it
takes to lead the student to academic successigCamd commitment leads to high expectations
for every student, instilling in the student a edahce in their abilities and belief that they can
achieve. Caring and commitment requires tough ldeegh love develops clear cut boundaries,
rules, and expectations, consistently deliverinvgarels and consequences. Tough love develops
a personal accountability in these students, hglffiam to realize that they are ultimately
responsible for their success or failure. Persanebuntability moves them beyond the role of
the victim that allows their difficulties to be s&mns for failure, and into accepting things they
cannot change and controlling the things that atieimtheir power.

Eight of the ten staff members believe that casnd commitment must involve the
development of personal relationships to truly thective in impacting student achievement.
Two of the staff members believe they are ableate and impact students’ progress without
developing personal relationships. Actually these feel that it is a dangerous to develop those

relationships. “I care tremendously about the sssoé each of my students. | work tirelessly to
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help them succeed. | worry a little about those wébtoo close to these kids. If something goes
awry in the personal relationship the professioakdtionship can be damaged and cause harm to
their academic progress,” relates one of the hatpoasl staff members. Another teacher remarks,
“I must be more professional and less personal altdrnative students”. Yet the same instructor
tells me later in the interview that caring and@eping relationships are important in making a
difference in the lives of these students. He eslares that he feels that his greatest strength is
caring and that he sees his students as individliaésdifferences in opinion as to whether
students and teachers should engage in persoaaibnships may simply come down to the

actual definition one holds of personal relatiopshi

Staff members feel as though many of the elemeitisat to student success are
encompassed within the umbrella of a caring andcdéeztl staff. Constructs most noted as
crucial to success outside that umbrella are sshadlent-to-teacher ratio, adequate funding,
structure and consistency in the daily scheduld edfective, supportive leadership.

Staff members at both schools wanted to addressghe of school finances and how
that impacts their ability to lead students throagmpletion of their programs. Adequate
funding is an issue that plagues all educationadgiams, whether they are traditional or
alternative. Many successful alternative prograresdaésolved due to lack of funds. One of the
programs observed during the course of this stuggmenced just such a situation. Rather than
dissolve, the program’s budget was reduced by @0%.cuts resulted in a reduction in staff and
redesign of the program to an exclusive onlinegipsve course program. This was one of the
elements most mentioned by staff, students, anehpmas the least desirable way to instruct and
impact learning for alternative students. “A dipfactory is all we are now. This is the worst

excuse for an alternative program for these kidaslddrning is taking place, just earning credits.
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| was able to do something meaningful with kidsobbef My classes were designed to prepare
them for vocational training and with employmentisk replied one of the industrial arts
instructors. Another teacher related that the huataration in teaching these students had been
replaced with technology. “The kids are advanchmgugh the program and earning the credits,
but there is so much more these students needdhnot be taught through an online
prescriptive learning program.” Most of the teasheaterviewed said that they were so dedicated
to the learning of the at-risk student and so opgde the online program that they would be
willing to take a cut in salary in order to keepitlprograms running with teacher-driven
instruction at the core.

Staff participant replies to how teachers and stedmbers impact program completion:

1. Teachers make a big difference in every classrdaachers have the power to motivate
and enhance learning or to drive kids away froncatan in general. Alternative school
teachers must know, understand, and be dedicatedc¢hing the at-risk student A
teacher with those qualities will bring kids to gram completion or graduation.

2. An alternative school teacher must know the subjeatter first and foremost. But it is
always so much more than that. We have to really @ad be able to work with them on
a personal basis. We have to take them where tliegyaiere we get them. Sometimes
learning does not come first. Teaching them, lovhregn, staying with them through the
process gets them through the program.

3. Teachers at our school make the difference betaestundent passing the courses and
completing the program or failing. If the studeattend regularly, the teachers get them

through successfully.
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4. A personal connection and the one-on-one instradteps at-risk students get through
the program.

5. If the alternative school teacher is compassioreateng, highly qualified, and willing to
do whatever it takes, she will get her studentsugh the program.

6. It has been my experience that to get at-risk tadgraduate it takes patience, good
organizational skills, caring, understanding ydigrtele, determination to the point of
never letting up on them, and passion for theimigg and the student as a whole.

7. It's the opportunity and the ability to work one-one with these kids that gets them
through their program. Teachers have to be willlgut in the extra time and effort to
adapt and modify the work and work a long sideheht to completion.

8. Effective teachers in alternative programs mustatestrate a firm grasp of the content
knowledge, employ a balance of student accountgbifid caring, create ways to instill
self-confidence in each student, communicate toehoften, and provide support outside
the school building and regular school day. Thaésonly way it works successfully.

9. | have had a great deal of success with gettingtogents through the program. | set
clear expectations. | know my subject matter andlerible in the delivery of it. | utilize
teaching moments when they come up. | take tinagltivess student needs as they arise.
| try to incorporate as many hands-on projectsraatiworld opportunities as time will
allow. We set many short-term goals with these.Kldey must see successes in small
intervals or they shut down.

10. Effective teachers are the critical component tiolsiht success in any program.



103

How does student self-efficacy influence succepsfigiam completion?

Most of the students that land in alternative paogs are not academically successful at
the time they enroll there. Some have never expeegid success in the traditional setting. Thus,
the chance that they believe they have the albdigomplete quality work, on time, is slim at
best. They interpret their failure in traditionahsol as their inability to learn, focus, care,
engage, remain on task, and keep up with the péast truly believe they are the problem. Why
else would other students be able to succeed wiggncannot?

Both sets of staff members at each alternativgrarm express how much Maslow and
the Hierarchy of Needs (1943) impacts their worthwhe at-risk teens that enter their respective
programs. Obviously, each program is cognizanttend to food, clothing, hygiene, and shelter
needs. Both schools, as with all schools, maketbatethe school is safe and secure, with a
positive and comfortable learning environment. Aértering the program, attention is given to
any social and emotional needs that may be impgutiogress in the academic or personal lives
of the students. Helping students to feel as thdhgh belong in the alternative program
environment is necessary if staff members are ljp the students achieve personal esteem and
confidence. When students realize a sense of eeipetence, by beginning to achieve in the
alternative setting, many are able to move towhedoeak of the Hierarchy of Needs pyramid,
pursuant of self-actualization. The belief thatyttreily can be academically successful and the
realization that they are academically successfldashes what Maslow (1943) refers to as
growth motivation. Many students find that they womously desire to fulfill their potential, to
do more, to be the best that they can be.

Staff members feel that instilling hope and thikeb¢hat these young people can

complete quality work is critical to their successchool and in life. A student who believes
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they cannot succeed will not. Many of these stuglgive up so easily because they do not
understand the hard work and continued perseverataiees to achieve their goals. They seem
to be under the impression if they try without seexting the first time; they are just simply
incapable of learning or understanding.

In addition to verbally reassuring their studehts they can complete the work, they can
understand, and they can achieve, the teachersarsg strategies in assisting the students in
their academic success. Instruction, assignmendsassessments are broken into smaller
chunks. Students have only a small amount of in&ion to understand in one setting.
Assignments are structured to provide practicatferdimited instructional information and
limited to the amount necessary to realize theestudnderstands the information. Tests contain
few questions, with a variety of question formsnHs-on and project learning consume a
considerable amount of the instructional practidésst of the students attending alternative
programs realize greater academic success whendtection involves more hands-on learning
as opposed to worksheets, lecture, and text bagrasents.

Attention to developing an appropriate, effectivelividual learning plan lends well to
establishing self-efficacy in the student. Studemigaged in a learning plan established from the
appropriate diagnosis of their current learningleassures that students can successfully
complete their learning at the alternative progksoause the instruction level and the pace are
specifically designed to meet the needs of thatesttiat that point in their academic career.

The smaller numbers enrolled in both programsaalistaff to invest a greater amount of
time to planning, instruction, support, counselirgationship building, and working to instill
self-confidence in each student.

Teacher responses to how student self-efficacy eétsgaogram completion:
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. Kids come to us pretty beat down. Building themanp making them believe in their
own abilities is one of the hardest things we dbi®absolutely necessary for program
completion.

. Lots of anger in all these kids. We have to trgubthrough that so that they can focus
on learning, not the anger and being overwhelmbdedk the lessons into smaller
chunks of material and assignments. Students &ier lable to visualize completing
smaller assignments. As they complete the smadk@gaments they gain more and more
confidence in their ability to get through the pram. My students have made fabulous
progress, become much better readers, and realimegss.

. If a student does not believe in their ability tothe work and complete the program,
they will not get it done. It is our job to desitire instruction so they can be successful
one day at a time. Success each day builds sefidemce and gets them through.

. The most significant factors leading to program ptation is building self-esteem and
self-confidence in each individual.

. Self-efficacy is ultimately what it is all abouth@&y have to believe they can do it. When
we can instill that, they make it.

. Hardly anyone has believed in these kids before ¢fe¢ to us. We believe in them and
are willing to do what it takes to help them thrbugvhen they see that we believe in
them and hang in there to help them along the Wy, experience success. Daily
success instills self-efficacy and leads to getthmgugh the program.

. Kids say they think the alternative school is eafian regular school. It is just that

adapting the work to meet their needs createcealfidence. The self-confidence to do
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the work relieves the previous frustration and atyxand that makes them feel like it is
easier.

8. We not only provide the academic supports necessayccessful progress but we
encourage every student to get involved in scholigies, so they feel better about
themselves and feel a real connection to schod.sElf-confidence gained through
successful academic performance and through ine@we in extra-curricular activities
leads our kids to program completion.

9. A sense of pride and accomplishment is evidenutjindhe hands-on projects in my
classes. When students work with their brain aed tiands to create a product, self-
confidence occurs. Self-confidence helps themlggt degree and move on to
employment or extended education.

10. A child who does not believe in his abilities igydifficult to motivate. We set high
expectations for our students and provide timeuees, and encouragement so they can
excel to those expectations. Once they begin telake fire is lit. They believe they can

do the work so they are motivated to do the work.

How does small student-to-teacher ratio influeneecessful program completion?

Maintaining a small number of students to one teaalows for more personal,
individualized attention and instruction. Teachens able to assess the student’s aptitude, design
an education plan unique to their learning need&lving practical, concrete lesson plans and
immediate feedback. Instructors remark that stugltsttthem quite often how relaxed and
comfortable they feel with the fewer number of &g and with the lessons designed to their

level of ability.
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Smaller student-to-teacher ratio improves the chsiticat learning will occur and that it
will occur more rapidly. One-on-one instruction,ahgroup tutoring, schools within schools,
classes within classes, and pull-out programs lapime examples of strategies utilized to
create smaller learning communities in the traddicsetting in an attempt to improve student
achievement (Institute for Research and Reformdincation, 2003). First Things First Reform
(IRRE, 2003) says it is less likely that a studaititslip through the cracks when the student-to-
teacher ratio is small. In both programs, the stfbgnizes and understands a great deal about
each student. If a student begins to strugglesthal numbers make it possible for staff to
intervene immediately. There is a greater chanaeithmediate intervention will prevent failure.

Given the small numbers, the programs involvedis $tudy are able to function with a
great deal of structure and consistency in theydaihedule. Teachers and administrators say that
it is their experience that at-risk students erijogwing what to expect each day. Functioning
under a regular routine and direct supervisionvaltes issues with managing their behavior
during transition and other unsupervised timestigk-students seem more relaxed, comfortable,
and ready to learn in an environment with few sgg® and minimal freedom.

Teacher remarks to the impact small student-toRra@tios have on program completion:

1. Small numbers change the environment for theseestadit feels safer, more
comfortable. Many of the kids tell me it is muclsiea to get out of bed and come to
school knowing there are only a few kids in théaisses and that they will get a great
deal of one-on-one instruction.

2. Smaller enrollment is better for everyone. As &lea of students who are usually very
far behind in their skills and credits, it is muelks overwhelming for me to know that |

only have a few students in each class. | canthiem the time and attention they need to
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catch up. It is a win-win. | am less overwhelmebey get more individual assistance and
are more likely to get done in a timely fashion.
. Small student-to-teacher numbers is the only wagtarsk program should be designed.
These students have too many needs and too grdetficts to be able to get the
majority of them through the program successfiliye were to employ larger class
sizes.
. Our school was very small, two teachers to sevaahesits, with that sort of ratio, unless
they moved, the parents pulled them from the progi some other thing out of our
control, we could pretty much guarantee programpdetion.
. Very small enroliment and two teachers. We realadma difference in the lives of those
kids. The small numbers allowed the academic supbey needed and also encouraged
much closer student/teacher relationships.

| have been here since the beginning. We staridfiwe faculty members. | think it
was better then, much more one-on-one. We witnessed consistent progress and
more students completing the program. Staff iscedinow. We do more online
instruction. We can get the kids through the progbait we do not realize the same
personal interaction as we did in the beginning.
. Our alternative school is a small school with twi-fime teachers. We were able to get
every student through the program unless sometiapgened that was beyond our
control.

| helped to start this program. All the researelxplored and the programs | contacted

were insistent that the smaller the numbers thatgrehance of saving the student and
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getting them through the program. So that's whatlide seven students with two full-
time teachers.

9. We are a small school. We had more staff membdisibeginning but we still average
about 15 to 1 student-to-teacher ratio. That'shaat but 1 to 10 or less helped us get
more students through the program.

10. Smaller numbers allows us a much greater oppoyttmiimprove student progress

quickly and sustain that progress through comptetio

What influence does family involvement play in essful program completion?

High school staff members state that lack of paestfamily involvement and
attendance impedes the success of some studdastthdtfaculty’s experience that lack of family
involvement is the key factor to poor student atterce. Although the staff has little control over
the degree of parental involvement in the studesdiscation, they are able to rely on state
truancy laws and the county attorney to enforceleggattendance.

Middle school staff members claim lack of parest@hpliance and poor parenting skills
as the major obstacles inhibiting adequate progrétbstheir students. At the middle level,
teachers experience difficulty with parents hindgitheir child’s progress, many times with
excessive involvement. Noncompliance and sabotapmgystem prevent the family and school
from forming a strong team to improving studentdebr and performance. High school
teachers have a different opinion. They claim lackny parental involvement or support as
obstacles impeding the progress of the older téd@ms sheer nature of the younger age of middle
school students promotes a greater chance of fanvibjvement, whether those rearing them are
the biological parents or other family memberst#®fsnember tells me, “Parents don’t wish to

be told how to raise their child. It is difficulbif most parents to initiate tough love.” Another
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long-time alternative educator says, “Most of wivattry to do is to break old habits, instill new,
positive habits, and train parents how to betteemiatheir child. The problem is that most
parents don’t want to be trained to be better garehey believe they already do a good enough
job.” Time and again staff members witness greagmss with a student only to be left picking
up the pieces of a shattered child when the pdéadatthem in some manner or another. “Parents
continue to make the same mistakes with their oildver and over again. That is why parental
training and support is so very necessary in makiddference with their children at school,”
states a middle school administrator.

Instructors from both schools believe that posjtsuigpportive family involvement is an
integral piece to program success and completios the experience of the staff members in the
two programs that graduation from the program neavays occurs for students with parents
that form an alliance with the teachers and theatlonal program.

Teachers answers on how family involvement imppoigram completion:

1. Family involvement is available but is rarely takadvantage of. Even if the parents help
and support the student at home they are usudligteat to get involved or even
communicate with the school. Getting through sch®pretty much up to the student to
get it done.

2. We provide and encourage family involvement, opeumsie and parent/teacher
conferences, for example. Hardly any parents ettené Most parents | meet are very
nice and want to help but just do not have a cfu®w to be involved or help their child
in school.

3. By the time the high school kids land in alternatschool most do not even live with

parents, let alone have them involved with the sthad their education.
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Daily communication was sent home through a positeet with information of
behavior and performance for that day. The paneete expected to sign it and make
any comments they desired. The student returneshibet each morning. Daily
communication kept parents involved and aware aitwras happening with their child.
. There were many opportunities and expectation&faily involvement at our school.
Daily point’s sheets, frequent phone calls, hons&tsj parent/teacher conferences,
parenting classes, and open house were just sothe wfays we included parents. We
were united as a team in support of the child’scatan. | think it made a big difference
in the students getting through the program.

It has been my experience that high school studantsng in our school lost real
parental support long before they arrive herehéfytwere not involved before, chances
are they will not be involved and supportive hédest of our kids are on their own to
get their degree.

. At the middle school most kids are still livinghadme with their parents. Their parents
have not totally given up on them. It is easiegan parental support and get them
involved at the middle level as opposed to highostlkevel. Parental support makes a big
difference in the successful progress of our stigden

My belief is that it takes a village to raise aldhiWe do everything possible to not only
involve our parents but to hold them accountabiteHeir child’s education as well.
When we get the buy-in and support from the pardr@students are successful. When
we get resistance and failure to support what wedamg the student is generally not

successful and does not complete the program.
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9. Most of my students do not live with their paremi&any live with grandparents, other
relatives, or friends. If they do still live at hegmrmany parents have had such difficult
experiences with their child, school, and schootpenel that they have pretty much
washed their hands of the whole thing. High schautd in an alternative program have to
personally want to graduate and be willing to geibne on their own, with the help of
the teachers at school.

10. Positive family support of the program and theifch participation in the program
increases the chances that the student will beesafid and get through our program. For
those students whose parents do not align witmdsadoat we are trying to accomplish

for their child, chances of program completion greatly reduced.

How does social/emotional support influence sudaépsogram completion?

Drugs, gangs, anger, violence, and aggressioneayer@al obstacles in the lives of the
young people who land in high school programs. Mdshe students experience difficulty
throughout their childhood which generates angdraggression in some and leads several to
drugs and gang involvement. Keeping peace durihg@ddours and keeping the drugs out are
ongoing issues that face every staff member. Oftstnuction is suspended so that order can be
regained in the classroom. One staff member repligis never just about instruction and
curriculum; many class periods | find myself simpignaging the tone or climate in order to
keep them from escalating and harming each otkigli school staff members express a sense
of real frustration with drugs and aggression,a&d more toward the juvenile justice system
and their inability to prosecute and rehabilitdtese students and those selling the drugs. “We

know their doing drugs. They tell us about thingstigo on when they are away from school.
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They give us names of people that sell the drugisexm. We report it to the county but nothing
ever happens,” remarks one long-time alternativeation teacher.

Staff members at the high school alternative pnogratness how the limited counseling
and support resources increase the probabilitgibfre to complete program requirements for
many of their students. “We can love them, coutisain, teach them, encourage them, and help
them realize academic success but we cannot cawltiatl happens to them and how they react to
what happens to them,” states one teacher. Sheogaessay, “Most of my students have
experienced a great deal of bad in their youngslilost never encounter any structured
professional support. Coping, anger managementredationship skills fail to be introduced and
reinforced for these students. We work hard to datwe can for them emotionally. They
simply need more than we have the experience antintte to offer them.”

Middle school alternative staff members interviewethis study experience some of the
same concerns revealed by the high school staffbmesnbut the issues with drugs and
aggression are not as prevalent with the youngelests in this rural area. Middle school
students in this program are subject to random tsiing, which, in the opinion of the staff
members, does seem to help students initiate greatsideration before engaging in drug
activity. The middle school program requires tHbastadents are involved in weekly group
counseling sessions through a local mental headthnization, while many parents of those in
this program seek individual and family counselimga regular basis. These sessions address the
anger, aggression, and depression issues so comrttanlives of the at-risk student.

Journal writing is another area used to addresalsamad emotional support. Each day at
the middle school begins with personal journal wgs. Students may write whatever they

choose. The entries vary from day to day and studestudent. Whatever the content, the
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journaling seemed to serve as an avenue for ssdiising, confession, or self-reporting. Over
time students’ entries reveal a general sense ofienal well-being.
Teacher participant comments on how social/emotismaport impacts program completion:

1. We employed a full-time counselor in the beginnvath budget cuts the counselor
moved to part-time. The teachers now have to halpsel students even more. That
takes more time away from the instruction procbkstead of being able to send a student
out to see the counselor and continue on withucstin, the teacher has to stop in the
middle of the lesson to try to resolve the sociadmotional issues. The teachers are
more than willing to handle these situations; just not as effective for the learning
environment. Many of our students really need msifnal counseling. | believe we
could have a better graduation rate if we were abimprove how we address the
social/lemotional issues.

2. We all counsel kids at our school, even the segreba fact, many of our students go to
her with their struggles on a regular basis. Mtigha students need more than what we
can give. | see that we lose a few because we tlhave the means to address their
emotional problems.

3. The majority of the students | have worked withroWe years have dealt with issues
like; drugs, teen pregnancy/parenting, troublef e legal system, depression, and
attempts at suicide. That is some pretty heavy.3tu¢ love and care for them deeply but
we are not equipped to address and be able to trtipzse sort of issues. | think that
many of the students who fail to graduate frommogram do so because they do not

get the professional help they need with theiralemd emotional concerns.
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4. Our kids were engaged in group counseling fromuwside professional at least once
each week. We helped many students and familigsttondividual and family therapy
on a regular basis as well. Also, our students d¢etag a journaling activity each
morning. Many remarked how much writing things doavd thinking things through
made a big difference in dealing with stuff thatswioubling them. | saw our students
move onto high school with improved emotional Healt

5. Our lead teacher was very big on addressing thalsmod emotional issues. She really
felt that they had to be emotionally healthy bef@eecould hope to impact them
academically. We counseled kids on a regular masisnvolved all students in weekly
group sessions from an outside agency. We implesddats of life-lesson and
social/lemotional activities. Some students hadviddal outside therapy. The counselor
at the traditional school was always availableuosiudents. We utilized her on many
occasions.

6. One of the teachers and the secretary facilitag@at deal of social/emotional activities.
They implemented projects, team building lessonading activities, trust and
relationship skills training, and parties. All tbacs played a support in the counseling
department. All of that helped and made some impacome of the students. Those
with heavier problems needed regular professioek. it was hard to keep those
students through to graduation.

7. Group therapy was mandatory once a week duringcheol day. Individual and family
therapy, along with an after-school program atldlcal mental health agency were
strongly encouraged. Many of our families took adage of those opportunities. Daily

journaling activities provided therapy as well. Kibould write down things on their
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mind or going on in their lives. We would talk atbauot of it afterwards. They were

able to see that other students had some of the pesblems. They were offered comfort
and ways to cope with their issues. This helpethtteeget through each day and be more
ready to focus on their studies.

8. We actually employ a great deal of social/emoticugdport. Our kids come to us with a
great deal of baggage, way more than what we aireett to address effectively. If we do
not address emotional issues first it is very diffi to impact the academic issues.
Positive mental health makes a better studerg.ritare likely they will be successful in
school, complete the program and be better pregarddgh school.

9. Everyone counsels here. They reduced our coungepart-time a few years back. We
try to handle all the issues we are capable oftlege kids need more than a band-aid
approach. They need regular, professional themapryity address their issues. They have
experienced many years of serious struggles andgbhmices. If we could offer more
professional help | think we could get more of thiengraduate.

10.We work on social skills every day. Our studentstaught and expected to demonstrate
good manners, positive relationship skills, respesponsibility, moral character, and
integrity on a regular basis. Emotional suppogrsvided by the teachers at the
alternative school, the counselor at the regulaoskcand by an outside agency. The
mental health interventions make a positive impacstudent progress and program

completion.
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What significance does the design and implememationdividually designed education plans
play in successful program completion?

Staff members in the high school programs hold blyate time students find their way
to the alternative school many are poor readersnar@dully behind academically. It is not just a
situation of credit deficiency but failure to mastertain basic skills in math and reading. Every
student that enters their program is at an entatgfgrent learning level. Instruction has to be
tailored to meet the student at the academic ploéy enter the program, ensuring a great deal of
remediation and repetition throughout their enreltrnin the program.

Each program scrutinizes previous state and ratioormed assessment results, verifies
classroom performance over time, reviews attendandebehavior reports, as well as personal
communication with the previous school’'s administraand guidance counselor. At the high
school program, and in some instances at the mgidiieol program, students also take a
national-normed assessment in reading and math ep@timent. This assessment yields
academic and performance ability levels in thesgeart areas. Additionally, students are
allowed the opportunity to share with staff whagyttieel are their strengths and areas of
concern. Utilizing this mixture of data, the stdéfvelops an individual education plan for the
new student. Assessment data, classroom performmasgks, behavior, and attendance are
monitored over time so that the plan may be ametaleteet the current academic and
emotional needs of the student.

Teachers realize that academic pace is as critidhe design of the individual learning
plan as the appropriate learning level itself. thschool alternative teacher tells me, “day after
day | see these students coming to me so overwhkekoebeaten down with their inability to

keep up in the traditional classroom. One of th& things | do, in addition to designing the
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instruction to the academic level of the new stadisrto give specific attention to establishing
the pace at a level the student can manage.”

Implementing an individual learning plan plays @gorting role in other program
elements key to program completion. An educati@mpspecifically designed to students’
needs, yields feelings of safety, security, anflefétacy as students become successful within
the classroom. Teachers who design and implemennétividual plan work closely with the
students. They instill hope and build a caringtrefeship with each student.

Summarizing the staff member responses revealathetfective design for an
alternative education program should first focusoimg effective, caring individuals who
support alternative learning, and are dedicatedeaaelentless pursuit of positively impacting
the lives of at-risk students. Once the programleysthese types of individuals, keeping the
enrollment size and student-to-teacher ratio snmallyidualizing instruction, emphasizing
hands-on learning, and maintaining a structuredcamgistent daily schedule should be the
skeletal requirements of all alternative programs.

Staff members’ answers to how an individual leagrptan impacts program completion:

1. Upon enrollment the student transcript and cumgatecords are viewed by the
counselor. Our counselor contacts the counselireagtudent’s previous school to gain
detailed information regarding areas of strengtits\@aeaknesses. After noting any credit
deficiencies and academic areas of particular conea instructional plan is created for
that student. Students seem to be better ablayonsth the program when the instruction
and work is streamlined to just what they needoimulete to graduate.

2. Transcripts and student records are looked ovediCdeficits are the major point of

emphasis in designing the high school plan butla® laok at classroom and state
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assessment performances as well as gaining mamenaftion regarding the student’s
needs from the staff at the previous school. Téadly helps me to know the specific
lesson plans | need to develop to get this studletack and keep him there. It helps the
student feel like the work is doable, so they assllikely to give up.

. We design individual learning plans for each of students. If we can keep them in
attendance each day and they do not experieneen@tidous amount of outside issues to
cause them to lose their focus, the individual planks well in getting them through the
program.

. The regular school and our alternative school vatokely to design a plan that meets the
needs of our students. Most of our students fotudry difficult to stay up with the
classroom work and the homework at their previalm®sl. Their personal issues
provided major distractions, so they found it @iffit to complete quality work on time.
Much of the time there is little support at homekdorce or help with homework
completion. In addition to designing the level ayge of instruction, we try hard to
modify and assist them with the work so they gdbiie during the school day. The more
we can control during the hours we have them theerikely they will be successful in
our program.

. | see many ways an IEP works well to get studdmtsugh our program, but | see the
pace of the IEP being just as important. When wéottoad too much on them at one
time they shut down and are ready to give up ona@abnce again.

. One of the things students tell me time and agahow they felt they were just drowning
in the regular school. How they hated to walk ia tloors everyday because they knew

what would happen. They knew they wouldn’'t havewlek done, be unable to
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understand the instruction, or both. They knew thatteacher would express
disappointment and reprimand them. They still hetmeggles when they get to us but
through a program designed for them with the apjsitgopace, they see there is hope
and that it is possible they can graduate from kigiool.

. We listen to our students when they come to usldble at records, assessments, and
overall performance. We work hard to develop a pieh meets their needs. One of the
biggest things with middle school students is thegp We want to challenge them
without overwhelming them. We find that when wevskhe pace and reduce the amount
of work they experience small, daily successes.eQney experience success they gain
more confidence in their abilities, then we carr@ase the pace and rigor to get them
through eighth grade and ready for high school.

. When | started the alternative school | thougktas more important to address the
social/lemotional issues first. | knew good mengadlth was critical to academic success.
| still believe that is true but we now work hatdoath emotional and academic issues
from the beginning. We address the academic clgdkeby designing instruction to the
academic level of the student when we receive tMgmmodify the work and adapt the
pace when necessary. With a good blend of emottbeahpy and effective, appropriate
instruction and pace we see positive results.

. We develop individual plans for our kids but wél stee some not motivated to do the
work. Most do excel when the work is designed t@htieeir needs. It helps most of them

to get through.



121

10.1t is necessary to individualize with our studefitisey come to us with different levels of
deficits and with deficits in different skill sedd/e would see very little progress and

diminished program completion if we did not indivalize the instruction and the pace.

Interviewing teachers and other staff members @pétiing in the two alternative
education schools assisted in painting a detailedne of what actually occurs in the trenches of
these programs. Even though the two programs skiffeeent age groups and variances in
program structure the opinions as to the elementt tikely to lead to program completion are
similar. Data Table 4.3 reveals the number of ste#fnbers who confirmed specific program

elements as important to successful program coroplet
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Staff Confirmation Supporting Key Elements to PaogiCompletion
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Key Elements

Confirmed Support

otdl Responses

Small student-to-teacher ratio

Caring teachers/staff

Personal connection with student

Personal accountability/responsibility (student)
Clear boundaries, rules, expectations

Positive rewards/incentives

Clear cut/consistent consequences and rewards
Relentless pursuit from teachers and other staff
Effective and supportive leadership/administration
Instill a belief in student and his/her abilities
Highly-qualified staff

Individually designed academic program
Academic pace

Academic rigor

Setting goals/expectations

One-on-one instruction/assistance

Independent study with online curricular software
Hands-on instruction/projects

Connecting instruction/curriculum to its use/nedgss

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10



Table 4.3 (continued)

Staff Confirmation Supporting Key Elements to PaogiCompletion
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Key Elements

Confirmed Support

otdl Responses

College/career/skills information and exposure
Flexible schedule

Mandatory attendance

Social and emotional support

Family involvement

Regular parental communication

Separation from traditional setting

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10

10
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Parent Responses to the Research Questions
How do instructors and staff members influence essftil program completion?

The most repeated and significant program elenréitad to their child completing the
alternative education program was that of cariaghers. Just a few of the comments that
surface regarding caring teachers were: (1) “Traga about my kid as a person;” (2) “The
teachers were not just there to spit out infornmatichey were there because they love kids and
love seeing them succeed;” (3) “In the regular leghool it'’s all about teaching. It is not about
the student. The high school teachers don’t wagetonvolved or show they care. They just
want to get up in front of the class, teach, anth@me;” (4) “Showing the student that you truly
care about him as a person is the first step mieg. If the kid knows you really care about him
he is going to bust his butt for you;”and (5) “Whiemas in high school my math teacher made
fun of me, called me retarded. You think that mamewant to come to school or feel like
someone was going to care about me, work with me:halp me learn? My son’s teachers at the
alternative school were awesome, caring, loving, raurturing.”

Additionally, parents stress that not only did ¢&ff members care, hold high
expectations, and, in turn, develop self-confidend&eir child; the instructors are all highly-
qualified. The teachers have a firm grasp of the@uum, but more importantly, they know
how to instill learning, using a vast array of mstional methods to appeal to any learning style.
One parent remarks, “My child was more successftihé alternative program because the
teacher made learning fun, created hands-on lesandshowed him how he would use the
knowledge in everyday life.”

Parents feel that excelling to level of a highlyatiied instructor is the direct result of

the staff members’ vested interest and personalexdion with each student. “The teachers not
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only care about the student personally but theg eapbugh to pursue further education and
training so they can be the very best teacherlfetwdents,” comments one mother. Another
parent mentions, “teachers at my son’s school niyt know the core content, they know ways
to teach it to him that makes sense to him, ang khew the pace of the work he is able to
accomplish without getting overwhelmed.”

Considering that parents respond that teacher afgaiicand individual student concern is
the critical element to program completion it i asurprise when asked, their opinion of an
online prescriptive learning system as the instonet backbone of an alternative education
program, all parents reply that any sort of progthat replaces the one-to-one teacher
instruction and interaction will not be benefidiat the at-risk student. Some agree that students
can learn in this manner but it is their belieftttheese children need the instruction, caring, and
interaction of a highly-qualified instructor.

Parent participant observations to how instrucams staff members impact program
completion:

1. |think many of the teachers at the regular schred to help my child. | feel they cared,
they were just spread too thin to be able to imtliglize for all the students and their
special needs. The teachers at the alternativeokokally cared; better yet my child
believed they really cared. Developing a relatigmstith my child, individualizing
instruction, and staying the course with him prote@tdim they cared. That is what got
him through it.

2. If it had not been for the teachers, their conssaipiport and involvement both
academically and personally my child would not henaale it through the high school

program.
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. Teachers at the alternative school were willintate the time to sit down and work one-
on-one with my child. That is what he needed totlgetugh school. He lacked the
confidence and sometimes the ability to do the wathout help or support.

. Teachers at the middle school program utilized bidoge. They really cared but it
wasn’t always warm-fuzzy. They cared enough to nmakechild toe the line. Bad
behaviors and poor choices caused the majoritysafdhool issues. The caring approach
the alternative school used for him helped him &ture, make wiser choices, get
through middle school, and be better preparedifthrgrade.

. My son had a great deal of emotional issues. Hewagssmart but was unable to be
successful at the middle school. The regular spttias not equipped to deal with his
issues. Once he arrived at the alternative scheaind | experienced a tremendous
amount of caring, understanding, and willingneswdok through his problems. Feeling
that support and understanding made a differenbésiprogress and in my involvement
in his schooling.

. Academics were always a struggle for my child. Vad him tested for special education
services in elementary but he did not qualify. Tdechers at the middle school tried to
adapt the work but he needed more than that. Temative school teachers realized his
needs and cared enough to work one-on-one witheligny day. They even cared
enough to convince those involved at the high sktwbave him evaluated for special
education services again. He qualified at that tpema received para professional and
resource room support so he could get his highdahiploma.

. | had a terrible experience in high school, straggicademically, no one would help, no

one cared. When my son began to experience sothesd same problems in middle
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school | was very open to the alternative progream so thankful | was. They were
amazing there. They loved my son. He was valuexhasdividual. He flourished there.
He made it through with flying colors.

8. Teachers were caring, loving, nurturing. One oftdeehers and my child developed a
close bond. They were tough on him, stern but adwayncerned, and with his best
interest at heart. His experience there not onlgdtehim through middle school but high

school as well.

How does student self-efficacy influence succepsbgiram completion?

Caring for the child as an individual encompadbedelief that every student possesses
an untapped potential for achievement at an eldvandard. Holding high expectations for
each child, especially the at-risk child, helpsithie see that someone believes in them and their
abilities. Self-esteem and self-confidence araliedtwhen someone else, especially the teacher,
believes the student can do it. Thus, holding leggpectations, believing in their children and
their abilities, and instilling self-confidence amsterated as critical pieces to continued student
success. One mother states, “No one had ever bdliaumy kid before. No one thought he
could do it. No one thought he would make it. Atbety a short time in the alternative program,
he began scoring really high on those state tesiswere required to take.” Another stated, “My
son hated school, after entering the alternatiheaiche got up everyday ready to go with a
smile on his face. He became excited about maKegsto go into a criminal justice program
after graduation.” One father said, “I see a ddfere in my child these days. He holds his head a
little higher, smiles a lot more, takes his studiegously. He shares with me how much better he
feels about himself and his ability to do well sheol.” One set of grandparents shared, “My

grandson told his principal that he wanted to b&iarf-orce pilot some day. His principal told
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him that he could be anything he wanted to be gétehis mind to it. She even arranged a trip
for the whole class to see the Thunderbirds. Ystigannot imagine what that did for his self-
confidence.”

Parent participant responses to how self-efficagyacts program completion:

1. My grandson’s academic issues were due to beh&vsstges at the regular school. He is
very smart. Due to the impact of all the thingsehdured in his parents’ home, he did not
care about school or his progress there. Onceltgraative school’s strategies were
implemented he began to excel academically. Hegtedd about himself because he
could do the work and make good grades. He gained more self-confidence when he
scored among the highest students on the stateandtheading assessments.

2. To most of those who would meet my child, they wdomlost likely believe that he was a
self-confident young man. He was outgoing, vergridly, and never knew a stranger. In
class he was forever the clown, always seekingidte On the inside he was quite
different. He seemed to seek external attenticaniattempt to gain some sort of
approval and self-confidence. That all changed &keenrolled in the alternative
program. The successes there and the teacherawarielief in him and his abilities
helped him begin to see a better way to gain swifidence. That made the difference in
him earning his degree.

3. Hands-on teaching and community service opporesigave him a sense of pride and
self-worth he did not have in the regular schoeklihg better about himself changed his
attitude about school and helped him get done.

4. My child believed the teachers at his previous stha not really like him. He knew

they disapproved of his behaviors so he naturatbyght they disapproved of him as a
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person. He went to the alternative school withva $elf-worth. The teachers there
encouraged him, believed in him, and never gaverupim. The daily expectation sheets
and the natural consequences that ensued wheu hetdineet the expectations kept him
on track with his behaviors. Once he learned toagarhis behaviors he was better able
to focus on his learning. He made it through tichbs!, went on to high school, and is in
college now.

. My child was the ultimate class clown, the entextai He was smart, had many friends,
was very popular, yet he was depressed and suaidi@hes. Everything thing he did just
seemed to be a way to hide what he was feelindermnd what he felt about himself.
With the alternative school staff constantly carafgput him and implementing a
multitude of interventions he began to learn howleal with what was going on inside
and what had happened to him in the past. Cle#nings up in his heart and head made
him able to care about learning and completingotiogiram.

. The teachers and their individual tutoring got rhitfdcover the hump of being afraid of
the work and believing he could not do it.

. The program my child attended involved him withgwed students with disabilities,
Special Olympics, and reading to elementary kidmtGave him self-esteem and a
purpose. He began to like school better. He wattedtend. He felt needed by the
disabled and elementary students. That is whatilado work with disabled adults since
he graduated from high school.

. There were multiple service oriented opportuniteeshe kids at the alternative school.

Those experiences helped my child to feel thatdtedomething to offer. He liked
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helping others. He felt better about himself, th@had value. | am proud of him that he

is pursuing the police academy and is choosingdikwn a service oriented filed.

How does small student-to-teacher ratio influeneecessful program completion?

All of the parents involved in the study are hapipgt the programs are small and employ
ample adult staff members to attend to their nelédsn though none of the students in the local
area came from large schools, they still experidaugger classrooms and building numbers than
are the norm at the alternative programs they tearexl to. The middle school alternative school
boasts a student-to-teacher ratio of seven stutientse licensed teacher and one para-
professional, while the high school program operatgh a student/teacher ratio of 15 to 1.

Students making their way to alternative prograaagehmost likely struggled in school
and within classroom of larger numbers. Parenteestgperiences of teacher conferences
looking for help and direction from the teacherydo hear that the teacher is assigned large
numbers in her classroom with a wide disparityeairhing levels. Upon understanding the
details of the traditional setting, parents tendetlize that teachers may be as overwhelmed as
their children. Parents feel helpless and hopeid®s even the teachers cannot provide a plan to
help their child.

Parent responses strongly supported the smaltangsér their children. Each
participant agreed that the smaller numbers mattaraatic difference to his or her child’s
progress and ability to complete the program.

Parent remarks as to how a small student-to-teaatierimpacted program completion:
1. Smaller numbers made school a more comfortables pgkean he knew before. Comfort
allowed him to relax and focus better. More focashes part and the teachers providing

individual instruction was one of the foundationshis success there.
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. Distractions were a problem for my child in theukag school. The smaller numbers
reduced many of the distractions. When his mindiactions would wander, the
teachers were able to quickly bring him back toitis¢ruction or his work. Keeping him
focused and on task helped him to accomplish waatdeded to each day.

. School size was comfortable, no stress, and madaah easier to get him to go. Once
he was there he needed intense academic help.dHaays struggled in school, so he
was really behind. He received lots of one-on-erstruction and help. He would not
have graduated if he had stayed at the regulardagbol.

. My son needed someone standing over his shouldiéreaime, both to manage his
behavior and to keep him on task. The small schizel made that possible. He made
great progress in just a short period of time. fdigining of his behavior and study
habits helped through high school too.

. For my son, emotional issues were the biggest olestéo success in school. The small
setting allowed more time for teachers to listeynsel, and support on a daily basis.
They made all the difference for him.

. Poor grades in school were all my child had evemkn He struggled to understand and
really learn. The small number of students at tiesl made it easy for the teachers to
spend time with just him. That is what he needdthtTs what he had to have to get
through the program and on to high school.

. When my child first entered the alternative schomés a little worried, unsure just how
it would all play out. The small numbers made haitlis feel much better. Before long |

could see that the teachers were able to staypoafteverything; teaching, counseling,
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supervising, planning, and individualizing. No amas able to slip through the cracks at
that school.

8. The smaller setting was a huge help to my son M2B. He received the personalized
attention he needed to stay on task and focusetth. 4 intense support he learned how

to stay focused more on his own. That was a hufgefbehim in high school.

What influence does family involvement play in easful program completion?

Just a little over half of the parents convey faatily involvement in the program is
necessary to successful program completion. Separahts confess that they were not highly
involved with their children’s education while inet traditional program. Most of the participants
that feel that family involvement is important tagram completion are parents of the middle
school alternative students. Some believe it igltitg of the school to help students succeed. A
few parents that held that opinion prior to themdative education experience came to realize
that an active role in their children’s educatisrtiitical to their success in school.

The majority of the parents share that they doepate the frequent parental
communication and family support and assistanciodigh they say they appreciate the
opportunities for involvement, there seem to betiplel reasons why they fail to do so. Some
feel too overwhelmed, inferior, have had bad exgmaes with schools, do not see the
importance of education, or believe it is only dtkicators’ responsibility to help students. One
parent remarked, “That is what | send them to stfovoThe teachers are supposed to help them
learn.”

| interviewed three sets of parents who could nppsrt the alternative education
concept for their child, even after witnessing ttiaitd’s continued success. In two of the three

instances, where negative attitudes toward altesmatucation prevailed, the parents were
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actually grandparents, one set being great graedfmrThe two pairs of grandparents expressed
similar reasons for their dislike of an alternatptan for the child they were raising. They
appreciated the small class size, personal acagq#aricand individualized instruction and
assistance but objected when they were reprimardeitiey put it, regarding decisions they
made for their grandchildren and when the prograpeeted certain things from them in their
personal lives.

One of the constructs considered by alternativeragdlar education staff members to be
important in the success of the at-risk studentnegalar daily attendance. Many students are
considered at-risk of failure in the regular scheetting due to the truancy factor alone. It is no
surprise that for most students learning is impealeen instruction is missed on a regular basis.
Regular daily attendance was not perceived by ttvessets of grandparents as a key ingredient
to their grandchildren’s academic success. Thdyafeéough they should be able to decide
when to keep their grandchildren home and when sheyld send them. Most of the absences
were claimed to be illness related and they maiethit was not the school’s place to decide if
the student was sick enough to stay home or welligimto go to school. The grandparents
believed that the staff at the school were invadimggr privacy and making decisions that they
should be making as the guardians of their grardiem.

Other reasons stated for their displeasure of lteenative program are instances where
the teacher made recommendations regarding thkeysarlier bedtimes, more adult
supervision, a greater personal involvement wighahild, consistent discipline, support of the
program in the child’s presence, awareness ofltild’'s friends, and providing nutritious meals.
The guardians objected to the program’s involventetiis extent. One pair of grandparents

removed their child from the program and enrolled m a traditional school in a neighboring
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town. The young man returned to the alternativgram in his later teens to meet with the lead
instructor of the program he attended so he cduddeswith her how all of the elements of the
program had helped him in his educational jouriidéye other student remained in the middle
school alternative program through eighth grads.dfandparents refused the ongoing academic
support the alternative program offered throughbathigh school years.

The third set of parents express different reagantheir negative attitude toward the
alternative program in which their son was enrollBaeir son entered a middle school
alternative program in the fourth quarter of hidlsigrade year after experiencing complete
academic failure throughout the first three quartédequate progress was achieved in the
remaining nine weeks of the sixth grade at theradiieve school. He was scheduled to begin the
seventh grade in the alternative program. Ovecthese of the summer his parents decided that
the alternative program was not for their son. Theye in opposition to the separation and
isolation from the regular student body, the stests of the teachers and the program, and the
harshness of the discipline. Additional concerna ofirriculum lacking rigor and authenticity
was an issue as well. Parents met with the prih@ipaugust announcing their displeasure in the
program and that they would not enroll their sothiat program for his seventh grade year.
Since the program is voluntary, unless the studastachieved suspension status and the hearing
officer rules the alternative school as the edoaati placement, the parents had the right to
withdraw their child from the program at any po@nce again, the young man failed miserably
in the traditional setting. He found himself lomgrh suspended as a result of accumulation of
discipline demerits from failure to complete assigmts and refusing to attend the educational

support systems in place for failing students. priAthe struggling student was enrolled once
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again in the alternative program as a direct rasfuthe decision of the suspension hearing
officer.

Throughout the eighth grade year, the student’hieragmbraced and supported the
alternative program. She realized their way wadaisly not working and that possibly their
child did need alternative methods to be successfsthool. She assumed a partnership with the
staff and the school. The father was never abértbrace or support the program, but did make
a conscious decision not to sabotage it. He simgrhyained neutral, resisting opportunities to
oppose the constructs he did not favor. With hishacs support and his father’s lack of
hindrance to the program their son flourished. ddiscess was phenomenal, accomplishing
exemplary achievement, the highest category, osttite math and reading assessments. He
entered the traditional high school as a freshrtaking advantage of the continued academic
support offered by the alternative program. Heuisently enjoying academic success and is on
target to graduate from high school.

Six of eight parents summed up the importance af tthildren completing the
alternative education program by stating that thetyonly believed their children would have
failed to complete high school, but, most likelygwid have wound up in trouble with the law
and a possibility of incarceration.

Parent communication on what influence family imashent plays in program completion:
1. There were some opportunities for family involvermgmetty much what was offered at
the traditional high school. | think the requirehehregular attendance was the most
important tactic to involve parents and to increthselikelihood of program completion.

Getting him there most every day was my biggestridmition to his success.



136

. The school conducted the normal things like; pdtesther conferences and open house.
They would communicate when necessary. They wegrecesly good to call if my son
was absent. Sometimes | would not know he wastrextheol. Attendance is important
for all students but high school students in adhsince program have to be there to
finish.

| received communication by phone, mail and enTdiky sent home progress reports
regularly. We supported our son and made sure hhge every day. | felt like that was
the main part of the family involvement. He was ¢ime who kept up with the work and
got it done. We just made sure he attended.

. Family meetings, parent classes, conferences, yanehls, home visits, daily
communication sheets, phone calls, and emailsuatajfew of the many ways the
alternative school involved me in my child’s eduaat All of that forced me to be more
involved with my child and his education. That leeEinvolvement made us closer and
helped me support him and the school through caimoplef the program.

. Teachers at the alternative school used every tyopby to form a strong alliance
between family, student, and school. A united teamuch more likely to achieve their
goal. In our case it did just that.

. We have always loved our children and supportechtimeschool. Sometimes we just did
not know what sort of support to provide. At thewsxhool they led us through the sort
of involvements and support necessary for our diilde successful. We were willing.
We just needed direction.

| have raised my son without his mother since he sva | have always been involved

with him and his schooling. The alternative schast provided many more
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opportunities for family involvement and | took aahtage of all of them. There was
better communication from the alternative schoble Tamily involvement was just
another piece to the puzzle of getting my son thinailne program and helping him to be
successful in high school.

8. There were plenty of opportunities for parentalbivement at the middle school
program. | am a single mom and work many hourd have always been involved with
my son’s education. | think the team approach dstedl by the alternative school was
very important to program completion. | knew a fefithe parents who fought the
teachers and the program. Those parents did nofqoies with what the teachers were
trying to do for their child. It slowed their prazggs. Some of them did not make it

through.

How does social/emotional support influence sudoépsogram completion?

Six of the eight parent participants feel that aband emotional support is important to
achieving program completion. Middle school paresigport the weekly counseling sessions
offered by the local mental health organization eeguired for all students within the program.
Many parents of those in this program seek indi@idund family counseling on a regular basis.
These sessions address the anger, aggressionemedsion issues so common in the lives of
the at-risk student.

Most of the parents do not fully understand whyrthkildren are experiencing
difficulties in school. Most do not understand floeial and emotional issues they begin to
experience as they enter into puberty. Inabilitynderstand the school and social/emotional

difficulties leaves the parents frustrated and lesip The counseling and social/emotional
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assistance is a welcome relief as they witness théd effectively coping with school and
personal life.

High school parents agree with staff members thattal health agencies, rehabilitation
programs, and other outside resources should egrated into the high school alternative
program. Consensus among those interviewed isthamploying these agencies, programs,
and resources, the education program completienwatld rise.

Parent participant responses to how social/emdtsu@ort helped their children to program
completion:

1. My grandson needed more emotional support thasdheol was able to offer. The
teachers and the counselor helped him as mucltegtiuld. | wish the school could
have helped us with some connection to the meetdtihagencies. Some students just
need professional mental health counseling. | thirekteaming of the school and the
mental health agencies would increase the liketihafanore students completing the
program.

2. The teachers and counselor were great with myHBuoey really cared about him and his
success. Considering the small numbers, they heatintte to devote to him and his
behaviors. Teaching him how to interact approplyaed stay focused on his studies
helped him to be successful.

3. My son would tell me that the teachers, counseadministrator, and secretary all
counseled the students when they needed it. Homasf those who did not need
counseling so he did not take advantage of arwadt available for those who needed it

and some of them really needed it to be successful.
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. At the middle school program they worked very hargartner with the local mental
health agency to ensure group counseling each feeall students and individual and
family counseling if necessary. When you are sselo the problems or the issues or
when you as the parent have problems and issugsiobwn, it is sometimes hard to
recognize the emotional needs of your childrenhwhe help of school personnel to
recognize certain problems and their ability torext us with the right resources, good
things happened for our child and our family.

. 1 am so thankful for all the emotional support ey child. He needed everything they
had to offer. We took of advantage of the grougdividual, and family counseling. That
made a huge difference in his success there.

. My son was involved in the group counseling at sthbhose sessions helped him to
feel better about himself but what he really needad the tutoring and individualized
instruction from the teachers. For those with eord@l struggles | see how the
professional counseling made a difference in cotimgehe program.

. My son did have some emotional struggles with sofrtbe things that happened before
and after the divorce. The group counseling wagfbklThe journaling helped him to
express himself in ways he was not able to sayoout When students would share
some of their journal entries he would tell me tihaty have the same issues | have.
Understanding that other people go through sonkeo§ame stuff made him feel a little
better about his situation. The social/emotion@lsut is just another program element
that helps kids to be successful and better prddareheir futures.

. Not only did the teachers arrange for professiomatal health counseling but they

focused on grooming, hygiene, behaviors, and nudiitof things that help students to fit
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in and relate socially. Some students were takehdwcuts, provided suitable and fitting
clothing, and taught appropriate grooming practiédisthose things help a student feel
better about their self. Feeling good about yofits&lps you to believe you can be

successful.

What significance does the design and implememtationdividually designed education plans
play in successful program completion?

Design and implementation of an individually degidreducation plan is critical to
program completion according to all parent partaigs. Instruction is geared to their learning
level upon entrance to the program, allowing fadmmic success from the onset. It was much
easier to get their kids out of bed and to theradtéve school on time. Anxiety, fear of failure,
and no longer feeling overwhelmed is replaced witinfort, relaxation, and a feeling that they
can learn, keep up, and achieve.

“This is the sort of help we hoped for at the tiadal school. Their intentions were good
but my child’s deficits were great, making it diffilt to address his needs in a classroom of 28
students, and a school of 200,” a parent expl@ng more parent describes the dysfunctional
family environment in which she and her child livE€@mily matters, beyond her control,
prevented her child from attending the traditios@iool regularly. Changing schools was not out
of the ordinary. When the child was at school, Xigegienced anxiety over the safety of his
mother and knowing he must return home to the satuations each evening. It was not long
before she knew that her child was woefully betanddemically. When the opportunity came to
place him in the middle school alternative prograith an individual learning plan designed and

initiated specifically for him, it was a tremendaedief to that mother and that child.
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Parent participants’ answers to how an individud#gigned education plan impacted program
completion:

1. My grandson was smart enough to do the work sachaat need a great deal of
modifications. He just needed to be in an enviromméhere he could get the work done.
Designing his plan to include only the credits keded to graduate cut through the fluff
he felt he was required to do in the previous sthde was able to remain focused and
believe he could complete this plan.

2. My son is pretty smart but his behaviors over tharg left him behind in many areas.
Creating and maintaining a plan that addresseddesls throughout the program helped
him to be successful at the alternative school.

3. Our son experienced difficulties in learning andcgss in school from the beginning. He
did not have learning disabilities, it just did moime easy for him and he was not
motivated to put a great deal of effort into it. #tme passed he wound up further and
further behind and increasingly less motivatedyolh fact, he pretty much hated school
and wanted to drop out. The streamlined plan, addrg just the credits he needed to
graduate, modifications of the work, and the onespa instruction from the teacher
helped him to complete the program.

4. My son did not need a lot of modification to hisnowhat he did need was one-on-one
instruction to keep him on task and an instructigaae that helped him see he could
complete the work on time. That type of an indiabliearning plan worked for him.

5. At the middle school alternative program | fekyireally did evaluate the students upon
arrival and create a plan for each student. Mydolwés intelligent but his clowning

around, seeking attention, and lack of focus puort béhind academically. He did not
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need a lot of academic modifications. Once theyahdg truly address the emotional
issues he was able to catch up academically. Theidual plans there were both
academic and social/emotional.

. It seemed like our son was always a grade levahddiom the beginning. We requested
testing for special education when he was in eléangnHe did not qualify. The teachers
tried to help him but it was never enough. Aftenang at the alternative school they
started teaching him at a level he could underssamdat a pace he could handle. He
needed the individual tutoring they were able tovpte. He learned a lot in the time he
was in that program. High school would have prophlglen a disaster for him if he had
not had the help from the middle school program.

. I had trouble in school. | was in special educati@sses in elementary but for some
reason they did not put me in those classes inlmgithool and high school. | remember
one teacher asked me if | was retarded. | wasatktbl to know that the middle school
alternative program made an individual plan talfeé needs of each student. My son
needed extra help like I did. | wanted him to dpeit thelp, so he could get through middle
school and high school. | dropped out as a resuib@ne helping me. Thankfully, this
new alternative program was there for my son.

. 1 do not believe my child lacked intelligence. libee his inability to focus over the
years left him behind. The alternative teachersides instruction at his ability level and
broke the work into small chunks so he could fdong enough to learn that amount of
information. They even gave tests more often owaller amounts of material. He could
handle that. Those changes in instruction madeshicnessful and helped him to really

learn.
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In summarizinghe parent perspectives of alternative educatiolvarat worked for
their children, | find that after parents experieticeir child in an alternative program, the
majority tend to be much more positive and suppentif such a program. Table 4.4 below,
provides a summary of parents’ confirmation of kégments that aided program completion.
Each parent makes it clear that none of the elesrmaehtioned as necessary to successful
program completion would be significant withoutfStiedication and individual concern for
each student. Parents tend to believe that deditahd concern for student success create
byproducts of some of the other key elements siatatecessary to successful program
completion. For instance, without the dedicatiomalternative education and the students who
enroll there, staff members might not be as likelpe highly-qualified instructors in these
programs. It is their dedication and concern thavethem to seek more schooling and training
in order to teach and reach all students, no mattat the learning difficulty or obstacle that
prevents them from success in the regular setfidditional schooling and training help
teachers to employ extensive methods in assessidgres’ competency levels, allowing for the
design of appropriate individual learning plansdach student. Individual learning plans ensure
that students experience academic success froontet of enrollment. Increasing academic
achievement leads to boosts in self-confidenceseffeesteem. Once the student realizes some
degree of academic success they begin to belietreinability as well, many times personally
raising the bar for what they expect of themselAssents feel that these instructors believe all
students can learn and achieve to a high stan@hatte is no doubt, especially in the minds of
these alternative education parents, that the ebegynipstruction practices and high
expectations promote increased student academievachent. Additionally, the dedicated and

caring teacher works to address personal issueglasThe teachers at both schools are
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conscious of students’ social and emotional neledsddition to their own, staff members pursue
the resources necessary and available to aiduderstwith needs that fall outside the realm of
academics. One parent summed it up quite nicelye ‘e teacher) and the para-professional
cared enough to do whatever it took to help mydchilcceed and complete the program. They
literally pulled out all the stops and never gape even when he was struggling terribly. Their
caring enough to do the very best for my child maltihe difference in the world. He believes
that he can make it through anything now. He exengians for college.”

Parent participants provide an interesting and eleperspective to this study. The
majority admit to having a negative attitude towaltgrnative programs prior to a child
participating in one. They speak to lack of underding of the actual workings of the alternative
education program. They remark that they once densd alternative schools as “retard
schools”, places where schools send kids to getfrideir problems, and “juvie” (juvenile
delinquent) schools. When placed in a positionotosaler their own child for such a program all
those previous thoughts regarding alternative @nogrran through their minds, along with the
feeling of failure as a parent. In their perspestiat the time, enrolling their child in an
alternative program was an admission of failurthir child’s education.

For most, once involved in the program, their ppas beliefs of alternative programs
were redirected in a more positive light. They betgaunderstand that alternative education is
just that, an alternative way to learn. The epigheame when they began to see their child
succeed in school. They realized that there wasmgpivrong with their child’s mind or intellect
all along. It was that traditional education was aesigned to complement their child’s learning

style, there were too many obstacles interferingy Wieir learning, or a combination of both.
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Table 4.4

Parent Confirmation Supporting Key Elements to Paog Completion

Key Elements Confirmed Support Total Responses
Small student-to-teacher ratio 8 8
Caring teachers/staff 8 8
Instill a belief in student and his/her abilities 8 8
Personal connection with student 8 8
Personal accountability/responsibility 6 8
Clear boundaries, rules, expectations 8 8
Positive rewards/incentives 5 8
Clear cut/consistent consequences and rewards 8 8
Relentless pursuit from teachers and other staff 6 8
Effective and supportive leadership/administration 6 8
Highly-qualified staff 8 8
Individually designed academic program 8 8
Academic pace 8 8
Academic rigor 4 8
Setting goals/expectations 6 8
Independent study with online curricular software 0 8
One-on one instruction/assistance 8 8
Hands-on instruction/projects 8 8

Connecting instruction/curriculum to its use/nedgss 8 8
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Table 4.4 (continued)

Parent Confirmation Supporting Key Elements to Paog Completion

Key Elements Confirmed Support Total Responses
College/career/skills information and exposure 6 8

Flexible schedule 5 8
Mandatory attendance 6 8
Social and emotional support 6 8
Family involvement 5 8
Regular parental communication 7 8
Family support and assistance 7 8

Separation from traditional setting 5 8
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Summary
Response Comparison of the Three Participant Groups

Parents, students, and staff strongly agree thall smambers of students in the program
and a caring staff are key elements to impacting@m completion. Staff members and parents
view teachers with a strong grasp of the curricund effective instructional practices as
significantly important to program completion, weas, students credit teachers that truly care
about the students as most important to successfupletion of the alternative program. All
three groups conclude that the academic pace wees appropriate at the alternative school.
According to the students, parents, and staffdtrect, intentional pace and the individual
learning plan are, in part, responsible to insigjlself-confidence in the student. Slowing the
academic pace and designing instruction to theviddal help students realize that they are
capable of achieving and succeeding academicallyh/ee groups remark that the work is
reduced to smaller, more manageable segments agage, providing the student the confidence
to undertake the tasks to completion.

The high school program involved in this study hreet with budget cuts as many
educational institutions across the country hayeeagnced. Those cuts have resulted in the
reduction of teaching staff, thus moving to an iowe;| prescriptive learning program for all
instruction and evaluation. All but one staff memlad students, and parents interviewed were
strongly against this type of program as an effeatnethod to teach at-risk students. A program
such as this totally removes the human element thenequation and creates what several
teachers referred to as a diploma factory, notredtesze education.

A teacher that cares is the overwhelming numberesigonse from all participant groups as the

most important element to successful program cotmopleThe teachers employed at the two
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alternative programs care enough to do whatevakdés to ensure continual academic progress.
These same teachers remain dedicated in theiteffoencourage and bring every student to
their academic potential. Students reveal thatnetéachers cared about them and their progress
in the traditional school but not to the level loé alternative education instructor. Participants
did acknowledge that the larger student numbetisdiregular setting have an impact on the
amount of attention the teacher is able to invesiach individual student. Respondents believe
the teachers in these alternative programs posségse, caring qualities nonexistent in many of
the teachers encountered in the regular setting.

Responses of all three participant groups not osrgal that caring, dedicated teachers
are the most important element to impacting studaeatess, but that caring, dedicated teachers
are the foundation for achieving four of the fiesmaining program elements stated as necessary
for program completion. Respondents share thatahag teacher observes and realizes when
there are social and emotional issues. They respithccounseling, comfort, seeking resources,
and continued support for the student. The caeagher understands the importance of family
involvement and design opportunities for parents family members to get involved. Caring,
alternative education teachers know that at-rigslestits struggle with the instructional program
and pace while attending the traditional schooledative education teachers care enough to
evaluate each student’s academic level so thatdividual instruction plan may be designed
and implemented at a pace manageable for the dtilenaring enough to invest the time in the
individual learning plan and by issuing daily raassice and specific praise, teachers help
students establish degrees of academic successemeasuccess leads to hope and a sense of
accomplishment. Hope and beginning to believe éir thbility to succeed develops self-efficacy.

Self-confidence is fundamental to program compietio
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The remaining program element, small student-tokearatio, is established by school
district regulations, making it the only prograrerakent stated in this study as important for
alternative education program completion that isdu@ctly under the control of the caring
teacher. Small student-to-teacher ratio allowsctreng teacher the ability to accomplish many
of the program elements stated as critical to @ogcompletion, but the teacher does not have
authority over the numbers of students or staff imens within the program.

Student Journals

Daily journals expose candid writings of inner-mfeelings, personal experiences, and
in-depth thoughts of the adolescents enrolled énalternative middle school. The students seem
to welcome this activity as an opportunity to umleencomfortable issues at home; speak to their
moods, likes and dislikes; and describe their figsliof anger, hurt, resentment, abandonment,
and abuse. Often times, students record their oappropriate behaviors, conversations, and
conflicts. The journaling seems to serve as an@aéor self-cleansing, confession, or self-
reporting. Much of the time the entry includes fecion of the incident and how they can
better handle the situation. Students write ofstiifiety and comfort of the structure of their days.
As their personal lives spin wildly out of contrttey write that they can count on the school
and staff members to be steady, reliable and congtature plans and goals are shared, along
with fun times with family, friends and activities school, many times revealing just how much
the alternative placement is making a differencineir personal and academic lives.

Examination of the available student journals @voous alternative education middle
school students divulges numerous themes mirrahagparticipant responses from the interview
conversations. Students seem to thrive in the rdass setting with smaller numbers of students.

A relaxed atmosphere, individual learning plan amatlerate academic pace initiate a sense of
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relief from the demands that weighed so heavilynughem in the traditional school. Students
remark that there are fewer surprises given thelaeity of the schedule and the clear-cut
guidelines and expectations.

Middle level students enjoy a daily reward systerd immediate feedback, both for
behaviors and academics. Earning points that hiondash seems to be a motivator to all
students in this program. Statements in their jalsrdisclose how they are making themselves
more aware of the bad behaviors or impulsivity thaght cause them to lose points, thus lose
money to apply to their account. Many of the stusiérave a particular item they are saving for,
so they work hard to avoid behaviors that wouldseatlnem to lose daily points. Immediate
feedback to academic performance is divulged abtiee several reasons they are able to
perform better in their studies.

One of the backbones of the middle school alteregtrogram is that of natural, life
consequences for misbehaviors and discipline isSueswritings speak to particular incidents
of misconduct, the consequences for miscondudt, displeasure with the consequence, and
how the particular consequence impacts them td ghitor to future impulsivity for any
inappropriate actions. One student wrote,

| was very angry at Billy (not the real name of gtedent) for cheating at the board game

we were playing together, so | punched him. Alontha written and face-to-face

apology to Billy, Billy’'s parents, my teacher, amy principal, | lost daily points and had
to clean out school busses all day while the athetents went to camp and rode horses.
| really did not like losing points, the hard wodqd missing out on horseback riding at

camp. | know that in the future | will think aboeleaning those buses and missing out on
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all the fun. I know | will not allow my anger to ese me to punch someone to solve my

problems.

Another student reveals how the traditional scloooisequences did not impact him to make a
change in his behavior. The loss of daily pointeney, and fun, not to mention the manual labor
while attending the alternative school, had an eows influence on the way he approached new
situations and circumstances.

Over time the students’ entries expose a generalesof emotional well-being. Journal
entries reflect self-efficacy and a confidencehiait abilities to be successful in school.
Realizations are reported as to the absence of) lse@rwhelmed with the academic pace and
that other students, teachers, and their pareatsegginning to enjoy them and like them as

individuals.
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Table 4.5

Evidence from Student Journals Confirming Suppbiey Elements for Program Completion

Program Elements Confirmed Support dlatournals
Caring and committed teachers 32 32
Highly-qualified staff 6 32
Teachers relentless in pursuit of student progress 30 32
Personal connection with staff 32 32
Family involvement 21 32
Instilled a belief in me and my abilities 32 32
Setting goals/ high expectations 26 32
Small student-to-teacher ratio 32 32
Social and emotional support 27 32
Individual academic plan 30 32
Connecting instruction/curriculum to practical use 26 32
Hands-on instruction/projects 17 32

College/career information and exposure 14 32
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Observations

Obtrusive and unobtrusive observations were caeduaver the 2009 to 2010 school
year. The in-depth interviews tell a story of studenho try to fit their square lives into the
round hole of traditional schooling, how they stglegand fail miserably in an environment they
cannot adapt to, much less be successful in. Bl rfiotes from the observations of these
students in attendance at the alternative progpaimg a different picture entirely. Students
flourish in the small, safe, comfortable settingsFand foremost, it is evident that the staff is
there for one reason: they care about childreawl teachers delay instruction of all students in
order to move to one-on-one instruction with aggting student. Teachers know the students so
well that they seem to possess a sixth-sense ardeg their moods and behaviors on any
particular day. | regularly witnessed teachersriglgtudents aside for a brief counseling session
and quiet time so they might get control enouggeabback on task.

Each morning at the middle level alternative sthlo® students spend time writing in
their journals as the first order of the day. Upgonclusion of the journal entries the teachers
allow time for sharing. Students have the oppotyuta share from their current journal entry if
they so desire. It was surprising to witness sttgleslling to share intimate details of their
personal lives in this small group setting. Studevbluntary participation in this activity
supports their remarks from the interviews as t@w bomfortable they are in their new
environment. Not only did this endeavor appeara@dmfortable, it almost seems therapeutic
for those who elect to contribute.

When new students are enrolled staff members atatheir transcripts and initiate
appropriate assessments in order to design anra@agian for each student. Teachers teach the

mandated curriculum but continually modify assigniseginitiate a variety of instructional aides,
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and re-teach concepts when the assessment revaalsa understanding. | observe students
comfortable in the academic climate, attendindh®ihstruction, asking questions, and
remaining on task. A young man raises his handaakd a question. He shares with his teacher
that he cannot believe he is asking a questiofagscHe would never have asked questions in
the regular school setting for fear of looking dumb

Teachers in each program are highly-qualifiedrutsors and exceptionally competent in
their abilities to work with the at-risk teen. Insttors make it clear to the students that they
choose to work in the alternative setting. Notregla staff member at either alternative school
was placed or reassigned there. All applied forptbgtions, with some sharing that it had been a
long-time goal to work in such a setting.

Students enrolled in the high school alternatragpam live a difficult life. Some are out
on their own making, their own ways without anyistssice from family or other adults. Some
who live at home are in actuality on their own. f¥ieork to provide their basic needs with the
exception of a roof over their heads. They managget to and from school and work, provide
their own meals, and do their own laundry. The oespbilities assumed by the students make it
difficult for them to get to school on time, be Wwelsted, and to complete any homework
assignments. A few observations find studentsiigléisleep, unable to keep their eyes open or
their brains on task. Their current lives and tipaists instill a moodiness and anger on certain
days. Those days, if they do attend, are diffitiithe students and the staff. More counseling
occurs than instruction. One teacher says, “Sorge gtruction and learning are not the
priority, | take them where they are that day amolsthem that | care. Much of the time they

just want an adult to care about them and undeddtaw hard they have it.”
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Table 4.6 reveals evidence of actual observatonsérming the implementation of the
elements students, teachers, and parents stateddrekey to successful program completion at

both programs.
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Table 4.6

Evidence from Observations Confirming Support of Eeements for Program Completion

Key Elements Confirmed Support Tiaddoservations
Caring and committed teachers 6 6
Highly-qualified staff 6 6
Teachers relentless in pursuit of student progress 6 6
Personal connection with staff 6 6
Family involvement 3 6
Instilled a belief in me and my abilities 6 6
Setting goals/ high expectations 4 6
Small student-to-teacher ratio 6 6
Social and emotional support 6 6
Individual academic plan 6 6
Connecting instruction/curriculum to practical use 4 6
Hands-on instruction/projects 4 6

College/career information and exposure 2 6
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Summary
Student Journals and Observations

Journal writings and observations parallel thelsiti responses from the interviews.
Writings and classroom behaviors reveal studedsed in a small school setting where they
feel comfortable in their environment, with a masalgle pace of the academic assignments, and
with caring staff members. The dogged pursuit oflehts from staff members is evident upon
each observation. Teachers and paraprofessionasstently expect and receive the very best
the student has to give. Many times their very zesvident only after multiple attempts of the
assignment at hand. Average or just “good enoughhat acceptable from the teachers in the
two alternative schools observed. As time progieasel the students rise to the high
expectations of their teachers, they begin to exuself-confidence that is apparent from their
journal entries and the classroom observations.

Most of the students still experience strugglethair personal lives but their journals and
classroom behaviors disclose a sense of peaceaatg at school. They write and speak to ways
the staff and other students help them to cope iastles at home. They tell of how happy they
are to go to school because they can count on ktihbe a place where they can excel, where
they can be comfortable with students who shardagitmackgrounds, where the teachers
understand what they are going through and wheresa and support are consistently
available.

It is clear that the students whose journals ve&emined and those who were observed
in the alternative setting are not what some woeldr to as “model students”. Alternative
education does not claim to be the panacea fohatlails the at-risk youth. It does promote a

sound plan to assist at-risk students to acadaemsimess and strategies to cope with
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social/lemotional issues. Writings and observatitisslose just that. Students involved in these
programs are still at-risk of struggles and obsimah their lives but alternative education did
assist them to thrive in an environment that presip proved so disastrous. Throughout the
examination of student journals and the personsénations | find repeated evidence to support
the participant interview responses of the six paogelements stated as most likely to impact
program completion.

Summary
Major Themes that Support Program Completion

Several key aspects support program completiaugirout the data gathered in this
study. These aspects align under one or more eé tsignificant program components; the
student, the staff member, and the program itself.

Parents, staff members, and students felt thatysai@mfort, and a sense of belonging
were critical at the onset and throughout the émienit of the program. Without a sense of
safety, comfort and belonging, the students woakkHound it difficult if not impossible to
remain in the program, let alone complete it.

Once basic human needs were met the studentsabieréo relax and pursue the
scholastic endeavors. As they felt safe and cobtet the students were able to trust their
teachers and pursue the work expected of theme $ivecwork was broken into smaller chunks
and teachers offered one-on-one tutoring, the stadmined self-confidence and a belief that
they could meet the expectations of the curriculBnde in their achievements grew, along with

the hope that program completion was a real pdggibi
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Program design accounts for a major area respenfsibsuccessful program completion.
Parents, staff members, and students repeated ausnelements in the design of their
respective programs that proved critical to suceassn the program.

Small enrollment numbers and highly-qualified staémbers topped the list from all
three participant groups. The smaller numbers @tbfor the meeting of the basic human needs
of safety, comfort, and a sense of belonging, walllewing extended opportunities for one-on-
one instruction. When probed as to the importafi@etoghly-qualified staff for program
completion, parents and staff members valued thhmrmore highly than did the students. As
the interviews progressed, many of the aspectsttitents revealed as important to their success
were attributes of a highly-qualified instructotu@ents said that an appropriate assessment of
their academic aptitude at the onset of the prograsihelpful in the development of a learning
plan that focused on an academic structure andtpatét their academic capabilities.
Individualized learning plans allow opportunity fuccessful completion of assignments and
positive achievement on exams. Students statedeheliers designing lessons with a hands-on
approach made learning and retention easier. Sestadents may not have replied that the
highly-qualified instructor was critical to theiompletion of the program but when stating
teacher attributes crucial to their success thegwe essence, describing a highly-qualified
instructor.

Social and emotional support was rated importaptégram completion by all
participants. Students, parents, and staff membatsrstand the multitude of social and
emotional issues that plague at-risk teens. Thellmischool program engaged outside sources to
create a solid program of social and emotional stpft was viewed as key element to that

program. The high school program did not involvésale agencies for therapy or counseling.
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Those participating in that program felt that pumguadditional mental health programs would
be beneficial to program completion.

Once again, the middle school program involved niowepth family buy-in & support
than did the high school program. Positive family4in and support of the program and the
students in the program were viewed as importaptagram completion at the middle level,
with the high school participants believing thatguit of a larger degree of family involvement
within their program could have led to a greatembar of program completers.

The most repeated and significant program elenréitat to completing the alternative
education program was that of caring teachers amdthey were able to instill self-confidence
in their students. They are educators who choosetk in alternative programs, involving their
selves personally with each student. The staff neemiost likely to impact program completion
is one who pursues extended education and trainiagler to be better equipped at modifying
and adapting instruction, while relating the instion to real-life necessity and use. Teachers
who remain patient, encouraging, celebrating, limggia belief in the students’ abilities, and
continually in relentless pursuit of academic sgscare the foundation to program completion

for the at-risk teen.
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION
Introduction
The goal of this study was to examine the peroeptof alternative education course
completers, parents, and alternative educatiohsiaibers regarding the elements that
contributed to students’ successful completiorhefpirogram in two rural southeast Kansas
alternative education schools. Specifically, | miewed 12 previous alternative education
students, eight parents of those students, antididative education staff members. During the
2009-2010 school year, | conducted and completdd fiotes from three obtrusive and three
unobtrusive observations at each school. All olzeras lasted 30 to 60 minutes. During the
same school year, | examined and completed mem@2 wiiddle school alternative education
student journals. Using information gained from ty@ew of the literature, | hypothesized that
the participants’ perceptions as to the criticeangnts leading to program completion would be;
caring and committed teachers, instilling studetttafficacy, a small student-to-teacher ratio,
family involvement, social and emotional supponig @n individually designed learning plan.
Six research questions guided the study: (1) Hownstructors and staff members
influence successful program completion?; (2) Hoegstudent self-efficacy influence
successful program completion?; (3) How does sstatlent-to-teacher ratio influence
successful program completion?; (4) What influethoes family involvement play in successful
program completion?; (5) How does social/emoti@ugport influence successful program
completion?; and (6) What significance does thegthesnd implementation of individually
designed education plans play in successful prog@npletion?

The study revealed the following findings for #ie research questions:
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Findings for research question 1: How do instrustand staff members influence successful

program completion?

1.

Caring and committed staff members are the key @hieishared by all participant groups
as critical to successful program completion.

The student participant group stated that it wagust the act of staff members caring
for them in the sense that they liked them buthgam the sense of a willingness to stay
the course to see them through to program completio

Staff members all agree that the first and forereteshent to successful program
completion is to believe in the alternative eduratrocess and the students that fill their
classrooms.

Caring and committed staff members develop posrlegtionships with students and
family.

Caring and committed staff members are tirelessraledtless in pursuit of student
achievement and program completion.

Highly-qualified staff members develop effectivelividual learning plans, designing the
pace and the instruction to the individual abiéityd learning style.

Holding high expectations for all students promgiesgram completion.

Parents considered highly-qualified staff membermare likely to impact program

completion than the students did.

Findings for research question 2: How does studeiftefficacy influence successful program

completion?

1.

The belief that you are incapable of learning éectfvely completing the curriculum is

the biggest obstacle to program completion.
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2. Implementation of an appropriately designed indmaidearning plan develops self-
efficacy and leads to program completion.

3. Adjusting the academic pace to the appropriate eweeach student assists the student
to successful assignment completion. Completingasgents correctly and on time
helps students to believe in their academic abiRyalizing daily success develops self-
confidence.

4. Alternative education teachers believe in the gsttgland their ability to successfully
complete the program.

5. Alternative education teachers instill hope in tlstudents. Hope helps students to stay
the course through completion of the program.

Findings for research question 3: How does smaidisht-to-teacher ratio influence successful
program completion?

1. The smaller setting is more comfortable, safe,@aérly. Comfort and safety are two of
the basic physiological needs that must be metdardor learning to occur.

2. Smaller numbers of students allows teachers maguertymity for one-on-one attention
and instruction. Individualized attention and instron are more likely to assist students
to program completion.

3. Smaller numbers creates a less intimidating enuent and makes it easier to ask and
answer questions in class. Once students begisktguestions, they receive more
individual feedback. Understanding, progress, &edikelihood of program completion

increases.
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4. Smaller numbers allow a greater opportunity fodent and teacher relationships to
develop. A positive student-to-teacher relationshgoeases student self-efficacy and the
likelihood of program completion.

Findings for research question 4: What influencesltamily involvement play in successful
program completion?

1. Atthe middle level, appropriate, supportive familyolvement is critical to program
completion.

2. At the high school level, family involvement is ydimited. Students and teachers
understand that the responsibility for program cletingn lies with them.

3. Non-supportive or antagonistic family involvememtibits progress and/or reduces the
likelihood of program completion.

Findings for research question 5: How does socratigonal support influence successful
program completion?

1. Social/emotional support addresses Maslow’s Hiérsaof Needs (1943). Certain basic
needs must be met prior to the occurrence of legriNeeds of safety and security are
found in the physiological tier of basic needs.lBalternative programs attended to the
students’ safety and security needs from the arvfssiroliment.

2. Students stated that daily journaling at the middleool program was a therapeutic
experience for them, allowing them to unload tineinds of troubling thoughts or
circumstances, while mindfully processing the isstiwedevelop a sense of peace and
comfort in preparation for the academic day.

3. Social interaction and appropriate conduct aresseé@ at the middle school program with

rewards for positive social behavior. All partiaips groups involved in the middle level
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program believe this practice trains and reinforggsropriate conduct in real life
situations.

4. Middle school program teachers, students, and [safeel that regular internal and
external social/emotional support produces a malanged individual and increases the
likelihood of program completion.

Students, parents, and especially teachers aighesbhool program, believe that utilization of
more outside resources for social/emotional suppould increase greater chances of program
completion. High school teachers in the alterngpingggram are expected to address the
academic instructions as well as the social/lematimsues.

Findings for research question 6: What significadoes the design and implementations of an
individually-designed education plan play in susfesprogram completion?

1. An individual learning plan ensures effective assgmnt of academic level and ability at
the onset of the program.

2. Students do not become overwhelmed when instruatoipace are geared to their
ability levels. Experiencing daily success is catito successful program completion.

3. An individual learning plan designed with appropgiacademic pace is key to avoiding
overwhelmed feelings and critical to successful platmon of assignments and the
program.

In answering the research questions, the studyaledeéhree major themes related to the
positive influence on alternative education prog@mpletion in two rural southeast Kansas
alternative schools. In this chapter, | will dissulse findings according to the major themes and
make recommendations for alternative program demighalternative education staff

characteristics to consider when hiring and forgnallaluating.
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Summary of the Findings into Major Themes

Initially, 1 thought this study would be primaritlescriptive, explaining what program
elements students, parents, and teachers invaivibe itwo alternative education programs
perceived to be critical to successful program detrgn. | was not surprised by the specific
program elements mentioned as important to progi@mmpletion and quickly realized how the
program elements aligned with those stated initemture. The degree of importance all
participants placed on teacher/student relatiosshiqu how those relationships worked to move
students to successful program completion was dadafinding.

After examining the interviews, field notes of thieservations from the two rural
alternative schools in southeast Kansas, and thregbwritings from the alternative middle
school, | divided the findings into three majornies: caring and committed teachers are the
most important reason for successful program cotmpleinstilling hope is critical to successful
program completion, and teachers’ relentless pupsamotes successful program completion.
Staff members are the focus of the major themespéteses from all three participant groups
repeatedly concluded that program completion wiashbalut the staff member and the
characteristics that lie within that individual.

Caring and committed teachers promote successtgrpm completion

Teaching, in general, requires more than the ghaiinstill knowledge. Caring and
commitment are regularly echoed in the teachind s critical qualities of the effective teacher
(Payne, 2005). Caring and commitment of the altere@chool teachers revealed a deeper,
broader foundation than simply liking the studeartd enjoying helping them succeed. Countless
demonstrations of caring and commitment were re¢eml the conversations with the

participants.
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Teachers at the alternative programs pursued extiesthooling and training, making them
better equipped to instruct at varied learning leveodify instruction, and gain a deeper grasp
of the core content. Their assistance transcenegainl the classroom. Much of the time they
would provide, counseling, resources, consolagingance, and sometimes just an ear to listen.
Instructors and staff members truly believed thlagtadents could learn, understanding that they
do not all learn in the same way or within the saime frame. Teachers assume a large role in
the student learning process, taking ownershipaf students’ learning, and understanding that
merely teaching does not equate to learning. tafhbers were a constant source of
encouragement, recognizing and celebrating achiemeas it occurred. Program completion
was realized by these students because teacherswillang to do whatever it took and tackle
any obstacle, while never giving up or giving imeEe are the actions and behaviors the students
and parents used to define and embody the carthg@nmitted teacher.

John C. Maxwell, author dfhe 21 Irrefutable Laws of LeadersKi®98) has echoed the
trait of caring throughout his writings and workgksamn leading people and organizations to the
successful achievement of their goals. His quotkl@adership mantra, “They don’t care how
much you know until they know how much you careiins up the responses related to the first
major theme of the findings. Maxwell understandsga the participants in this study, it is all
about relationships; whether you are leading adlulgs organization or teaching an at-risk
student in an alternative school, “Leadership isabmut titles, positions, or flowcharts. It is
about one life influencing another” (Maxwell, 1998)

Instilling hope promotes successful program connmbet
Many of the students and parents interviewed tidrly hopeless about education prior to

the alternative program. They were convinced ohability to be successful in school. Without
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hope they felt lost and that there was no need/tdttseemed to them that failure in school was
the expectation and ultimately their outcome.

Teachers at the alternative programs believeddrstiidents as individuals. They believed
every student could learn and successfully completerogram. Encouragement was conveyed
constantly, reminding the students that their acadeareer became broken over time and that it
would take time to repair it. Teachers helped sttgleo see that they were beside them for the
long haul. The students simply needed to exhileitcfitical components of hope; patience, a
positive attitude, belief in their own abilitiesydhperseverance.

Utilizing specific instructional methods and praes and believing in their students’ abilities
instilled hope. Work was broken into smaller chutikavoid the student becoming
overwhelmed, at the same time, allowing opportufatysuccessful completion of assignments.
As the small successes occurred, students bedreli¢ve that they could complete the work.
Students gained confidence to tackle larger assegitsronce they realized they could
accomplish the smaller tasks.

Students landing in the two alternative prograrmgsed believing in their ability to be
successful in school sometime prior to enteringalkernative program, all the while believing
that their parents, teachers, and classmatesitefdme way. Hope was lost. They had difficulty
understanding the meaning of hope, let alone hawutd be gained. Alternative program
teachers were able to lead them on the journegpe and beyond.

Parents were also vocal as to the vast differebetgeen the alternative education teacher
and their ability to teach, reach, and instill hapéheir children, as opposed to their experiences
with the teachers in the traditional setting. Mafyhe parents became emotional when they

spoke to how miserable their children were in tipeavious school and how they witnessed
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them become confident, successful students withotreeand support of their teachers in the
alternative program.
Staff members’ relentless pursuit of student preggromotes program completion
Most at-risk students, specifically the individuadterviewed in this study, have experienced
family and educators who have given up on themtheil ability to be successful in school.
Repeated interventions and repeated failures lealv&amily and educators to a sense of
frustration and exhaustion, not knowing what to@owhere to turn to for help. Most of the
students interviewed did not feel they were capablmpleting the program on their own,
especially when they first arrived at the altewechool. Teachers’ relentless pursuit of student
progress was new and necessary. The students hadexperienced the dedication and
determination of the staff members within thesegpams. The at-risk teachers working in the
two alternative programs understood and were wiltmmstay the course to program completion
with each student, working in the trenches evesy Halping the student to understand that they
would never give up helping them to achieve thealg
Strengths of the Findings

The strengths of the findings of this study of mi&give education completers lie in the
words, observations, and successes of former didetwo southeast Kansas alternative
schools. Interviews, observations, and journalsotdial student completers yield information
that support program practices and staff charatiesithat are likely to assist students in
successful completion of an alternative educatmag@am. Additionally, information shared
from seasoned, alternative education teachershengarents of these students replicated and

supported the responses of the students.
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The findings also allow the reader a degree ofsfiexability in that the alternative school
elements revealed as primarily responsible for pamgcompletion were all sound educational
practices, program structures, and teacher chaistaie for any type of academic system.
Educators could easily model and implement thetjwes; structures, and characteristics in their
own schools, especially with struggling and at-sskdents enrolled in the classrooms of the
traditional school setting.

Since the study is grounded in the phenomenologitiébsophy of structures of
consciousness experienced from the first-persomt pdiview of a particular group of alternative
education completers and further embedded in thieatrtheory paradigm the findings are not
simply important for new knowledge. The findingsynadso advocate and facilitate academic
and social change in the alternative school setlihg effective education elements shared by
successful young adults who completed an altera@ulucation program could support the
construction of guiding principles for rural altative education programs in southeast Kansas.

Results Consistent with Literature in LiteratureviRev

The review of the literature for this study revellige major components as critical to
student achievement and alternative education anegompletion: a caring and committed
staff, small student-to-teacher ratio, social ams&onal support, family involvement, and
individually designed education plans.

Results from this study mirrored the componentsiéon the research as most likely to
impact student achievement and program complefesearch in the literature review and the
results from this study establish the hiring artdireng of caring and committed staff members
as a critical element to successful student achmewe and alternative education program

completion.
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In line with the results of this study, Barr arariett (1997), sum up the research by
revealing that the alternative school setting dislads an intimate environment that allows
teachers who care deeply to bond and form reldtipeswith their students. When at-risk
students are involved with teachers who care athaum, teachers that require quality work, and
teachers that challenge students to achieve thiginest standards, substantial learning occurs.
Students who experience substantial learning are irkely to complete their program.

Limitations of the Findings

The study encompassed only two, small alternatwecation schools, with limited
participant numbers of 12 student completers, ggghents, and 10 alternative education staff
members. As reported in Chapter lll, several attsgre made to secure more participants.
The at-risk population proved to be difficult foatking current residences. Once located,
response was poor. As also mentioned in Chaptesdileral participants failed to respond to the
inquiries to participate until a monetary offernwgs made available.

Generalizability of the findings is limited, at beShe qualitative versus quantitative
findings, small numbers of participants, and theimement of only two alternative schools
would not support the generalizing of the finding$road educational arenas. In contrast, as
related in the strengths of the study sectionfititengs in the areas of educational practices,
program elements, and teacher characteristicsadicefeundations for any sound and successful
academic organization.

Recommendations for Future Research

Mending Wall(1914), a poem written by Robert Frost at the afrthe 28" century,

speaks to the custom of neighbors meeting eachgsfiwalk the fence line that divide their

properties. The neighbors discuss the damagesr@ttto the fence from the previous winter.
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From that communication, neighbors reach consemsas action plan to repair the damages
and restore the fence to good condition. Walkirggfémce line with alternative education
completers could provide the extended researchssacgto identifying the key elements to
academic success and program completion. Seelpog firom alternative education students,
their parents, and teachers as to the central coemp® leading to program completion may
repair and restore at-risk teens. That input csufapbort the design and implementation of
effective alternative programs and establish s$tiaiiig requirements. Greater opportunity of
more students successfully completing alternatdwecation programs could be realized.
Research

More studies, especially case studies and intes/igvgtudents completing programs,
could provide the communication necessary to edusdbr design and development of new
alternative education programs. National input frstodents completing alternative programs is
needed to provide extensive data in all areastefraltive programs, including, but not limited
to: (1) facilities; (2) enrollment size; (3) suppeystems; (4) staff hiring requirements; (5)
program policies and procedures; (6) curriculumijrigtructional practices; (8) academic
assessment; (9) individual educational plans; 46yl funding.

A better means of tracking students completibgraative programs must be
implemented in order to gather extensive data reemlsupport effective change. Locating
students once they have concluded an alternatogrgm is difficult. These students hold the
keys to better program design. It is the inabiidtyocate and get them involved in a study once
they have completed their program and moved ortpgollege, or skills training that prove to
be the obstacle to gathering accurate data. So garcbe learned from these individuals as we

strive to create and implement effective alterreaducation systems.
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Research in the area of teacher/student learniog@ssed to online learning would be
insightful to the future of either type of prograRarticipants from this study strongly opposed
online learning for the vast majority of at-rislets. Only 2 of 12 students favored online
learning instead of teacher-to-student instructwith all 8 parents feeling that online learning
was a negative substitute. Staff members were gou@bosed to online learning, only two of
ten staff members felt that online learning wabeseficial, or better than, teacher instruction.
Practice

The current trend in alternative education is anlgarning programs. All participants
reiterate that learning is more than the delivéripnformation. Learning is about relationships,
involvement, and engagement between the teachdharsludent. Teacher driven classrooms
are critical to learning and program completione Tomfort level of interaction and
involvement with a live person is more likely topact learning, especially program completion.
Online learning programs require a great deal lbfrsetivation and self-direction, placing the
student in charge of their own learning. Most akitieens struggle to motivate themselves and
lack the self-confidence needed to be in charghef own learning. Technology has created a
shift within the parameters of the learning oppoitias available to students, but can a shift
away from the classroom teacher and their relatisswith students be supported, especially in
the case of the at-risk teen?

Policy

The most important task in any organization istingg and retention of highly-
qualified, talented, and skilled personnel. Sudcgssganizations employ job-specific interview
procedures in order to select the most knowledgeakillled, and talented individual for each

position opening. Considering the results of thislg and the magnitude to which caring and
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committed teachers impacted academic success agohpr completion, policies and
procedures for hiring highly-qualified, specifigafikilled, and talented staff members should be
the priority for alternative education programs.nidrous hiring programs are available to
organizations and education systems. Many inclotgview content and procedures specific to
the hiring of highly-qualified teachers. Since 850s, The Gallup Organization (1996) has
been gathering knowledge, skill, and talent-spea@iftributes to match compatibilities to
particular employment positions. Information frone fpolls has been used to formulate job-
specific interview questions in the areas of: bepeide, responsibility, team, empathy, gestalt,
kinesthetic, and mastery. The Gallup organizatielielies that these eight themes are critical to
establishing knowledge, skills, and talents spedtdithe position in question. Using the
responses of alternative education program congldbetter interview criteria and tools can be
constructed in order to hire teachers who are figdland willing to work with the at-risk teen.
Academic progress is limited when teachers aresglac reassigned to alternative
education positions without their consent or desireontrast, teachers choosing and applying
for positions in the area of alternative educatealize positive academic gains with students.
An aspect of alternative education that is fregyemterlooked is the placement of staff with the
appropriate mindset to engage with at-risk studérisging together teachers who share a
common passion to assist and educate these yotmgsaieeases the potential for student and
school success. Most teachers value the prospéeadifing in a setting where colleagues share
their educational philosophy. A teacher choosingidok with the at-risk teen is one of the major
factors of increased student performance in tlegradtive setting as opposed to the traditional

public school setting (Barr, & Parrett, 1997).
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Conclusion

This study examined the perceptions of alternagthécation course completers, parents,
and alternative education staff members as tovkeadl instructional elements critical to
successful completion of the program in two rumlteeast Kansas alternative education
schools. Perceptions were gleaned through in-dagghviews, observations, and student journal
records.

Staff members are the heart of the major themespdteses from all three participant
groups repeatedly concluded that program complet@sall about the staff member and the
characteristics that lie within that individual.ri@pant responses pertaining to the caring and
committed teacher encompassed numerous attribegpsmsible for student success. Educators
who choose to work in alternative programs andaalteng to be involved personally with each
student are caring and committed. Staff members, puisue extended education, appropriately
adapting and modifying instruction, while relatitinge instruction to practical use, are caring and
committed. Teachers that are patient, while en@ngaand instilling hope and a belief in the
students’ abilities, are caring and committed. Bwbho remain constant in the relentless pursuit
of academic success, while maintaining a passiole&ning and even greater passion for the
student as an individual, are caring and commigadhers. Utilizing program completers’
responses regarding teacher attributes effectipedgram completion, appropriate interview
tools and hiring procedures may be employed toteamehers with the knowledge, skill, and
talents that lead to the hope and self-confidereaeled to lead the at-risk teen to program
completion.

Administrators and boards of education concerndld addressing the needs of at-risk

teens may benefit from this study. In the teack&ction process, this study’s findings may be
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used to formulate or select interview instrumehtd teveal specific personal and instructional
gualities necessary to impact program completiomther, the findings may be of value for the
creation of guiding principles for the effectivestgn of alternative education programs and the
implementation of effective educational strategignally, the results may be used to simply
raise awareness among the entire education comyrtarthe needs of the at-risk youth. When
we take the opportunity to listen to young folkealp from their hearts and experiences we find
they offer a perspective that truly resonates.

Below is a graphic representation of the overallliings from the study. The lower half
of the graphic depicts the program elements fooruktcritical to program completion, with all
roads leading to self-efficacy. As the study unéoldhe attributes of caring and committed
teachers resounded as the crucial component togmmogompletion. One significant by-product
of the attributes of the caring and committed staéimbers was the development of student self-
efficacy. Results of the study reveal that studefitefficacy is the primary basis for program
completion and in-turn is a result of program caatiph.

The upper portion of the graphic reveals the tlareas the study discloses that
necessitate attention for the design, implementatiad evaluation of an effective alternative
education program. If designed appropriately, paogrpolicy, and personal components of the
school lead to the development of student seltadly as well. Students confident in their

abilities are more likely to complete the program.
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Figure 4.1 Representation of the Overall Findings
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APPENDIX A: Letter of Information
Date
Name of prospective participant
Street Address

City, State, Zip

Name of prospective participant:

| am a student at the University of Arkansas wagkon my Doctorate in Educational
Leadership. | am conducting a research study edtalternative Education Completers: A
Phenomenological Study. The purpose of the quakatudy will be to advocate for the
educational and social/emotional needs of at-iglents and to develop a model design for
alternative programs and program evaluation withensoutheast Kansas area. Former
alternative education students will be interviewedrder to determine their perception of the
critical elements contributing to program completio

| am interested in what you have to say. Verielitesearch exists regarding actual input
from alternative education students. | feel confidéat by acquiring your input regarding your
alternative education experiences that we may ostoact education programs that better serve
and prepare students for program completion.

Your involvement in the study will require consémiparticipate in in-depth individual
interviews. Your participation in this study is uatary, if you choose not to participate or
withdraw from the study at any time you may do stheut penalty or loss of benefit to yourself.
The results of the study may be published. No nasnesy identifying descriptors will be

included in any of the published material. All datdl be kept confidential to the extent allowed
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by law and University policy. The data will be desed upon conclusion of the study. You will
also receive copies of the data compilation andyarsa

This study poses no foreseeable risks to anyeopé#uticipants. The creation of an
effective alternative program model and evaluatnstrument based on the experiences of
alternative education students will be the prob#eleefits. The program design may be more
likely to assist a greater number of future at-gkdents to program completion in the southeast
Kansas area.

In-depth individual interview sessions will lagpaoximately 60 to 90 minutes with
refreshments or meals provided during the sessiamil.personally conduct all interviews. |
plan to employ audio recording in order to moreuaately transcribe and interpret the dialog
from each session.

Should you agree to participate in this study ywalbe contacted within the next few
weeks regarding dates, times, and sites of intergessions.

If you have questions or concerns about this stydy may contact Becky Murray,
researcher, at (###) ###-####, or by email at or Dr. Carleton Holt, faculty
advisor, at (479) 575-2492, or by email at cholt@uemlu. For questions or concerns about your
rights as a research participant, please contadWRdwalker, the University’'s Compliance
Coordinator, at (479) 575-2208 or by email at irte@kuedu.

Respectfully,

Becky L. Murray

Doctoral Student
Educational Administration
University of Arkansas
Fayetteville, Arkansas
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APPENDIX B: Informed Consent, Participant

UNIVERSITY OF ARKANSAS

INFORMED CONSENT: PERMISSION TO PARTICPATE IN RESEARCH STUDY

| have read and understand the information andaleyas participant in the research study to be

conducted by Becky L. Murrags a part of the requirements of the doctoralekgr

Educational Leadership at the University of Arkamsa

| hereby consent to participate in the study esditAlternative Education Completers: A

Phenomenological Study.

Participant Signature

Date

Becky L. Murray

Doctoral Student
Educational Administration
University of Arkansas
Fayetteville, Arkansas
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APPENDIX C: Informed Consent, USD ###

INFORMED CONSENT: PERMISSION TO USE PREMISES, NAME, STUDENT

GENERATED DOCUMENTS, AND STUDENT RECORDS

USD ### School District

| hereby authorize Becky L. Murrastudent at the University of Arkansas, to use tleenses,

name, student generated documents, and studentisg¢ooconduct a study entitled Alternative

Education Completers: A Phenomenological Study.

Signature:

Date:

Title: Superintendent of Schools

Facility: USD ### Middle School
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APPENDIX D: Informed Consent USD ###

INFORMED CONSENT: PERMISSION TO USE PREMISES, NAME, STUDENT

GENERATED DOCUMENTS, AND STUDENT RECORDS

USD ### School District

| hereby authorize Becky L. Murrastudent at the University of Arkansas, to use tleenses,

name, student generated documents, and studentisg¢ooconduct a study entitled Alternative

Education Completers: A Phenomenological Study.

Signature:

Date:

Title: Superintendent of Schools

Facility: USD ### High School Alternative School
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APPENDIX E: Interview Guide, Student
To establish and maintain rapport and a senserofarbwith all participants the following
guestions were used at the onset and throughohtiealepth interview.

Developing Rapport and Comfort Level

Tell me a little about yourself.

Where did you grow up?

What schools did you attend prior to your altenvaagducation experience?

What activities, involvements, jobs, etc. were yotolved in while attending school?

What are some of your hobbies? What do you enjaygdo your spare time?

At what age or grade level did you enter the aditve program?

Would you care to share anything regarding yousqeal life? For example, spouse, significant
other, children, etc.

Share with me what you feel to be your biggeshgfife Has this always been a strength? If not,
how would say that you developed this strength?

Share with me an area you feel you need to pumugréwth or improvement. What is your
current plan in pursuit of this growth or improventfe

Tell me of a particular experience in the tradiibschool setting that you would like me know.
Tell me of a particular experience in the altew&school setting that you would like me to
know.

Tell me of a particular personal experience that would like me to know.

Share with me a time you tried and failed. How ybd respond to the failure? How did that
experience impact you?

What is something that very few people know abaut?y



193

Share with me something you have read lately? Widayou gain from that reading?

What accomplishments in your life are you most drot?

Share a brief overview of the events that led yoalternative education.

The next set of the interview questions were desigo gain information to support or disprove
the alternative education elements most frequenitidgl in the literature and stated in the
literature review of this study as effective altgime program elements.

Student-to-Teacher Ratio

Talk to me about the size of your school, studearts;hers, facility, space, etc.

What did you like about the size of your school?

What did you dislike about the size of your school?

What degree of one-on-one instruction did you nexei

How did you feel when you were engaged in one-omiostruction with your teachers?
How did the one-on-one instruction impact your ihéag?

Describe the alternative program you attended.

Social and Emotional Support

Describe the environment and culture in the altéragprogram you attended.

What were some of your conflicts or obstacles adlitional school?

What were some of your conflicts or obstacles tarahtive school?

What sort of bullying or harassment did you endaoréhe traditional school setting?

What sort of bullying or harassment did you endaoréhe alternative school setting?

What sort of protocol was established for handbatlying/harassment issues in the alternative
setting?

What have been some things you found difficultdardyour personal life?
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What support systems were in place to assist ytlutwose difficulties?

How were your social or emotional needs addresst#talternative program?

Talk to me about extended services at the altermathool?

What extended services did you take advantage ié ahthe alternative school? What impact
or help, if any, did these services afford you atualent and as an individual?

What would you say was the single greatest obstachkou to overcome in your personal life?
In what ways did alternative education assist yoavercoming personal obstacles?

Describe a challenging personal issue and how gait dith it.

Were you able to use any strategies you learnéteialternative program to assist you with this
challenging personal issue?

Describe a challenging work issue and how you deiit it.

Were you able to use any strategies you learnétkeialternative program to assist you with this
challenging work issue?

Caring and Committed Staff

Talk to me about the instructors, counselors, adimnators, etc. at the alternative school you
attended. What would you like me to know about them

What were some things you found difficult to ddhe traditional and/or the alternative school?
How did your instructors assist you in those diffies in either school setting?

How did you perceive your relationships with yoe@adhers in the traditional school setting? In
the alternative school setting?

If you did experience a difference in your relaships with your teachers in the traditional

school versus the alternative school what, in yapinion, were the distinguishing differences?
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How did you perceive your relationships with yodmanistrators in the traditional school
setting? In the alternative school setting?

If you did experience a difference in your relaships with the administrators in the traditional
school versus the alternative school what, in yapinion, were the distinguishing differences?
What are your beliefs regarding student/teachaticgiships?

What characteristics or traits make an effectieeher?

What characteristics or traits make an effectiveost?

Share with me what you feel about formal education.

State your feelings regarding formal educationesiymu attended the alternative school?

Family Involvement

Talk to me about the amount and level of familyalwement in the alternative program you
attended.

Share with me the family members involved and éwvellto which they were involved in your
alternative education?

How did the staff members work to involve your famjour education?

Share with me how staff members strived to makelyamembers feel welcome and
comfortable at your alternative school and its fions.

Tell me about your parents’ formal education.

How did your family impact your success, or lackwhile in the traditional school setting?
How did your family impact your success, or lackwhile in the alternative school setting?
What was your parent’s attitude toward alternasigdacation prior to your enrollment in such a
program?

What is their current attitude toward alternatidei@ation?
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Individually Designed Education Plan

Paint me a picture of a typical day in the altamgaschool?

Talk to me about the curriculum, daily schedulehtelogy, etc. at the alternative program you
attended.

Was an individual education plan designed spedifi¢ar you and your needs? If so, describe
the process of assessment and creating the plaat, lfow was instruction designed to meet
your needs?

What personal goals set during alternative schawélyou achieved to date?

What were your thoughts or feelings regarding isgtpiersonal goals at that time in alternative
school?

What are some short or long term goals you havewegntly? What is your action plan to
achieve those goals?

What would you say was the single greatest obstaclkgou to overcome in the education
setting?

In what ways did alternative education and youndiaidial education plan assist you in
completing your alternative education program?

If your alternative school would have been equipwét a one-way mirror and | would have
been able to observe you in action at your schestidbe what | would have seen you doing and
what might have been going on in the classroom.

Where do you wish to be and what do you wish tddiag 5 years from now?

What part do you believe goal setting and/or yodniidual education plan have played in your

ability to complete your alternative program?
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The final portion of the interview process was usedain knowledge of the current status
and/or future plans of each participant as wetieseral questions regarding the former students’
perceptions of their alternative education expeeesnd the impact of that experience to this
point in their life.

Wrap-up Questions

Did you attend college or skills training? If yesdither, Where? How long? What degree,
licensure, certification, qualification, etc?

Are you currently employed?

Are you employed in the field of your training afueation?

If you pursued extended education, college, otsskihining what were some of your conflicts or
obstacles in that setting?

Since you completed the alternative education pmogrould you share with me any educational
elements that would have assisted you to complgtg program more efficiently or

effectively but were absent in the program youratéesl?

If you were asked to consider the three most sigamt elements in your alternative education
experience most responsible for the successful imp of your alternative education program
what would you tell me?

How would you picture your life now if you had rtedd the alternative education experience?
In your opinion, what are the key factors thatteduccessful completion of the alternative

program?
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APPENDIX F: Interview Guide, Parent

Developing Rapport and Comfort Level

Tell me a little about yourself:

e Where did you grow up?

e Where did you go to school?

e Explain your education experience?
Share with me what you feel is your child’s greaséength.
Has that always been a strength? If not, when didbegin to see this strength develop?
Share with me an area you feel your child coulgpergrowth or improvement.
Have you had a conversation with your child regaggiursuit of this area or growth?
If your child agrees that this is an area to puignasvth or improvement, what are some of the
things that are consciously being employed in thifeirin order to grow in this area?
Tell me of a particular experience involving yotild in the traditional school setting.
In your opinion, what do you feel the traditionaehsol/s your child attended could have done to
assist your child to better academic and persaraess?
Tell me of a particular experience involving yotild in the alternative school setting.
Tell me of a particular personal experience inuadvyour child that you would like me to know.
If you had the opportunity to change some things e a parent were responsible for during
your child’s traditional school experience what Wbyou tell me? In the alternative school
experience?

Share a brief overview of the events that you liegtlyour child into alternative education.
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Student-to-Teacher Ratio

Talk to me about the size of the alternative sclyoar child attended; students, teachers,
facility, space, etc.
What did you like about the size of the school?
What did you dislike about the size of the school?
What degree of one-on-one instruction did yourcthaiceive?
How did the one-on-one instruction impact your d@lsilearning?
What did your child share with you regarding the-@m-one instruction experience?
Describe the alternative program your child attehde
e Instructors
e Administration
e Counselors

e Facility

Social and Emotional Support

Describe the environment and culture in your ckilaternative program:
e Counselors

e Support Services

What were some of the conflicts or obstacles inryhiid’s traditional school experience?
What were some of the conflicts or obstacles inrybuid’s alternative school experience?
What sort of bullying or harassment did your clalture in the traditional school setting?
What sort of bullying or harassment did your clalture in the alternative school setting?
What sort of protocol was established for handbatlying/harassment issues in the alternative

setting?
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What have been some things your child has fourfatdlif to do in their personal life?
What support systems were in place to assist Wwibkéd difficulties?

How were your child’s social or emotional needsradded?

Talk to me about extended services at the altermathool?

What extended services did your child take advantdgvhile at the alternative school?
What impact or help, if any, did these servicesraffyour child as a student and as an
individual?

What would you say was the single greatest obstaclgour child to overcome in their personal
life?

In what ways did alternative education assist yaild in overcoming personal obstacles?
Describe a challenging personal issue and how gfoild dealt with it.

Was your child able to use any strategies leameld alternative program to assist with
handling this challenging personal issue?

Describe a challenging work issue and how yourdctidalt with it.

Was your able to use any strategies learned ialtemative program to assist them with
handling this challenging work issue?

Caring and Committed Staff

Talk to me about the instructors, counselors, athtnators, etc. at the alternative school your
child attended. What would you like me to know?

What were some things your child found difficultdo in school?

How did the instructors assist your child in thdg@culties in school?

How did you perceive the relationships betweendlaehers and your child in the traditional

school setting? In the alternative school setting?
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If you did see a difference in those relationshipthe traditional versus the alternative school
what, in your opinion, were the distinguishing drénces?

How did you perceive the relationships betweeratiministrator and your child in the
traditional school setting? In the alternative silsetting?

If you did see a difference in those relationshiphe traditional versus the alternative school
what, in your opinion, were the distinguishing drénces?

What are your beliefs regarding student/teachaticgiships?

What characteristics or traits make an effectieeher?

What characteristics or traits make an effectiveost?

Share with me what you feel about formal education.

State your feelings regarding formal educationesiyaur child attended the alternative school?

Family Involvement

Talk to me about the amount and level of familyalwement in the alternative program your
child attended.

How did the alternative school seek to involve yothe alternative education program with
your child?

How were you made to feel included and welcoméeinvolvement in your child’s alternative
education experience?

What family members were involved in the alterrafprogram your child attended?

Describe the level of involvement in that altermatprogram?

In your opinion, what ways could the program yohitccattended involved you more or more

effectively?
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How did you and/or your family impact the succesdack of, your child while in the traditional
school setting?

How did you and/or your family impact the succesdack of, your child while in the
alternative school setting?

Tell me about your parents’ formal education.

What was your attitude toward alternative educaginor to your child’s enrollment in such a
program?

What is your current attitude toward alternativeeation?

Individually Designed Education Plan

Describe the alternative program your child atteihde
e Curriculum
e Instructional Set-up
e Instructors
e Administration
e Counselors
e Facility
e Schedule

e Technology

Talk to me about the curriculum, daily schedulehtelogy, etc. at the alternative program you
attended.

Was an individual education plan designed spedtlfi¢ar your child and their needs? If so,
describe the process of assessment and creatipdptindf not, how was instruction designed to

meet their needs?
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What personal goals set during alternative schaslyour child achieved to date?

What were your thoughts or feelings regarding yahild setting personal goals at that time in
alternative school?

What are some short or long term goals your chalsl $et currently? What is the action plan to
achieve those goals?

What would you say was the single greatest obstachkour child to overcome in the education
setting?

In what ways did alternative education and thevialdial education plan assist your child in
overcoming educational obstacles?

What do you see your child doing 5 years from now?

What part do you believe goal setting and/or tltvidual education plan have played in your
child’s ability to complete the alternative eduoatprogram?

Wrap-up Questions

Did you attend college or skills training? If yesdither, Where? How long? What degree,
licensure, certification, qualification, etc?

Are you currently employed?

Are you employed in the field of your training afueation?

Since your child completed the alternative educatimgram have you recognized any
educational elements that you believe might hawes lmeore effective to assisting your child in
the successful completion of the alternative progbait were nonexistent in that program? If so,

do you mind to share those with me?
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If you were asked to consider the three most sigamt elements in your child’s alternative
education experience most responsible for theirptetion of the program and, in your opinion,
success as a young adult, what would you tell me?

How would you picture your child’s life now if thdyad not had the alternative education
experience?

In your opinion, what are the key factors thattegour child’s successful completion of the
alternative education program?

Think of your child’s accomplishments, of thosettbame to mind what specific ones are you

most proud of?
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APPENDIX G: Interview Guide, Alternative Educati&maff

Developing Rapport and Comfort Level

Tell me a little about yourself.

e Where did you grow up?

e Where did you attend school?

e At what age did you begin your post secondary efituta

e What college or university did you attend?

e What was your major for your Bachelor’'s degree?dvin

e What other degrees do you possess? When?

e What led you to pursue teaching as a career?

e Who were your mentors?

e How long have you been teaching?

e Where and what did you teach prior to employmemtli@rnative education?

e How long have you been teaching in alternative ation?
What are some of your hobbies? What do you enjaygdio your spare time?
Would you care to share anything regarding yousqaal life? For example, spouse, significant
other, children, etc.
Share with me what you feel to be your biggeshgiife Has this always been a strength? If not,
how would say that you developed this strength?
Share with me an area you feel you need to pumugréwth or improvement. What is your
current plan in pursuit of this growth or improventfe

Tell me of a particular experience in the tradiibschool setting that you would like me know.
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Tell me of a particular experience in the altew&school setting that you would like me to
know.

Tell me of a particular personal experience that would like me to know.

Share with me a time you tried and failed. How ybd respond to the failure? How did that
experience assist you with working with at-riskrig®

What is something that very few people know abaut?y

Share with me something you have read lately? Widayou gain from that reading?

What accomplishments in your life are you most drot?

Share a brief overview of the events that led yoalternative education.

Student-to-Teacher Ratio

Talk to me about the size of your school, studearts;hers, facility, space, etc.

What do you like about the size of your school?

What do you dislike about the size of your school?

To what degree does the program you were involv#dengage in one-on-one instruction?
What is your opinion of how the one-on-one instiucimpacts the learning of the youth that
landed in your program?

How do you feel your students respond to one-onhasteuction?

Give me a general overview of the alternative paiagevhere you teach.

Social and Emotional Support

Describe the environment and culture in the alti&ragrogram you work.
What do you witness as some of the most commorlictsnbr obstacles for your students in
traditional school?

What do you find to be the most common conflictsylour students in the alternative school?
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What sort of bullying or harassment are you awérferoyour students in the traditional school
setting?

What sort of bullying or harassment do you witnesthe alternative school setting?

What sort of protocol is established for handlimgjyang/harassment issues in the alternative
setting?

What staff members are involved in that protocol?

Describe the level of involvement of the counselied administrator in harassment and
emotional issues.

Describe the protocol initiated at your schoolgturdents with social and/or emotional issues.
What are some of the main issues that your studietslifficult to do in their personal lives?
What support systems are in place to assist yodests with those difficulties?

How are the social and/or emotional needs of yaidents addressed at your school?

Talk to me about extended services at your altefmathool?

What extended services do most students take aafy@aof while at the alternative school you
where you teach? What impact or help, if any, do witness that these services affording the
students at your school?

What would you say is the single greatest obstaclenost of your students to overcome in their
personal lives?

In what ways do you believe alternative educatissisas them in overcoming personal
obstacles?

How do you witness the strategies learned in ttegradtive program assisting students with

challenging personal issues?
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Caring and Committed Staff

Talk to me about the instructors, counselors, adimnators, etc. at the alternative school you
work. What would you like me to know about them?

What are some things you find difficult to do oatlwith in your alternative school?

Share with me some examples of how you assiststodients with their difficulties in school?
If you taught in the traditional school at somerpan your career, how did you perceive your
relationships with your students in that setting?

How do you perceive your relationships with yowd&nts in the alternative school setting?
If you do feel there was a difference in your relaships with your students in the traditional
school versus the alternative school what, in yapinion, are the distinguishing differences?
How did you perceive your relationships with yodmanistrators in the traditional school
setting?

How do you perceive your relationships with youmaaistrators in the alternative school
setting?

If you do feel there was a difference in your relaships with the administrators in the
traditional school versus the alternative schochtiwin your opinion, are the distinguishing
differences?

What are your beliefs regarding student/teachaticgiships?

What characteristics or traits make an effectieeher?

What characteristics or traits make an effectiveost?

Share with me what you feel about formal education.
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Family Involvement

Talk to me about the amount and level of familyalwement in the alternative program you
work.

How do you personally, as a teacher in an altereathool, work to involve parents in their
child’s education?

Share with me the specific ways your alternativeost attempts to involve family members in
the education of their student.

Share with me how you and your school works to nfakely members feel welcome and
comfortable at your alternative school and its fions.

Tell me about your parents’ formal education.

In your opinion, how do you witness family membienpacting their student’s success, or lack
of, while in the traditional school setting? In #héernative school setting?

What was the general parent attitude toward alteaducation prior to their child’'s
enrollment in such a program?

What general parent attitude do you witness tova#tetnative education once their child is
enrolled and/or completed the program?

Individually Designed Education Plan

Paint me a picture of a typical day in the altaxaschool?

Talk to me about the curriculum, daily schedulehtelogy, etc. at the alternative program you
work.

Is an individual education plan designed specifycdalr your students and their needs? If so,
describe the process of assessment and creatipdptindf not, how is instruction designed to

meet the needs of your students?
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Describe the process for personal goal settingtiotents in your alternative school.

What staff members are involved with the studepéssonal goal setting?

In your opinion how do the students feel aboutisgtpersonal goals while in the alternative
school?

Do most students set short and long term goals2 Wlyaur involvement in helping them to
develop an action plan to achieve those goals?

What would you say is the single greatest obstaclenost of your students to overcome in the
education setting?

In what ways do you feel alternative education gnedindividual education plan assists your
students in completing their alternative program?

If your alternative school was equipped with a @va+ mirror and | was able to observe you in
action at your school describe what | would obsgue doing and what might be going on in
the classroom.

What part do you believe goal setting and/or aividdal education plan plays in students
completing the alternative program?

What part do you believe goal setting and/or aividdal education plan has played in the
aspirations of your students for the future?

Where do you wish to be and what do you wish tddiag 5 years from now?

Wrap-up Questions

What do you feel are educational elements that r@ghance or aid your students in the

completion of their alternative program but areeastent in your program?
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If you, as an alternative education teacher, wekedto consider the three most significant
elements in your alternative education program masgtonsible for assisting your students in
completing the program what would you tell me?

What changes, if any, has working in the alterrafixogram made a difference in you as a

teacher? As a person?

In your opinion, what are the key factors thatllgaur students to completion of the alternative

education program?
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APPENDIX H: Internal Review Board Approval

June 3, 2011
MEMORANDUM
TO: Becky Murray
Carleton Holt
FROM: Ro Windwalker
IRB Coordinator
RE: PROJECT CONTINUATION & MODIFICATION
IRB Protocol #: 09-06-637
Protocol Title: Alternative Education Completers: A Phenomenological
Study
Review Type: [ 1 EXEMPT [X] EXPEDITED [ ] FULL IRB

Previous Approval Period: Start Date: 07/01/2009 Expiration Date: 06/30/2011

New Expiration Date: 06/30/2012

Your request to extend the referenced protocol and modify its title has been approved by the
IRB. If at the end of this period you wish to continue the project, you must submit a request
using the form Continuing Review for IRB Approved Projects, prior to the expiration date.
Failure to obtain approval for a continuation on or prior to this new expiration date will result in
termination of the protocol and you will be required to submit a new protocol to the IRB before
continuing the project. Data collected past the protocol expiration date may need to be
eliminated from the dataset should you wish to publish. Only data collected under a currently
approved protocol can be certified by the IRB for any purpose.

This protocol has been approved for 35 participants. If you wish to make any
modifications in the approved protocol, including enrolling more than this number, you
must seek approval prior to implementing those changes. All modifications should be
requested in writing (email is acceptable) and must provide sufficient detail to assess
the impact of the change.

If you have questions or need any assistance from the IRB, please contact me at 210
Administration Building, 5-2208, or irb@uark.edu.
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