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Abstract

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore how students ages 18-21 who are
currently enrolled in a non-traditional educational setting articulate their educational pathway.
The narrative inquiry method of research allowed the research participants to tell “their stories”
in “their own” words. The research participants could articulate their views and perceptions on
the factors that affected their educational pathway. Thirteen participants participated in the
focus groups sessions and in-depth, semi-structured interviews.

Bronfenbrenner’s social systems theory (1979), environmental factors, educational
experiences, excessive discipline infractions, and legal problems were dominant themes in the
study. The study examined the at-risk social, at-risk school, and at-risk student/family factors
that may impact a student’s educational pathway. The study found that even though each
research participant had a different educational pathway, many of their social, school, and
family experiences were similar. The perspectives of the factors impacting each research
participant’s pathway varied as well as his or her perception of the level of support received
from individuals throughout his or her educational pathway. Participants in the study were
motivated to continue to pursue their secondary educational credentials despite obstacles,
setbacks, and adversity.

This study identified the need for the local school district to continue providing
alternative educational settings to students that need a different learning environment. There is
also a need to evaluate the current student supports and interventions offered in the traditional
school setting. There is also a need to address the impact of community and neighborhood
factors that may affect students while in school. Policies designed for school improvement are

recommended.



Acknowledgments

There are many things that have helped me to become a better person—continuously
having an optimistic view of situations, surrounding myself with positive people, and always
striving to be better.

Dr. Anthony Colella and Dr. Barbara Strobert have both served as positive role models
for me from the beginning of my dissertation journey through completion. Their leadership,
direction, and advice have been invaluable to my growth and development as a doctoral student.
Thank you for the extra push. To my dissertation committee members, Dr. Timothy Blackwell
and Dr. Mary Hancock, thank you for the extra feedback. | appreciate your taking the time to
assist me.

To my Richland One Family, thank you for the support and silent prayers. A special
thanks to Dr. Bernadette Darby for her assistance and inspiring words. To Ms. Faye Houston,
you have supported me personally and professionally, and I am blessed and grateful to have you
in my life. Dr. MiUndre Prince, thank you for your support over the last two years. We may
not have long, drawn out conversations, but | value those that we do have. To Mr. Kerry Able,
my research participants, and teachers, this would not have been possible without your help!

To my Five Star Chicks—my sister Adrienne, best friend Angela, and cousin VVonda,

thanks for understanding me. You all have been very patient, you understood when | stayed
away, you called to check on me, and you provided a listening ear. | love you all and | treasure
the bond we have. My Sister/Cousin Vanessa, thanks for your encouragement, | love you.
Stephanie, you have been a true friend for over thirty years. Thank you for always providing a
listening ear, | love you. To my very special co-worker, colleague-friends, Selina Latimore and

Dr. Robin Coletrain, you two supported me personally and professionally. When | need to vent



personally or professionally, I know that my “cries” are safe with the two of you. I love you

both like family. Thanks for allowing me to be a part of your lives.



Dedication

This doctoral journey would not have been possible without the support of some very,
very special people in my life.

| dedicate this dissertation to my loving and supportive husband, Karl Michael Hursey.
You did whatever you could to ensure my worries were limited, problems were solved, and
needs were met. Thanks for doing the laundry, shopping for groceries, caring for the kids,
paying the bills, cooking your best dinners, cleaning the house, ironing clothes, and helping
Momma. Your support has been invaluable. Your silence helped my progress. Your presence
was my security.

To my wonderful boys, Christian and Karson, you can now have Momma back! Thanks for
entertaining one another on Saturdays and Sundays while I studied. Thanks for checking on me
periodically to ensure everything was “okay” or to see if [ needed anything to eat or drink. This
dissertation is for the two of you.

To my wonderful mother, Harriet. | know it was not easy for you, and | know you did
not fully understand my sacrifice, but | dedicate this to you as well. | am grateful for the meals
you prepared for Mike and the boys and the time that you spent with them when | could not.
Your silent prayers, hourly phone calls, and Sunday visits helped to motivate me to finish faster.
Thanks to the Heavenly Father above for continuing to keep you healthy. | am finally done!

You can celebrate!

Mike, Christian, Karson, and Momma, | love you all forever!



Table of Contents

Y 011 - T SRS ii
ACKNOWIBUGMENTS. ... .eeiiciecieesie ettt e ra e esbeebeaneesreesreenee e iii
[ 1=To [ Tor= 4 o] o ST SPSPPPPR %

Chapter I. Introduction

INEFOAUCTION ...ttt 1
Statement of the ProbIem ... 3
PUrpose OF the STUAY .....c.vviie e 7
RESEArCH QUESHIONS .....eiivie ittt ettt et ree e ebe et be e saee e reeeneas 7
Conceptual FrameWOIK ..........coiieieiie e 8
Study Design and Methodology.........ccooveiiiieiieiicc e 8
SIgNITICANCE OF STUY ... 12
LEMITAEIONS . bbbt 13
DEIMITALIONS .......eeieiieit e sb e 14
DefiNItioNS OF TEIMS ... 14
SUIMIMAIY .ttt ettt ettt e s st e s b bt e s st e e e Rt e e e nnb e e e nbbe e e nbbeeennbeeennbeeans 15

Chapter I1. Review of the Literature

INEFOAUCTION ...t bbb 17
Literature REVIEW PIOCESS .......viiieieiiesieie e see et sie e snee e sneeneesnee e s 21
Theoretical FrameWOIKS ........cooveiiiiiiieiice e 22
At-Risk Environmental and Societal Factors..........c.ccoveiiiieiiinenieiiens 26
AL-RiSK SChOOI FACLOIS ..ot 28
At-Risk Student and Family FaCtors.........ccovevveiiiieiie e 33
SUIMIMAIY .ttt ettt ettt et e s e e s st e e s ab e e e mb e e snb e e e nnb e e e nbbeeennbeeennneeans 34

Vi



Chapter I11. Research Methodology

INEFOAUCTION ...t bbb 36
Statement OF PUMPOSE ...ooviiiieiiic e 36
Researcher Background ............cooviiiiiiiiiie e 36
RESEArCH QUESHIONS ... .eiiviiiricctie ettt ere e st ae e be e s e e re e enne s 38
D= o USSR 38
0] 10 =1 o] o OSSR 39
SAMPIE. bbb 40
Profiles Of PartiCIPANTS.........c.coviiiiiiiiiii e 43
INSEFUMENTALION ... 45
Data COlECLION ..o 47
Validity and Reliability ........cccoiiiiiiiie e 51
Data ANAIYSIS . ..cveeiicie et nrs 52
Ethical CONSIAEIALIONS .........ceveiiiiiiiieesiee s 53
RESEAICNET BIAS. ... citiitiiiiiiiiieie bbb 53
SUMMAIY L.tttk bt s bt ettt e bbb e 55

Chapter IV. Findings

Restatement Of PUIMPOSE........eoiie i 56
Review of Research Methodology ........cccccvviiiiiiiiic i 56
Evening High Participant Profiles ... 59
Adult Education Participant Profiles ...........cccccveiiiiiiiiiece e 62
ANAIYSIS AN COUING ...ttt 63
EMErging THEIMES ..o 64
Primary Research QUESEION..........cciiiiiiiiieiei et 64

vii



Theme 1: Immediate family, school and peer relationships...................... 65

Theme 2: Student MOtIVAtION ..........cooviiiiiiee e 70
Secondary Research QUEStION ONE ......cooviiiiiiiieniee e 71
Theme 3: Environmental EXPerienCes........cocevveiiieeiieiiie i 72
Theme 4: Educational EXPErienCeS........ccucvviieieereiie e e et se e 78
Secondary Research QUESEION TWO .....cc.eciiiieiiiiiciece e 85
Theme 5: Excessive Disciplinary Problems ..........ccccooevviieiienieiveee, 85
Theme 6: Probations Stipulations ... 88
Theme 7: Self-Referral ... 89
Secondary Research QUEStION THIEE ......ccoii i 90
Theme 8: AdUIt SUPPOIT......ccviiiiieic et 90
SUIMIMAIY .ttt ettt ettt e e e s e e e e st e e sab e e anb e e e sab e e e snb e e e nnb e e e nnaeeennnees 102

Chapter V. SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

INEFOAUCTION ...ttt bbb 104
DiSCUSSION OF FINAINGS. ...cuviieieieiiesie s 104
Primary Research QUESEION..........ccviiiiiiiieieee e 105

Secondary Research QUEStION ONE .........cooveiiiiiineeieee e 106

Secondary Research QUESHION TWO ......ccceevvvieiieiiiic i 109

Secondary Research QUestion Three ..., 110
CONCIUSIONS ...ttt bttt ettt st neeneeneas 112
Recommendations fOr POLICY ........ccccoveiiieiiee e 115
Recommendations fOr PraCtiCe .........ccccvvveieeie i 116
Recommendations for Future RESEarch ..........ccocvveiiiiieiiiiceec e 117
REFERENGCES ...ttt sttt 119

viii



APPENDICES

APPENDIX A: IRB Approval Letter ........ccocoviiiiiiiiienc e 127
APPENDIX B: District Research Approval Letter.............c..ccooovininn, 128
APPENDIX C: Letter of Solicitation...........ccccovviieniiinninnieiese e 129
APPENDIX D: Demographic Profile ..o, 130
APPENDIX E: Informed CONnsent ...........c.ccovvviiiinciiiiiiicicie, 131
APPENDIX F: Interview QUESLIONS ......c.ccovveiveeiieiiee e 134
APPENDIX G: Student QUESLIONNAITE .......ceevvereerieeiesieenieesie e e 135
APPENDIX H: Focus Group QUESLIONS ..........ccccvviniiiiiiiiiinien, 136
APPENDIX 11 TransCriPiONS .......ccvvieieieieniesiesiesiee e 138
a. Focus Group-Angel, Emonie, Nana ........c.cccceeevvevenieennennnns 137
b. Individual- Angel, Emonie, Nana .........ccccovvvinininnninnnnnn 151
c. Focus Group-Indy, Baby Girl, Lil Sin.......c.ccccccooviiieiieennen. 170
d. Individual-Baby Girl ........c.cccovveiiiiiiecee e 180
€. Individual-Indy .......ccooiiiii s 186
f.ooIndividual-Lil SIn .o 196
g. Focus Group-Jg and KYNg ......ccccceeeieiieiiiieiee e 207
h.  Individual-Kyng ..o 194
Lo INAIVIAUAI-J0 oo 224
J. Focus Group-Q and Jalen ..........ccccccevveieeieiieseee e 238
K. Individual Jalen ... 246
I, Individual Q ...ooooveiiiiec e 257
M. ChA oo 267
N INAIvIdual NIYa ...oooiiii e 292
0. INAIVIAUAL T oo 310



List of Tables

Table 1. Annual 2013-2014 Dropout Report for South Carolina Annual 2013-2014

Dropout Report for South Carolina. ..............ooviiiiiiiitii e, 21
Table 2. Significant Risk Factors by School Level. ... 25
Table 3. Profiles of the PartiCipants. ..o e 43
Table 4. Major Themes That Emerged fromthe Coding............cccooviiiiiiiiiiiiin, 57



List of Figures

Figure 1. Use of Purposive Sampling to Select the Research Participants

Xi



CHAPTERI
INTRODUCTION

Research has indicated that many students who drop out of high school are academically
capable and could finish high school if given the right type of educational choices (Franklin,
1992; Franklin & Streeter, 1992, 1995). However, for various reasons educational systems
continue to struggle with student dropouts. As students’ progress from day care to elementary,
to middle, to high school, they begin developing relationships with more peers and more adults.
This increase in adult contacts occurs because elementary students usually have one central
teacher for each of the core classes, while middle and high school students will have a different
teacher for each content area, thus developing more relationships with adults as well as peers.
As students’ progress through school, they may or may not experience challenges in forming
these relationships.

These relationships are important to students and may directly affect their educational
pathway as they progress through school. Roderick’s (1993) research on the relationship
between dropping out of school and low school performance found that students connected to
school through participation in activities or working with a caring adult were factors in students
persisting in school. Having a connection to academics as well as positive relationships are
factors that affect students’ retention in school. “In recent years, studies have documented ways
that students who feel ‘connected” with other people and school activities perform better
academically than do students who feel ‘disconnected’ (Strahan, 2008, p. 21). Adolescents may
also struggle with adjusting socially, forming good peer relationships, and having low or no self-

esteem as a result of physical and developmental changes. To help students with and through



adolescent development, diverse environments with the support to function well in them are
needed (San Antonio, 2006).

According to a study conducted by the National Association of Secondary School
Principals (NASSP), success at the middle level requires that some very specific strategies be in
place. The main points of the nine strategies, known as Cornerstone Strategies include academic
rigor, teacher teams, structured planning, student advisory program, appropriate assessments, and
flexible scheduling. Each Cornerstone Strategy has specific recommendations and actions that
support the recommendation, which addresses the developmental needs of adolescent students.

The Cornerstone Strategies help address the various needs of middle-level learners and
provide teachers and administrators with a framework to help support students during their
adolescent years. Since students at this age are going through adolescent development, they face
numerous challenges that each Cornerstone Strategy helps to address. Proper implementation of
the Cornerstone Strategies can provide additional structure and guidance to the middle school.
Transition to high school may also be difficult for students. The many external factors that affect
high school students and their ability to be successful may result in their being labeled as at risk
of dropping out of school. Hirschi (1969) believed that students who have stronger bonds to
teachers, school, or other conventional activities are less likely to defy school norms, and,
therefore, are more likely to have a positive school experience (Free, 2008).

Factors attributing to students becoming labeled as at risk and becoming a dropout can
differ for each student. A student’s environment can also be a factor. However, studies
consistently find that a complex set of relationships between student, family, school, and
community factors are linked with the dropout decision (Tyler, 2007). Neighborhoods

characterized by persistent violence, drugs, residential instability, underperforming schools, and



crowded housing conditions present daily obstacles for many poor, urban youth (Anthony,
2007). Among the strongest family domain, dropout predictors are parental education,
occupation, and income—in other words, socioeconomic status (Tyler, 2007). For many older
children and adolescents, poverty presents an additional layer of risk in a complex environment.
Adolescents growing up in urban poverty are exposed to multiple risk and protective factors that
in many cases contribute to negative outcomes like substance abuse, delinquency, and school
failure (Anthony, 2007).

Statement of the Problem

There is research available on student dropouts and factors that attribute to students
dropping out; however, there is limited research on the viewpoints of the non-traditional students
and their perceptions of their educational pathway. Much of the school reform initiatives
generally include a sustained interest in addressing the issue of disengaged or at-risk students;
however, Levin states that the chances of effecting real change remain limited as strategies
continue to build on simplistic and often inaccurate concepts of the pathway to school dropout
(Levin, 1992). The gap in the research indicates there is a wide range of personal and social
factors affecting students in traditional school that are potential contributors of a student
dropping out (Rumberger, 1987; Wehlage, 1989). There is a need for additional research on the
factors affecting students in traditional school, as well as the indicators of relationships and
school engagement factors that may be potential contributors of students dropping out.

According to the National Center for Education Statistics, the dropout rate decreased
from 12.1% in 1990 to 6.5%in 2014. The annual 2013-2014 dropout report for South Carolina
indicated 5,640 student dropouts. Of the total number of dropouts, 25% of all dropouts occurred
in ninth grade, with a cumulative 52% of the dropouts occurring by the tenth-grade year.

However, the state has seen a reduction in the number of dropouts over the last four years.
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Exploring the risk factors associated with student dropouts may provide the state and districts the
necessary information needed to help reduce the number of student dropouts, which will directly
impact the state’s graduation rate.

Because of the impact of national accountability efforts through No Child Left Behind, it
became necessary that standards be put in place to calculate the actual graduation rate across all
states (NCLB, 2008). This process includes a uniform cohort model to help improve the
understanding and characteristics of students that do not earn their high school diploma in the
traditional four years. Understanding the dropout is necessary, and it helps schools provide
dropout interventions to students deemed at risk (Gleason & Dynarski, 2002). This is needed to
also help school districts design and implement programs in a non-traditional setting to serve this
population of student.

Currently, the State of South Carolina has 81 school districts, all of which offer
alternative (non-traditional) programs that operate under the guidelines of a local school district
and the State Department of Education’s Alternative Education Office. In the field of
alternative education, there is a general perception of the type of students served. However, the
range of students served in alternative (non-traditional) education programs can range from those
classified as special education to regular education or academically advanced (AAP). Students
enrolled in these programs are usually labeled at risk of dropping out or have aleady dropped
out of school.

Students enroll in non-traditional settings for a variety of reasons that may include, but
are not limited to, a lack of academic performance, poor attendance, employment, disciplinary
infractions, medical problems, or family difficulties. Students, parents and educators should be

aware of the at-risk youth factors. Identifying these factors early may be beneficial for educators



and educational systems in providing students the appropriate services to help them be successful
while enrolled in traditional school. Exploring specific factors that contribute to a student having
to attend a non-traditional school may help educational settings to implement interventions or
develop programs that will better help serve students while in traditional school to reduce the
possibility of their becoming at risk or dropping out. Non-traditional settings provide students a
completely different environment than the traditional setting, which may afford students a better
opportunity to experience success. Traditional schools are lacking the personal relationships
with teachers, school-wide focus on maturity and responsibility, understanding about social
issues, and positive peer relationships that alternative schools often provide (Lagana-Riordan,
2011).

Programs must be in place to address specific student needs, and teachers must be willing
and proactive when educating youth. These programs require teachers to build relationships with
students to become more knowledgeable and be aware of the issues or problems that may be
affecting them. At-risk youth who experienced strong and bonded relationships with adults
(including an influential teacher) who were themselves inviting provided the necessary
protective factors for at-risk youth to overcome adversity” (Lee, 2012). Additional support
systems can also help at-risk students. Providing adults with teaching strategies that will enable
them to teach successful learning strategies to at-risk students will also help in the learning
process (McWhirter, 2013).

Research supports the implementation of mentoring programs as potentially successful
approaches to meeting the individual needs of at-risk students (Johnson, 2006; Lampley, 2010).
Mentors provide many students with the positive adult role model that is often missing from the

lives of at-risk students. Peer tutoring, as well as adult-led tutoring sessions, can also help at-risk



students academically and socially. Many at-risk students also need to learn to build positive
trustful adult relationships. These personal connections help students build much needed
positive relationships.

Additional factors may also contribute to student labeling as at risk, but there is limited research
on these factors. "Studies of the predictors of high school graduation have generally focused on
the high school years, with less research dedicated to investigating earlier indicators in middle
school” (Kieffer, Marinell, & Neugebaur, 2014, p. 84). Barrington and Hendricks (1989) state
that at-risk students may be able to be identified as early as third grade. However,
disengagement from school can start very early in a student’s educational journey and results
from many complex variables combined (Hess & Copeland, 2001). Common predictors of
dropping out focus on gender, grade retention, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, and achievement;
but a school dropout can also be linked to a decline in school engagement (Lamote, Speybroeck,
Noortgate & Damme, 2013). “Researchers conceptualized dropping out from high school as part
of a long-term process of disengagement from school, with negative developmental pathways
that begin before Grade 9” (Reschly & Christenson, 2012, p. 5). “A combination of cognitive,
behavioral, and affective factors may help predict the likelihood of a student dropping out.”
(Kieffer, Marinell, & Neugebaur, 2014, p. 551).

Research has found that attendance indicators during early elementary grades and
subsequent declines in attendance during upper elementary and middle school can be linked to
the likelihood of identifying students who may be off track for high school graduation (Kieffer,
Marinell, & Neugebaur, 2014). A student’s decision to drop out or “disconnect” from school is
affected by some complex factors, can involve some or all of the factors, and is often the

culmination of a long process of disengagement from school (Tyler, 2009).



Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this qualitative, narrative study was to explore how students ages 18-21
that are currently enrolled in a non-traditional educational setting articulate their educational
pathway. Specifically, there is a lack of research regarding the services, interventions and
support that are needed to help students be successful in a traditional school, which will reduce
their likelihood of having to graduate from a non-traditional setting. Districts continue to provide
schools with funding for academic supports;, but the social, behavioral, and relationship needs of
students may be neglected (Weatherbee, 2006).

There is limited empirical research that identifies the support and interventions that were
limited or not available to students while enrolled in the traditional school setting that may have
been beneficial to their educational pathway. “Several questions remain about how students
navigate into and through the middle grades and how their struggles or success in navigating
these developmental stages predict their later outcomes” (Kieffer, Marinell, & Neugebauer, p.
552). Theories regarding adolescent student development, their personal experiences, and how
students learn provided the framework for this study.

Research Questions

The primary research question that guided this study was the following:

What are the perceptions of students ages 18-21 in two South Carolina alternative programs of
the influence of their experiences in traditional schools on their educational pathways?

The secondary research questions were as follows:

1. How do students describe their experiences in traditional schools?

2. How did they arrive in a non-traditional setting?

3. How do they compare their experiences in traditional school with their experiences in

a non-traditional school setting?



Conceptual Framework
The theoretical perspective guiding this research study stems froma constructivist learning
theory. This research study explored the perceptions of students in non-traditional settings on
the factors in the traditional school setting that inhibited their on-time high school graduation.
Student educational pathways were discussed during this process.

The ecological systems theory, which describes how a child's development affects them
during their life (Bronfenbrenner, 1969), was explored. The theory, which is divided into five
different levels, discusses how and what factors affect students at different stages of
development. The five systems—microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and
chronosystem—all explore the factors of development in children and their impact on human
development. A study of these systems provides an explanation of students’ experiences and
how they affect their life experiences.

Internal, as well as external, factors can also affect a student's progress or lack of
progress. Additional examination of research by Rotter on social learning added to this research.
Locus of control (Rotter, 1954), which comes from social learning theory, is a measure of the
amount of control one perceives over the events that occur in life. Students can have a strong
internal locus of control or an external locus of control. Students with strong internal control
believe that it is necessary to study now and plan, whereas students with a strong external locus
of control feel that their environment presents obstacles that they cannot overcome. Students’
internal and external controls can influence how or if they persist through school. A thorough
examination of these theories and their impacts on students was studied in this research.

Study Design and Methodology

The researcher examined the relevance of several factors that may affect at-risk students

remaining in a traditional setting. Specifically, there is a lack of information regarding the
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services, interventions, and support that were needed to help at-risk students be successful in a
traditional school, and reduce their likelihood of having to graduate from a non-traditional
setting. Analyzed data sought to determine how students in two South Carolina alternative
programs articulate their perceptions of past educational experiences in the traditional school and
what factors may have inhibited their on-time graduation. Additionally, data were analyzed to
determine if common academic, social, and relational factors among students were evident. Data
were used to determine if there are additional supports needed in traditional school to better
support at-risk students. A qualitative narrative inquiry study was used in an attempt to better
understand the experiences and perceptions of the students. Understanding the factors affecting
at-risk students can be complex, and it was necessary that a thorough and complete approach be
used, which allowed students the opportunity to explain their educational pathway and the
factors affecting them.

The students identified for this research were all pursuing their secondary high school
credential (diploma or General Educational Diploma GED Certificate) and had previously
attended school in a traditional educational setting. The identified participants all attend classes
in South Carolina in the district’s adult education center or evening alternative school. The adult
education center offers high school diploma courses, GED courses, and English as a Second
Language classes (ESL). The evening high school offers only high school diploma completion
courses. Each of the programs hire only certified teachers to teach diploma and GED courses.

Permission was granted to gain access to these students through the district’s
Accountability, Assessment, Research, and Evaluation (AARE) Office’s Research Committee.
This committee consisted of district level administrators, with final approval granted through the

superintendent’s office. Prepared and presented to the committee was an application to conduct



research, which included a letter of consent, research and interview questions and research
procedures. Each administrator that directly supervises the adult education program and evening
high school program also granted approval. Upon receiving district approval, a request for
permission to conduct the study was submitted to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Seton
Hall University. No action was taken nor data collected without the final approval of the IRB at
Seton Hall University and the South Carolina School District, where the research was conducted.
The potential participants were selected from students enrolled during the 2016-2017 academic
year in the identified district.

After the research study had received final approval, permission was granted to attend
registration and orientation sessions to discuss the research with the prospective participants.
During these sessions, research information was presented to students through an electronic
medium, giving them an opportunity to express an interest in the research study. Once students
expressed an interest in participating, they received a consent letter to sign and a ten-question
student demographic survey to complete. The questions presented in the student demographic
survey provided the administrator’s background information in the areas of the school, family,
and environmental factors and their impact on the potential candidate’s educational pathways.
The information from the demographic survey was analyzed to determine if any trends existed
among the students. After using purposive sampling, 13 participants were identified for the
qualitative study based on the information provided on the demographic survey.

Qualitative sources of data for this study included focus groups and individual in-depth
semi-structured interviews. The focus groups were completed prior to the semi-structured
interviews. Each focus group had between two to three students and sessions lasted

approximately 45 minutes. One student chose not to participate in a focus group; therefore, the
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researcher interviewed her individually for both the focus group as well as the in-depth
interview. Focus group sessions gave students an opportunity to have an open discussion about
their educational pathway, and questions were designed to provide the researcher more insight on
student perspectives. Each student was provided an individual journal to be used for private
reflection. Information written in the student journal entries were shared only at the discretion of
the student participant.

Research questions were developed based on the review of the literature on at-risk
students, behaviors and factors affecting them, as well as prior knowledge gained from working
with students in non-traditional settings. Once the researcher developed the questions, they were
reviewed, edited, and approved by a jury of experts. The jury of experts included educators that
are currently working in a non-traditional educational setting, a traditional educational setting,
and Seton Hall professors. Based on recommendations from the jury of experts, adjustments
were made to the interview questions and final approval of the instruments that were used to
collect quantitative and qualitative data.

All student demographic questionnaires, interview sessions, and focus groups occurred
on the campus of the identified educational settings. Focus group sessions were designed to help
gather data on the perceptions, beliefs, and opinions of the student's educational pathway. Each
focus group consisted of two to three participants and was intentionally grouped based on the
researcher’s observations. The focus groups and in-depth interviews all occurred in the
conference room at each of educational settings. All interviews and focus group sessions were
digitally recorded. The researcher also wrote field notes. All of the data obtained from the
interviews and focus groups were analyzed. Triangulation of data was done from the

information obtained from the semi-structured interviews and focus groups from the student
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participants that volunteered to participate. Each participant gave consent to having his or her
responses recorded before the session’s beginning.

The researcher served as the interviewer and recorded as well as organized the data.
Participant responses were coded, analyzed thematically, and reported in narrative formats. To
discover themes in responses, codes were assigned to the data. Observations of student
enrollment, intake, and classroom observations was also completed.

Significance of the Study

This study has significance for school administrators, educators, parents, and students to
help understand what schools and districts must do differently to help retain students through
high school completion and identify areas that need improvement. By understanding students’
perceptions of their educational pathway and how it affected them, education officials can gain a
better understanding of what adjustments may be needed in the schools in the identified district
in South Carolina. By examining students’ educational pathways and their perceptions of
school, educational leaders may better understand the factors affecting student achievement in
the traditional school setting. District leaders will be able to examine the schools and provide the
academic, social, and relational supports needed to maintain enrollment and reduce the number
of students attending alternative schools in the district.

By analyzing the perceptions of each focus group and interview notes from each of the
participants, the researcher identified similarities and differences among the student participants.
Results of this study may help school administrators as they analyze suspension, expulsion, and
dropout data in providing interventions that are more suitable for students, training for teachers,
and support for parents. It may also provide the district with information that can be used in

considering the appropriate school staffing and funding. Additionally, this study can give
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educators additional insight into the factors that students feel are important to their educational
success. The results of this study can provide a better understanding for school administrators,
educators, and teachers of the supports that are needed by students to help complete their
education in a traditional school setting.
Limitations

It is important for me as a researcher to understand how my lived experiences affected
my research. There are potential limitations of qualitative research and research bias.
Qualitative researchers become part of the setting, context, and social phenomenon (McMillian
& Schumacher, 2001) and therefore are subject to a lack of objectivity. The researcher’s
experience as a researcher will affect how data are interpreted analyzed, and viewed. To aid in
this process, the researcher continuously assessed the research to be aware of limitations, and
used the most effective method for analyzing the data. It was important for the researcher to
thoroughly understand her personal "truths™ and how they were shaped to help reduce bias when
conducting research. The researcher’s experiences as a teacher and administrator directly
impacts the views that are currently held. Advantages to this research process include
interviewees’ willingness to tell their stories with in-depth meanings and rich descriptions.

According to Mason (2002), ontological perspective is directly related to personal
experiences and perceptions that form an individual's "personal truth.” Since all humans are
different, each person's reality will be different; no two views of the world are identical. Because
of differing ontological perspectives, or how the world is viewed, the process of conducting
research or observations will be different for each researcher. Another limitation of this research
study is the number of research participants as well as the ages of the research participants. This

research study included only 14 participants whose ages were between 18-21 years of age.
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Delimitations

This study is limited to alternative programs in a school district in South Carolina. The
researcher recognizes the use of questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, and focus groups as
delimiting factors. There are pros and cons to every type of research. However, a major
difference is other forms of qualitative research may follow a standard set of procedures;
narrative research does not (Reissman, 1993). A challenge to the narrative inquiry is “managing
the story” regarding how participants in the story are represented and “spoken” for in the
presentation of data (Savin-Baden, 2007). Additionally, consideration must be given to my
positionality in the story. Disadvantages involve the researchers’ interpretation of the story and
how the data were presented.

Another delimiting factor is that this study was conducted in only one school district
within the state of South Carolina. The needs of students, the structure of schools, and school
resources vary throughout each school, district, and state. Therefore, the factors and needs of
students throughout the state may be different for each setting. Conducting research in different
locations may yield different data outputs.

Definitions of Terms

At-Risk Youth: Students who demonstrate characteristics that place them in jeopardy of
not succeeding in school (Hubner & Wolfson, 2001).

Adolescence: The transition stage between childhood and adulthood described by key
developmental stages, spanning ages 10-24. For this study, ages 10-14 are considered
adolescents (Tanner & Tanner, 2007).

Advanced Academic Placement (AAP): Students that are academically advanced in core

subject areas.
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High School: An educational setting serving students in grades 9t"-12t" (Tanner and
Tanner, 2007).

High School Dropout: Non-completers; students who do not receive a regular high school
diploma (Swanson & Chaplin, 2003)

Middle School: An educational setting serving students in Grades 6-8 (Tanner & Tanner,
(2007).

No Child Left Behind (NCLB): The federal law, H. R. 1 No Child Left Behind of 2001,
initiative to improve student achievement. All students are intended to be proficient in reading,
writing, speaking, mathematics, and science at grade level by the year 2014 (NCLB, 2006).

Non-traditional setting: An educational location other than the traditional K-12 school
setting (South Carolina Department of Education, 2015).

Special Education Students/Special Needs Students: Any individual child with a
disability who needs special education and related services, even if the child has not failed or
been retained in a course or grade and is advancing from grade to grade.

Socioeconomic Status (SES): The social standing or class of an individual or group that
measures a combination of education, income, and occupation (American Psychological
Association, 2006).

Traditional setting: K-12 educational facility for students.

Summary

This research study’s theoretical perspective is interpretive but centers on constructivist
theory. The main data collection methods were personal interviews, which gave the interviewees
an opportunity to tell ‘their stories’ in the way they remember. Engaging in narrative research

for this study gave the researcher an opportunity to talk to the students individually and in
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groups. The analysis method of narrative inquiry was used for this research study. The
conversations, interviews, field notes, and other documentation were analyzed and interpreted for
my research findings. It was important to understand how my ontological and epistemological
assumptions would affect my research study.

It was necessary to be reflective throughout the process and engage in reflexivity to
ensure my personal biases were not reflected in the study. Engaging in reflexivity required that |
recheck the analysis of the data collected. The data were used to identify educational, family,
and community supports that can aid in reducing students’ chances of having to be educated in
an alternative setting in a school district in South Carolina. Educators in the identified district
can utilize the guide. The guide explains specific strategies, interventions, and supports that are
needed to help prevent or reduce the number of students having to attend school in a non-
traditional setting. This guide can also detail what family and community supports are
necessary. The effectiveness of additional interventions or support provided by the alternative

school program were also evaluated.
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CHAPTER 11
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction

Chapter 11, which is the literature review, contains research on the environmental,
societal, school, and student factors that possibly can contribute to a student being labeled as at-
risk. This review includes an evaluation of causation factors, as well as the developmental and
foundational needs of students during adolescent development and into young adulthood. This
literature review also encompasses information on at-risk student population studies.

This chapter provides a synopsis of the risk factors associated with students categorized
as at-risk—the environmental, social/emotional, and relational factors they experienced. The
chapter contains sections that include (1) social factors associated with becoming at-risk, (2)
school factors related to becoming at-risk, and (3) student/family factors related to becoming at-
risk. “Additionally, this chapter reviews the literature on the elements needed to help students be
successful while in the traditional school setting.

Having knowledge and an understanding of the developmental needs of students can
benefit educational settings in ensuring the right supports are in place for successful student
achievement, which will reduce the probability of a student having to complete his or her
education in a non-traditional setting. Youth development constantly changes, with the phase of
adolescent development being the most difficult. Numerous factors affect students through
adolescence, with student discipline being one of the many factors that can directly influence
students. Muscott, Mann, and LebBrun (2008) believed the actual problem behaviors (major and
minor) were the greatest challenge for educators. Adolescents struggle with adjusting socially,
forming healthy peer relationships, and having low or no self-esteem because of physical
developmental changes (San Antonio, 2006). Because of these changes, some very specific
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strategies are needed to support adolescents as they develop. Middle school students are faced
with a different structure of schooling, which may include larger class sizes and multiple
teachers (Kieffer, 2014). The transitioning into middle school means increased academic and
curricular demands.

The National Association of Secondary School Principals (NASSP) indicated that success
at the middle level requires that some very specific strategies be in place for the adolescent
student. The main points of the nine strategies, known as Cornerstone Strategies include
academic rigor, teacher teams, structured planning, student advisory program, appropriate
assessments, and flexible scheduling. Each Cornerstone Strategy has specific recommendations
and actions that assist with proper implementation to ensure student success at the middle level.

Cornerstone Strategy #1 is to establish the academically rigorous essential

learnings that a student is required to master to make the transition to high school

successfully and align the curriculum and teaching strategies to realize that goal.

Cornerstone Strategy #2-Create dynamic teacher teams that are afforded common

planning time to help organize and improve the quality and quantity of

interactions between teachers and students. Cornerstone #3-Provide structured

planning time for teachers to align the curriculum across grades and school and to

map efforts that address the academic, developmental, social, and personal needs

of students. Cornerstone #4-Implement a comprehensive advisory or another

program that ensures each student has frequent and meaningful opportunities to

meet with an adult to plan and assess the student’s academic, personal, and social

development. Cornerstone #5-Ensure that teachers assess the individual learning

needs of students and tailor instructional strategies and multiple assessments

18



accordingly. Cornerstone #6-Entrust teachers with the responsibility of

implementing schedules that are flexible enough to accommaodate teaching

strategies consistent with the ways students learn most effectively and that allow

for effective teacher teaming, common planning time, and other lesson planning.

(NASSP, 2006)

Proper implementation of these Cornerstone Strategies will provide structure and
guidance to the middle school. Structure and guidance will help address the various needs of
middle-level learners and provide teachers and administrators with a framework to help support
students during these years. Because students at this age are going through adolescent
development, the Cornerstone Strategies are tailored to meet the developmental needs of the
adolescent student at various grade levels, which will be beneficial to students’ development
academically and socially and prepare students as they transition into high school. Adolescent
students face numerous challenges that the implementation of each Cornerstone Strategy
addresses.

Because of the current structure of the school day, students can spend an excess of nine
hours per day in school. This time can equate to over one-half of their day in school. Itis
critical that schools can meet the needs of developing adolescent students since they spend an
great deal of time in school. Most developmental milestones associated with competence in late
childhood and adolescence, including academic achievement, peer relationships, pro-social
conduct, and involvement in athletics and clubs, are defined by or related to behavior in the

school context (Masten & Coatsworth, 1998).

Studies of the predictors of high school graduation have mostly focused on the high

school years with less research on investigating the early indicators that are prevalent in middle
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school (Kieffer, 2014). Identifying dropout predictors can start early in a student’s educational
journey. Focus should not just be on Grade 9; efforts to improve engagement and prevent
dropout should span upper-elementary and middle school, not just high school (Kieffer, 2014).
It is necessary for educators to focus on all factors that may identify the potential dropout.
Identifying factors early may help reduce dropout numbers.

The goal of educational institutions is to educate students with high school graduation as
the culmination. Because of numerous factors, some students are unsuccessful and do not make
it to high school graduation, resulting in their becoming at-risk of dropping out or eventually
dropping out. To help reclaim these students, or provide alternative educational settings,
alternative programs are implemented across the nation. The design and implementation of
programs vary from state-to-state.

There are currently 81 school districts in South Carolina, 14 of which offer charter school
choices. The South Carolina State Board of Education reports approximately 35 alternative
schools in the state. Additional opportunities for students that are at risk of dropping out or
students that have already dropped out are also offered through 50 adult education programs.
Districts also offer additional accelerated programs through local school districts to help reduce
the dropout rate. These programs range from day programs, afterschool/evening programs,
online programs, and night programs. Program varieties may include programs that are offered
on site or at other district locations. Through successful completion of these programs, students
can earn either a General Equivalency Diploma (GED) or a regular high school state diploma.

The table below contains the annual 2013-2014 dropout report for South Carolina, which

indicates 5,640 student dropouts.
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Table 1

Annual 2013-2014 Dropout Report for South Carolina

SOUTH CAROLINA DROPOUTS 2013-14

DROPOUTS BY GROUPS DROPOUTS EMROLLMENT DROPOUT RATE
ALL STUDENTS 5,640 216,818 16
AMERICAN INDIAN OR ALASKA NATIVE 31 1,199 26
ASIAN OR PACIFIC ISLANDER 34 4235 09
BLACK NON-HISPANIC 2,001 79,354 25
HISPARIC 398 13,109 EXI}
WHITE NON-HISPANIC 3,038 118,853 26
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES a11 25,254 36
LIMITED ENGLISH PROFICIENT 58 7,579 08
ECONOMICALLY DISADVANTAGED 3,721 112,347 i3
MIGRANT 0 51 0.0
MALE 3350 110.4%5 in
FEMALE 2,200 106,315 22

Source: South Carolina Department of Education, Studenr Drapout File Collected October 20 3=14 and The South Caroling 45-Day Average
Membership file collecred Ocrober 2014135,

Of the total number of dropouts, 25% of all dropouts occurred in ninth grade, with a
cumulative 52% of the dropouts occurring by tenth-grade year. However, the state has seen a
reduction in the number of dropouts over the last four years. Exploring the risk factors associated
with student dropouts may provide districts additional information needed to help reduce the
number of student dropouts, which will directly affect the states graduation rate.

Literature Review Process

The review of the literature for this study included middle school and adolescent
development, social, school, and student/family factors, as well as supportive elements.
Resources for this study were found in the Seton Hall University library database, The
University of South Carolina library database, journals, books, magazines, and websites.
Computerized databases included ERIC Research Database, ProQuest, Google Scholar and
Dissertation Abstracts International (DAI). Search terms included the following words:

adolescent, traditional school, non-traditional school, at-risk, transition, dropout, educational
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pathway, an alternative school, and alternative education. The Publication Manual of the
American Psychological Association 6™ edition (2010) style guidelines were used in formatting

this dissertation.

The review of literature includes important themes relating to the problem statement,

which includes the following:

e Positive adult relationships can be beneficial to student achievement.

e Home, school, and social factors can affect students educationally both positively and

negatively.

e Students need structure, set expectations, and must feel a sense of belonging to a

group of people or organization.
Theoretical Frameworks

At-risk student factors can vary because of home, school, and family experiences, which
directly affect student academic performance. According to research, there are many school,
community, and/or family factors that also contribute to the possibility of students being placed
in the at-risk category, including lack of parental involvement, lack of support (social, emotional
and/or academic) class, low socioeconomic status, and minority status (Massachusetts
Department of Education, 2009; Free, 2008; Buchanan, 2013).

The presentation of academic, environmental, societal, and relational theories is the
framework for understanding the educational pathway and factors that contribute to students
completing school in a non-traditional educational setting. When students perceive their
academic competence is threatened or they are struggling in a specific area (socially,
emotionally, or academically), they are likely to disengage within the educational environment.

Bronfenbrenner’s social systems theory (1979) investigated the link between student
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interactions and experiences in school and creating a positive climate for school completion.
Research from Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) social systems theory (bioecological systems theory) is
a compilation of multiple systems in which human development occurs. This model, known as
the "ecological environment,” is comprised of five systems, each of which has an effect on the
development of children. This theory explains that a child’s biology fuels development, and the
interaction between factors in the biology, immediate family/community environment, and
societal landscape fuels development. Each of the systems identifies phases in which human
development occurs. The microsystem is the layer closest to the child, where there is the most
contact; these are the immediate surroundings (family, school, peer groups, surroundings). The
relationships in this structure affect children in two directions (away from the child and towards
the child). The mesosystem provides the connection between and interrelations among the
microsystem (e.g., home-school relations between the teacher and parents.) The exosystem is
the larger social system in which the child may not function directly, but these events can affect
the child’s development (e.g., parent work schedules). Children may not be directly involved in
this level, but they to feel the impact of what occurs. The macrosystem is the outer layer, which
is comprised of cultural values and customs. The chronosystem encompasses the dimension of
time, which can be external (time of a parent’s death) or internal, which may be psychological
changes.

Additional internal, as well as external factors, can also affect a student's progress or
lack of achievement. Locus of control (Rotter, 1954) which comes from social learning theory is
a measure of the amount of control one perceives one has over the events that occur in life.
Students can have a high internal locus of control or a high external locus of control. Students

with strong internal control believe that it is necessary to study now and plan, whereas students
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with a high external locus of control feel that their environment presents obstacles they cannot
overcome. These environmental obstacles may negatively affect a student, resulting in the
decision to drop out. Students with a high internal locus of control may persist to completion.
The identification of a “dropout” varies from state to state. DeWitte (2013) defined a
dropout as leaving education without obtaining a minimal credential, most often a secondary
education diploma. The predictors of dropouts indicate that students starting with a low initial
cognitive ability, starting in a remedial class, having an ethnic background, having a low
socioeconomic background, being older at the start of secondary education, or being retained a
grade in secondary education are significantly more at risk of dropping out (Lamote,
Speybroeck, Noorgate, & Damme, 2013).
At-risk is a term that has become widely used in the past few decades in place of other
labels, including “disadvantaged,” “deprived,” “disengaged” or “disconnected” (Free, 2008).
Many factors contribute to a student being labeled as at-risk. Academic ability and family and
community influences are major factors. McWhirter (1993) describes being at-risk as a
continuum. Students who come from families with high socioeconomic standing, limited
stressors in their lives, and display and promote positive family, school, and social interactions
are at low risk of dropping out of school (Little, 1999). However, it is important to note that no
student is completely free of becoming at-risk because of the many factors of life that can affect
where the students are academically, socially, emotionally, and behaviorally. As a result, it is
important to explore dropout factors so that educators become more conscious of these factors.
The National Dropout Prevention Network (2007) report identified significant risk factors by the
elementary, middle and high school levels. Table 2 below lists the factors and indicates the grade

level in which the factor was determined to be most significant.
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Table 2

Significant Risk Factors by School Level

Risk Category and Risk Factor Ele m. School Middle School High School

Individual Background Characteristics

Has a learning disability or emotional disturbance v v

Early Adult Responsibilities

High number of work hours v *

Parenthood *

Social Attitudes, Values, & Behavior

High-risk peer group V= Rl
High-risk social behavior * v
Highly socially active outside of school v

School Performance

Low achievement \a V* \*

Retention/over-age for grade * V* *

School Engagement

Poor attendance Va V* e
Low educational expectations \* *
Lack of effort v v

Low commitment to school \ *
No extracurricular participation v *

School Behavior

Misbehavior vy v ¥

Early aggression v v

Family Background Characte ristics

Low socioeconomic status Vx V» \#
High family mobility v

Low education level of parents v N *
Large number of siblings v ~
Not living with both natural parents vy R N*
Family disruption v

Family Engagement/Commitment to Education

Low educational expectations V*

Sibling has dropped out v N
Low contact with school *

Lack of conversations about school v v

*Key:  indicates that the risk factor was found to be significantly related to dropout at this school level in one study. =
indicates that the risk factor was found to be significantly related to dropout at this school level in two or more studies. National
Dropout Prevention Network, 2007.
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At-Risk Environmental and Societal Factors

There are many factors that impact at-risk youth that include environmental and societal
factors (McWhirter, 2013). In 2006, the results of a study conducted by Fortin (2006) showed
that students at risk for school dropout encounter many more social and school adjustment
difficulties than not-at-risk students, and the nature of these challenges varies by different
contexts; namely, the personal, family, and school contexts.

Environmental factors are characteristics in an environment that affect survival and
growth. Physical, cultural, demographic, economic, and political factors contain some of the
elements within an environment that may directly or indirectly affect at-risk students. This
characteristic can be the geographic location of a family’s residence, housing programs, and lack
of playgrounds and green areas (Rumberger, 2004). Socioeconomic status (SES) which consists
of parental education, occupation, income, and family structure are the strongest predictors of
student dropout rates. Struggling families have insufficient fiscal, human, and social resources to
guarantee success in school, which commonly leads to troubled youth who struggle in school
(Buchanan, 2013).

Educational studies have measured overall student perceptions and their interpretation of
factors that are associated with students dropping out. Student connectedness to school
influences overall student learning. A student’s having a feeling of positive satisfaction with life
is beneficial to their success. If this does not happen, this devaluing of education without the
right supports can lead to failure or eventually school dropout (Stephan, Caudroit, Boiché, &
Sarrazin, 2011).

Adolescents growing up in urban poverty are exposed to multiple risk and protective

factors that in many cases contribute to adverse outcomes such as substance abuse, delinquency,
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and school failure (Anthony, 2007). Poverty-stricken neighborhoods are subjected to higher
crime rates, noise factors, and crowding. These factors contribute to the many obstacles that
urban youth face. Research by Eric Jenson (2009), states there are four primary factors afflicting
families living in poverty. They are as follows:

e Emotional and social challenges

e Acute and chronic stressors

e Cognitive lags

e Health and safety issues

Students also need to have a positive self-image and be secure in their beliefs to limit the
adverse effects that environmental and societal factors may have on their daily lives.

Social factors that may affect a student dropping out include (a) fewer educational
materials, (b) financial demands requiring older children to work, (c) parents that do not value
school because of past bad experiences, (d) parents with lower educational levels, and
(e)language minority students (Persaud, 1992). Many dropouts have shown social
maladjustments such as behavior disorders and delinquency (Fortin (2006). In addition to social
adjustments, behavioral indicators (i.e., attendance and academic course performance) of
students in Grade 6 can also be used to predict dropout in the ninth grade (Kieffer, 2014).

Additional societal factors which place students at risk are poverty, hardships related to
minority status, and single-parent or dual working parent families (Davis & McCaul, 1990).
Social support is also important for the healthy development of students. The environmental and
societal factors that impact youth vary in severity. Having supportive parents and engaging in
high-quality activities helps in the development of students feeling satisfied (Park, 2004). These

positive factors contribute to at-risk youth success.
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At-Risk School Factors

Many school factors may affect a student being labeled labeling as as-risk. School
performance, school engagement, and school behavior are some of the at-risk school factors.
There are two research theories, student situated learning (Jean Lave & Wenger, 1991) theory
and self-efficacy theory (Bandura, 1977) that address the way a student perceives his or her
school environment and learning as a process that can affect their desire to complete school or
drop out. Albert Bandura developed the concept of the self-efficacy theory, which directly links
a student’s perception of his or her ability to be successful within the school may contribute to
his or her decision to drop out. This translates to an individual’s belief of what he or she can
achieve. People who demonstrate high levels of self-efficacy are motivated by the thought they
will accomplish any task or endeavor that they set out to do and see things as a learning
opportunity (Lunenburg, 2011). The belief of self-efficacy provides the foundation for human
motivation, well-being, and personal accomplishment (Pajares, 2006). “Situated learning
emphasizes the idea that much of what is learned is specific to the situations in which it is
learned” (Anderson, Reder, & Simon, 1996, p. 5). This theory places emphasis on student
learning and where that learning occurs as to how it affects a student’s decision to drop out.

Programs must be in place to address specific student needs, and teachers must be willing
and proactive when educating youth. “At-risk youth, which experienced strong and bonded
relationships with adults (including an influential teacher) who were themselves inviting
provided then necessary protective factors for these at-risk young people to overcome adversity”
(Lee, 2012, p. 341). Additional support systems can also help at-risk students. Research has

also found that students’ relationships with parents and teachers are important. These
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relationships can significantly predict their academic motivation and educational outcomes
(Ricard, 2016).

Research also supports the implementation of mentoring programs as a potentially
successful approach to meeting the individual needs of at-risk students (Johnson, 2006; Lampley,
2010). Mentors provide many students with the positive adult role model that is often missing
from the lives of at-risk students. An impact study conducted by Tierney and Gromman (2000)
found that students with mentors were less likely to start using drugs, less likely to hit someone,
and had improved school attendance, academic performance, and improved relationships. Peer
tutoring, as well as adult-led coaching sessions can also help at-risk students academically and
socially. Many at-risk students also need to learn to build positive trustful adult relationships and
know that one or more adults love them unconditionally. Once students know these adults love
them unconditionally, it is necessary for them to spend time with the adults while engaged in
meaningful activities.

Davis and McCaul (1990) found school-related factors which place students at risk are
irresponsive, inappropriate curricula, inadequate/ineffective teaching strategies, unrealistic
educational standards, low teacher expectations for performance, school climate which is
perceived by students as being negative, and teacher insensitivity to diverse students. Students
must feel supported, have a sense of belonging, and participate in the educational process. At-
risk students will benefit from instructional methods that positively affect the academic
achievement of all students. A study conducted by Slavin (1989) indicated that research finds
teacher behaviors that are successful with low achievers tend to be very much like those

successful with all students. “Thus, it is likely that if programs focusing on improving teachers’
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general instructional skills are successful with low achievers, they will also be effective with
other students” (Slavin, 1989).

Certain supports must be in place to ensure the success of students. A study conducted
by Wehlage (1989) states, “Effective schools provide ‘at-risk’ students a community of support
that encourages school membership and educational engagement™ (p. 298). This study described
effective dropout prevention programs and developed a framework for understanding the
relationship between at-risk students and their schools. Jimerson, Campos, and Grief (2003)
explored the construct and measurement of school engagement, determining school engagement
is a multifaceted construct that includes three dimensions:

1. Affective-student’s feelings about their school, teachers, and peers

2. Behavioral-student performance, such as participation in extracurricular activities

3. Cognitive-student perceptions held about self, school, teachers, and others (i.e., self-

efficacy, level of motivation, encouragement by teachers, aspirations, etc.)

The interactions among these three dimensions, not just one dimension, can identify a
student’s levels of disengagement from school (Kieffer, Marinell, & Neugebauer, 2014). In their
research, Carbonaro and Workman (2013) indicated the need to better understand the role of
friends in a student’s decision to drop out. Students develop varying types of friendships that
may serve their needs in different ways. The kind of relationship held by these friends can affect
a student’s decision to leave school. The impact of a relationship may positively or negatively
affect the student. Giordano (2003) offers three reasons why the characteristics of their most
intimate friendship ties may affect adolescents. First, more frequent communication and
interaction with close friends provides more opportunities for influence. Second, those who are

like themselves may more easily influence students (presumably, their close friends). Finally,
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since adolescents value these friendships more than distant relationships with peers, they will
engage in acts of conformity to preserve these close friendships. Students feel the need to be
accepted by their peers. Students who are rejected by their peers and socially isolated in their
school are more likely to drop out of high school (Carbonaro, 2013).

Research shows some of the same characteristics of at-risk students are associated with
peers that have similar experiences, may have disruptive behaviors, have lower grades,
participate in fewer extracurricular activities, and may also value education less (Berndt &
Keefe, 1995; Battin-Pearson, 2000; Ellenbogen & Champerland, 1997: Ream & Rumberger,
2008; Sewell & Hauser, 1980). Having positive social networks may benefit at-risk students.
Close friendships that are supportive can be beneficial for at-risk students; however, associates
that are negative can have an adverse impact on a student's decision to remain in school. More
close friends that are supportive and encouraging are important because these students may
desire to maintain their social ties (Turner, Hogg, Stets, & Burke) and remain in school.

As students progress from elementary to middle school, the number of teachers increases,
as well as the student-teacher ratio, which may impact a student’s perception of engagement.
Because of this increase, many students have a difficult time establishing relationships with
teachers as well as with their peers. Lamote et al. (2013) states, “When there is a poor student-
teacher relationship at the start of secondary education, this relation often worsens during
secondary school, and thus, these students are likely to turn away from school” (p. 753). Student-
teacher relationships help students to feel connected and have a sense of belonging or
relatedness. “Relatedness refers to the desire to feel connected to others—to love and care, and
to be loved and cared for” (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 231). Connectedness is satisfied when there is

an established respect and alliance with others, which results in feeling connected, protected, and
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supported (Deci & Ryan, 2008a; Roffey, 2013). Findings from the National Longitudinal Study
of Adolescent Health indicate that adolescents who report feeling more connected to school
show lower levels of emotional distress, risk behavior, and aggression (Resnick, 1997). The role
that teachers’ attitudes and beliefs have on student success is powerful (Davis & Dupper, 2004).

Additional research indicates that school environment or climate also affects a student’s
likelihood to become disengaged or disconnected from school. Pittman and Haughwout (1987)
demonstrated what may seem self-evident, that the effect of school size on dropout is almost
entirely related to the school’s social climate and more particularly the influence of the student’s
participating, as well as the amount of problems in the school environment . . . larger schools
have a greater program of curriculum diversity but a less positive social climate. Pierce's (1994)
research indicates that the classroom environment and the interactions between teacher and
student influenced both academic achievement and the student's engagement in school and social
activities. It is necessary that students feel connected towards school. This increases positive
academic, psychological, and behavioral outcomes during adolescence (Lee, 2012).

Other student-perceived negative factors might also contribute to a student's decision to
drop out. Ricard (2016) noted that students who indicated that they emulated parents and
teachers showed more positive school adjustment, motivation, and self-esteem in comparison to
students who emulated classmates. When students experience a supportive environment in
school, such as having friends who support their academic goals, they are more likely to
experience positive outcomes (Lee, p. 330). "In recent years, studies have documented ways that
students who feel ‘connected' with other people and school activities perform better academically
than do students who feel ‘disconnected™ (Strahan, 2008, p. 21). Hirschi (1969) believed that

students who have stronger bonds to teachers, school, or other conventional activities are less
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likely to defy school norms and therefore are more likely to have a positive school experience
(Free, 2008). Academic achievement can also be associated with a student's decision to leave
school. The failure to achieve academically may result in grade retention or credit deficits
(DeWitte, 2013).

At-Risk Student and Family Factors

The combination of at-risk student and family factors for each student may vary. Family-
related factors, social class, or socioeconomic status (SES) is a contested factor. SES is often
measured by parents' (or guardians’) occupational status, education, and income, all of which can
be considered influential (Dalton, 2009). Family background characteristics of low
socioeconomic status (SES), high family mobility, low education level of parents, a large number
of siblings, not living with natural parents and family disruption are factors that affect at-risk
youth (Hammond, 2007). Socioeconomic status of parents, educational background of parents
and student behavioral issues also affects students’ perception of the school. Family engagement
or commitment to education are also influencing factors. Engagement or involvement is a key
element in student success; it has been linked to stronger academic achievement, higher
educational aspirations, more positive perception of education, and more powerful self-
regulatory skills (Hoover-Dempsy, Walker, Jones, & Reed, 2002, p. 2).

At-risk students are in need of parental support to help them emotionally, socially, and
academically. Parents may have low educational expectations and are sometimes not involved in
their child’s education. This forces students to disconnect from school. It is necessary for
schools to engage parents in an attempt to support their child. Schools must make parents feel
welcomed, value their opinions, and keep open communication. Involving families in their
student’s education has become a major focus of educators, particularly those working with at-

risk students (Bermudez & Marquez, 1996).
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Additional personal factors affect at-risk students. “Forces within their personal lives
which place students at risk are low self-esteem, low aspirations, chemical abuse, unresolved
emotional conflicts, inappropriate behavior, negative peer pressure, and dangerous sexual
practices” (Davis & McCaul, 1990). The dynamics of at-risk students’ families can affect them
becoming labeled as well as impact their decision to drop out. The size of the household, marital
status of parents, and parental support or engagement are all factors of family support (Cooper,
2005; Dustmann 2008). These family conditions directly impact student success in school.
Research conducted by Taylor (1912) lists six family-related predictors of dropping out.

1. Low-income status

2. Single-parent homes

3. Low educational attainment on the part of the parents and older sisters or brothers

4. Unsatisfactory relationship with family members

5. Cultural differences between the school staff and the homes of these students

6. Lack of parental interest

Students that are impacted by these factors become disengaged from school. Three
dimensions of engagement are the following: behavioral, emotional, and cognitive. Declines in
both behavioral and affective engagement contribute to the decision to withdraw from school
(Lamote, p. 741). Behavioral engagement refers to involvement in academic and social
activities; emotional engagement refers to the relations with teachers, classmates, and school;
and cognitive engagement refers to the willingness to put effort into complex problems and
tasks.

Summary

Some of the studies on at-risk students and dropouts were reviewed that included

information on the factors that may contribute to students receiving these labels. There are
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factors affecting students that varied by student demographics, school locations, home/school
environments, and family dynamics. Thoroughly understanding the many factors that influence
students is necessary for school improvement. Understanding the developmental changes of
students in early adolescence and the impact of middle-level development can serve as the

foundation for institutional changes as students enter post-secondary education.

Having knowledge of how situated learning theory and self-efficacy theory impacts
students is necessary for helping to meet better the needs of at-risk youth. The combined factors
of environmental, societal, school, and family factors must continue to be researched to help
meet the individual needs of students to maintain their matriculation in school. Research has
found that the methods and strategies used to teach students and keep them engaged must change

as the students served change.

Chapter I11 describes elements that at-risk youth feel is needed in the traditional setting to

help sustain their matriculation in a traditional school.
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CHAPTER 111
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Introduction

In this chapter, the researcher explains how her professional background provided the
foundation for interest in this study. Details on the research methods used to assess the
necessary information needed to answer the research questions are provided. Procedures and
methodologies used to collect data, the guidelines followed to conduct the research, and the steps
used to collect, analyze, and validate the research findings are also included in Chapter I11. Also
included in this chapter are the (a) population and sample studied, (b) data collection
instruments, (c) data collected, and (d) a description of data analysis and reporting.

Statement of the Purpose

The purpose of this qualitative, narrative study was to explore how students ages 18-21
that are currently enrolled in a non-traditional educational setting articulate their educational
pathway. Specifically, there is a lack of research regarding the services, interventions, and
support that are needed to help students be successful in traditional school, which may reduce
their likelihood of having to graduate from a non-traditional setting. School districts continue to
provide schools with funding for academic supports, but the social, behavioral, and relationship
needs of students may be neglected.

Researcher Background

At the time of this research, the researcher is serving as principal of a Grade 6-8 middle
school in an urban city in South Carolina. Before this principalship appointment, the researcher
held various positions that provided background knowledge in working with students classified

as at-risk or students that may be in danger of becoming at-risk. The researcher has been
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principal of an alternative school, director and assistant director of an adult education center, a
high school assistant principal, a middle school assistant principal, and teacher on the secondary
level. The researcher has taught in affluent schools, schools that were not affluent, and programs
that received minimal funding. The researcher has also been an administrator and teacher in both
rural and urban school settings. These positions have afforded the researcher an opportunity to
experience working with students in traditional and non-traditional educational settings. The
socioeconomic status (SES) of students in these schools and programs varied greatly, as well as
their educational pathway.

The researcher is interested in research on this topic because there is a desire to
understand the factors that contribute to students’ lack of success in traditional school. The
researcher would like to build upon prior educational experiences as well as training received
through university coursework, professional conferences, administrative training, and personal
experiences. The researcher’s educational background was beneficial in helping to understand
and interpret what the students discussed. The researcher was also able to relate and compare
some of their experiences to those of other students in her previous work with at-risk students as
an administrator or teacher. The researcher believes that students attending school in non-
traditional settings have had similar educational and life experiences that have resulted in their
being unsuccessful in the traditional school setting. By better understanding students’
educational pathways and the factors that affected them, district officials can provide better

support for students while in the traditional school setting.
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Research Questions

The primary research question that guided this study was the following:
What are the perceptions of students ages 18-21 in two South Carolina alternative programs of
the influence of their experiences in traditional schools on their educational pathways?

The secondary research questions were as follows:

1. How do students describe their experiences in traditional schools?

2. How did they arrive in a non-traditional setting?

3. How do they compare their experiences in traditional school to a non-traditional

school setting?
Design

This study discussed students' perceptions of their educational pathways. It looked at the
factors in the traditional school setting that students felt inhibited their on-time high school
graduation. This information was obtained through the student's "telling" of their story. This
was accomplished through in-depth semi-structured interviews that gave students an opportunity
to respond openly. The researcher also conducted student focus groups and conducted
observations of the students while in class. This qualitative research was conducted using the
narrative inquiry method of research. Narrative inquiry is the study of people in relationships by
researchers who themselves are immersed in the relationship (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995). The
narrative research method has three stages: telling, transcribing, and analyzing. (Reissman,
1993). The telling of the story gives the interviewee an opportunity to illustrate the story
verbally through his/her eyes. As the result of narrative inquiry having a variety of different

approaches and traditions, conducting it can be very complex.
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Having personal contact with the participants provided the researcher an opportunity to
ask questions for more clarification to gain additional insight as needed. It also permitted the
researcher an opportunity to allow the interviewee to elaborate when needed. Once the “telling”
was completed, the information was then transcribed. In this second stage in the narrative
inquiry process, taping and transcribing were done with close attention to details. Riessman
(1993) advises that the researcher begin by getting the entire interview, including both words and
selected features (crying, long pauses, laughter), on paper in a first draft. This gave me an
opportunity to review the entire transcript and select specific pieces for further analysis. The
third phase in the narrative inquiry process was analyzing all of the data collected.

Population

The study encompassed students enrolled in a non-traditional program in the identified
school district. The identified district currently serves over 24,000 students, over 4,200 full-time
employees, and has 52 schools which consist of 28 elementary, nine middle, seven high, and
eight special schools/centers. Student demographics are 73% Black, 19% White, and 8% other.
Approximately 72% of the student population qualified for free/reduced-price lunch. The 2014-
2015 graduation rate was 74.7%, which is an increase over the past year. The district covers
over 480 square miles, which range from rural schools to urban schools to suburban schools.
During the 2014-2015 school year, the adult education center served 1,111 students; in the 2015-
2016 school year, 1,599 with a projected enrollment of 1,700 for 2016-2017. During the 2014-
2015 school year, the adult education center awarded 14 high school diplomas, and 48 General
Equivalency Diplomas (GED). During the 2015-2016 school year, only three high school
diplomas were awarded and 81 GED's. The reduction in student enrollment is attributed to

changes in both the diploma and GED programs.
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The evening high school served 125 students during the 2015-2016 school year and
projected an enrollment of 75 students for the 2016-2017 school year. The reduction in student
enrollment in the evening high school is attributed to several factors, including a change in
location and district procedures for student referrals. High schools in the district are also
retaining students to reduce their dropout rate, which will directly affect their overall graduation
rate.

Sample

The students identified for this research study were between the ages of 18 and 21 and
were enrolled in the evening high school program or adult education center, working towards
completion of their high school diploma or General Equivalency Diploma (GED). The evening
high school accepts students between the ages of 15 and 20. Students that enroll in the evening
high school attend classes Monday through Thursday between 4:00 p.m. and 7:00 p.m. The
adult education center begins accepting a student at the age of 17 and does not have an
enrollment age limit. Students can attend classes at the adult education center Monday through
Thursday during the day as well as in the evening from 6:00 p.m. to 8:00 p.m. However,

students that are between the ages of 17 and 18 must attend classes during the day.

There were 13 students selected to participate in this research study. The matrix below
identifies the purposive sampling used to select research participants. The identified school
district has seven high schools and two additional special schools/centers that serve over 6,000
high school students. Eight of the high schools/special centers are located within the city with
only one of the high schools located outside of the city in the rural area of the district. Student
demographics for the district are 73% Black, 19% White, and 8% other. The demographics for

high school student gender are 53% male, and 47% female.
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Because of the current district gender breakdown, the number of students projected to
enroll in each of the programs and the location of the sites, the matrix explains how purposive

sampling was done to select the research participants.

Adult Education

Evening High School
Program

10 Research Participants -
2 Research Participants

|| |

5 5 12 1 1
Females Males Research Participants Female Male

3AA 3AA A A
1White 1White ny ny
1 Other 1 Other

Geographic
Location of

\ 7’

\

prior school

2 Rural, 8 Urban _ - 1 Rural, 1 Urban

Figure 1. Illustration of how purposive sampling was done to select the research participants.

The research presentation was presented to 53 students at the evening high school. Only
12 students agreed to participate in the study and 11 qualified. All research participants are
African-American. There was only one Caucasian male enrolled; however, he did not meet the
age requirement guidelines. The research presentation at the adult education center was
presented to 25 students, but only four qualified to participate in the research study. | was only
able to arrange interviews with two of the four students that qualified to participate.

All research participants attended traditional school at some time during their education;

however, they were unsuccessful in their traditional home school. There are many different
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reasons why the students may have been unsuccessful, resulting in their having to enroll in one
of these non-traditional settings. Reasons for enrolling may include, but are not limited to,
dropping out of their traditional school, lack of required minimum credits needed for grade level,
family commitments, disciplinary infractions, employment requirements, and attendance/truancy
infractions (Richland School District One, 2016).

Students were provided a Letter of Solicitation (Appendix B) that explained the research
purpose. If students expressed an interest in participating, they each completed a demographic
profile (Appendix C) that provided background information, contact numbers, and email
addresses. Students also completed a ten-question student demographic survey. After
completing the pre-screening, the researcher selected students based on the guidelines identified
using purposive sampling. Four student participants were identified from the adult education
program; only two were selected. Eleven student participants were identified and selected from
the evening high school.

Once participants were identified, the researcher met with each student participant and
provided him or her with an Informed Letter of Consent. The students signed the original, and a
copy was given to them for their record keeping. To protect the identity of the research
participants, all students selected a pseudonym that was used for the duration of the study. All
data collected were retained in a locked file box in the researchers' home. Files included surveys,
field notes, interview questions, digital recordings, and USB drives.

The information from the demographic survey and demographic profile was analyzed to

determine if any trends existed among the students.

42



Table 3

Profiles of the Participants

Profiles of the Participants

Alias Participant Demographics

FEMALES

Emonie

Emonie isan 18-year-old Black female and the only child
from her mother. She has two older brothers from her dad.
Her mother and father raised Emonie. Her educational
path included three schools, with her current enroliment in
the evening high school being her fourth school. Emonie
was served in academically advanced placement (AAP)
courses throughout her educational pathway. Disciplinary
issues for Emonie did not begin until she entered high
school. Upon graduation, she would like to attend college
to become a math teacher.

Diploma

Nana

Nana is an 18-year-old Black female student, the youngest
of three (two older brothers) children from her mother.
She has an older brother and younger sister and brother
from her dad. Her educational path includes attendance in
three schools with her current enrollment in the evening
high school being her fourth school. Upon graduation, her
desire is to become a cosmetologist.

Diploma

Angel

Angel isan 18-year-old Black female. Both parents raised
her. She had an older sister that is deceased and two
younger brothers. She has an additional brother and sister
from her dad. Angel has attended five schools with her
current enrollment in the evening high school being her
sixth school. Disciplinary issues did not start for Angel
until she entered high school. Angel has a desire to
become a model.

Diploma

Baby Girl

Baby girl is an 18-year-old Black female. She was raised
by both parents with her younger sister. Baby girl
attended four schools including the district’s alternative
school. Her current enrollment in the evening high school
is her fifth school enrollment. Disciplinary issues started
for Baby Girl in middle school. Upon graduation, she
would like to study psychology.

Diploma

Indy

Indy is a 19-year old Black female. Both parents raised
her. Indy is the oldest of twin sisters and a brother. Her
educational path includes attending ten schools, with her
current enrollment in the evening high school being her

Diploma
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eleventh. These enrollments include a private school and
being homeschooled. Disciplinary issues for Indy started
in middle school. She was an “A/B” student throughout
elementary and middle school. Indy currently maintains
her own web site selling customized items. Upon
graduation, she would like to be a cosmetologist and
makeup artist.

Chad

Chad isan 18-year-old Black female and the oldest of two.
Her grandparents raised her. Her educational pathway
included her attendance in five schools, two different
stints at the alternative school. She was also kicked out of
alternative school, which resulted in her being
incarcerated with the Department of Juvenile Justice
(DJJ). Her disciplinary issues began in the 5" grade.
Chad was an "A/B" student in elementary school. She
currently suffers from severe back pains as the result of a
bullet being lodged in her back as the result of her being
shot in a drive-by shooting. Her desire upon graduation is
to become a registered nurse.

Diploma

Niya

Niya is a twenty-year-old Black female. She was raised
by her mother and father for the majority of her life. She
is the oldest of two. Her educational path includes her
attending nine schools with her enrollment in Adult
Education being her tenth school. She did not have any
disciplinary issues while enrolled in school.

GED®

MALES

Lil Sin

Lil Sin is a 20-year-old black male and an only child. He
was raised by both parents all of whom later moved inwith
his grandmother. His educational path includes his
attendance in seven schools (one year of private school),
with his current enrollment in the evening high school
becoming his eighth. Disciplinary issues for him began in
the 2"¢ grade with his being engaged in a physical
altercation with another student. His desire is to attend
school for culinary arts.

Diploma

Jq

J is a Black 20-year-old male and is the middle child of
three from his mother. He was raised primarily by his
grandparents with some assistance from his mother. He
did not have a close relationship with dad due to his dads'
incarceration and later death. His educational pathway
includes his attending four schools; with his current
enrollment in the evening high school. Disciplinary issues
for J began in middle school after his dad was
incarcerated. Evening school is becoming his fifth school
enrollment. J currently works a third-shift job and would
like to get his CDL.

Diploma
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Q is a Black 19-year-old old Black male and is the oldest
of three children by his mother. He has two additional
siblings from his dad. He was primarily raised by his
mother. His educational path includes seven schools
including two years at a charter school. His current
Q enrollment in the evening high school is becoming his | Diploma
eighth school enrollment. He repeated 6™ grade twice and
was socially promoted from 8t grade to the 9™ grade. His
disciplinary issues began in the 3™ grade after he started a
fire at the school. After graduation, he desires to become
a doctor.

Jalen is a 20-year-old Black male and has an older brother.
He was raised by his mother and step-dad. He was
serviced as a self-contained student in school because of
anger management issues. Jaylen indicated that he is now
Jaylen able to control his anger, so he is no longer classified asa | Diploma
special education student. His educational path includes
eight schools including the district's alternative school.
His current enrollment in the evening high school is his
ninth school.

Kyng is a Black 19-year-old male and is the oldest of two
children from his mother. He has three additional brothers
from his dad. His grandparents primarily raised him. His
educational path includes his attendance at four different
schools, including the district’s alternative school.
Kyng Disciplinary issues for Kyng started in 71" grade. He also | Diploma
attended a private military academy for six months. His
enrollment in the evening high school is his fifth school.
His first child was delivered the first day we met. His
desire is to go into the military and create an organization
to help young males.

T is a 21-year-old Black male. He was raised by his
mother and has served three years in prison. His
educational pathway includes attending ten schools
T including the district's alternative school. His current GED®
enrollment in adult education is his eleventh school. He
is having trouble finding employment because of his
previous federal charges.

Instrumentation
The instruments that were used to collect data were student demographic questionnaires,

focus groups, and semi-structured interviews. The researcher, based on a review of the literature,
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developed all questions that were designed to address the following areas: environmental/social,
family, student, and school at-risk factors. The environmental/social questions gave research
participants an opportunity to discuss environmental and social factors through their perspective.
Research participants were also able to discuss their family, their family dynamics and the
impact on their educational pathway. They were also given an opportunity to discuss school
factors that included information on their personal experiences, relationships, and supports.
Once the researcher developed the questions, a jury of experts reviewed, edited, and approved
the questions. The jury of experts included one educator that is currently working in a non-
traditional educational setting, one district level administrator that previously worked in a non-
traditional educational setting, two teachers that are currently working in a traditional
educational setting, one professional consultant and two Seton Hall professors.

Based on recommendations from the jury of experts, changes to the interview questions
were made before final approval of the instruments used to collect the data. Members of the jury
of experts were not participants in the research study. The demographic questionnaire was
administrated to potential research participants in advance.

Data were collected through focus groups, semi-structured interviews, and researcher
field notes. The documentation from this research helped me identify the factors in the
traditional school setting that had an impact on their on-time graduation. The semi-structured
interview (Appendix E) questions were used to conduct individual student interviews. All
research participants responded to the same interview questions but were provided opportunities
to elaborate as needed. The researcher also asked follow-up, probing questions as needed. As
stated by Brogdon (2014), “Narrative inquiry is not about putting together a puzzle . . . you are

constructing a picture that takes shape as you collect and examine the parts” (p. 6). Having this
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approach allowed for me, as the researcher, to ensure participant perspectives were accurately
told.
Data Collection

Permission to conduct this study was obtained from the Executive Director of
Accountability, Assessment, Research, and Evaluation Office (AARE) by submitting a research
proposal application. Final approval was granted by the superintendent in the identified school
district (see Appendix A) by letter on July 21, 2017. Each student received an informed letter of
consent (see Appendix D) which explained the purpose of the study and explicitly explained the
confidentiality of the process. Each student signed an original and received a copy for their
personal records. Permission to conduct this research study was also provided by the IRB office
of Seton Hall University on October 31, 2016.

The data collection process included focus groups, semi-structured in-depth interviews,
and observations. Bogdan and Biklen (2007) state that in-depth interviewing involves the
researcher trying to understand how the perspectives of the informants developed. The
questionnaires allowed me to understand better at-risk factors and how much they affected the
students. The personal interviews and focus groups allowed an opportunity for a deeper
understanding of factors that influenced their lack of achievement in the traditional school
setting. The interview questions were designed to support the primary research questions of the
study. The questionnaires, focus group topics, and interview questions are all representative of
the environmental, social/emotional, school, and student/family factors associated with becoming
at-risk.

Each focus group had between three to five students, and sessions lasted approximately

60 minutes. Focus group sessions gave students an opportunity to have an open discussion about
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their educational pathway, and questions were designed to provide the researcher more insight on
student perspectives.

The focus group guiding questions were the following:

1. Can you tell me about your educational pathway?

2. What are school-related factors that impacted your decision to attend this school?

w

What is different about this school from your previous school(s)?
4. What are some things that could have been done differently that would

have impacted your educational pathway (path)?

During my initial observations at the Evening School, it became apparent that the
structure of the focus groups would vary. The various dynamics surrounding the student's
enrollment, student personalities, and personal "cliques"” were taken into consideration. Only one
focus group consisted of three students; others contained two and some were done individually.
All focus group sessions and individual semi-structured interviews were held with all
participants in person on-site. Interview questions addressed environmental, family, school, and
student at-risk factors.

The adult education program required 17 and 18-year-old students to attend during the
day, while students above 18 were permitted to attend during the evening hours. Because of this
requirement, the research participants were selected from students that attended during the day.
The students that attended at night were all over 21. Because of the various work schedules of
these students, only in-depth interviews were conducted. All interviews were held at the adult
education center.

The list below includes the semi-structured interview questions:

1. Please tell me about where you grew up (geographic location) as a child?
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2. Do you feel that growing up in this area had an impact on you in school?

3. How many schools (elementary, middle, high) have you attended?

4. What experiences have you had that positively or negatively influenced your views

about school?

5. Do you feel that you were supported at school and home? Why or Why not. Explain.

6. If you were supported, who were the individuals that supported you? If you feel that

you were not supported, who were the individuals that you feel did not support you?

7. What personal/family experiences do you feel impacted (affected) your life? Explain

how these experiences have impacted your educational pathway?

8. What role did your parent(s) or your guardian(s) play in your education?

9. Why are you completing your education in a non-traditional educational setting?

10. Why is this setting proving to be more successful for you?

What additional traditional school supports do you feel would have been beneficial to
you?

The design of the interview questions provided an opportunity to ask follow-up and
probing questions as needed. The use of field notes during the interviews and focus groups
sessions gave me an opportunity to record additional comments that were made during the
interview or focus group time. Field notes included student body language and non-verbal
gestures. At the end of each interview, students were provided an opportunity to express their
feelings about the interview as well as ask clarifying questions as needed.

The researcher considered the data sources that were used and how these sources

impacted the final analysis. In narrative inquiry, data sources can include interviews, focus
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groups, observations notes, journal entries, and oral stories. It isimportant to adhere to the
following:

e Listen to participants’ stories.

e Acknowledge the mutual construction of the research relationship (both

researcher and participant have a voice with which to tell their stories).

e Acknowledge that person are both living their stories in an ongoing

experiential text and tell their stories in words as they reflect on life and
explain themselves to others (Savin-Baden 2007).

Allowing students an opportunity to dialogue and reflect on their educational experiences
can provide educators insight from a students’ perspective. Student voice research has indicated
that including children’s perspectives in discussions about education empowers students and
provides us with more knowledge about learning experiences that can affect school practices
(Edwards, p. 34) Student voice can aid educators in making essential changes to provide proper
educational supports for students while enrolled in the traditional school setting. “Student voice,
in its most profound and radical form, calls for a cultural shift that opens up spaces and minds
not only to the sound but also to the presence and power of students” (Cook-Sather, 2006, p.

363).

Allowing students the freedom and opportunity to express their concerns through their
voice is important. In his research, Davies (2005) states, “Even though many students at-risk are
resentful, defensive, and feel alienated when given an opportunity to provide feedback, it is
surprisingly fair and realistic” (p. 300). Listening to at-risk students’ voices will provide
researchers first-hand accounts of their experiences. The information obtained from these

students can be added to the literature to help with educational reform.
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Levin (2000) outlined five arguments that support using student's voice:

1.  Effective implementation of change requires participation by all
those involved; students no less than teachers.

2. Students have unique knowledge and perspective that can make
reform efforts more successful and improve their implementation.

3. Students’ views can help rally educators and parent opinion in
support of meaningful reform.

4. Constructivist learning, which is increasingly important to high
standards reform, requires a more active student role in schooling.

5. Students are the producers of school outcomes, so their involvement
is fundamental to all improvement.

This research, presented by Levin (2000) can help organizations better understand what is

needed to help implement effective school reform.

Validity and Reliability

The research study is designed to fully engage in the student's perceptions. "Validity is
generally understood by educational researchers as the trustworthiness of inferences drawn from
data” (Eisenhart & Howe, 1992). Qualitative researchers attempt to demonstrate ways in which
their research is "trustworthy, plausible or credible’ (Glesne, 2011, p. 49). To assist in ensuring
research validity, a jury of experts approved the focus group discussions, and interview questions
used in this research. This panel provided feedback on the structure of questions and made
recommendations to assist with ensuring appropriate data collected. Creswell (1998) also
recommends eight procedures in qualitative research to contribute to trustworthiness: prolonged

engagement and persistent observation; triangulation; peer review and debriefing; negative case
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analysis; clarification of researcher bias; member checking; rich, thick description; and external
audit. To ensure triangulation occurred, after interviews were transcribed, member checking
(Creswell, 2003) was employed by providing participants copies of the narrative script to review
for accuracy and approve for use in the research. The researcher also used field notes to assist
with triangulation.
Data Analysis

Analyzing data encompasses looking for patterns and trends in the stories that are told.
Sutton-Smith (1986) asserts that there are two emerging perspectives for story analysis and that
they follow Bruner’s (1986) two modes of cognition: paradigmatic and narrative. Within the
first, paradigmatic stream, there is a textual or structural analysis that analyzes the stories to
place them in one of the two categories. The second perspective derived ultimately from various
hermeneutic traditions (Sutton-Smith, 1986). Qualitative analysis was conducted following their
interviews and focus groups. Asrecommended by Kramp (2004), a narrative inquiry was used
to gain access to the personal experiences of the person telling the story. This person referred to
as the storyteller frames, articulates, and reveals life as experienced in a narrative structure that
becomes his or her story. The narration gives the individual an opportunity to tell his or her
personal account of the story to others, and in a way, they interpret themselves what occurred.

Analysis of student responses was coded and categorized to identify specific themes. All
questionnaires, interviews, and focus groups were conducted in person. The transcripts were
first re-read before being coded to check for accuracy. The second step included general coding.
Categories were then defined and placed into a codebook. Coding schemes were derived based
on themes that were discovered while conducting the research and/or evidence in existing

literature. The themes for this research are as follows: at-risk environmental and societal
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factors, at-risk school factors, and at-risk student and family factors. Codes for this research
study are as follows: family issues (FI): concerns with parents; neighborhood problems (NP): the
implications of neighborhood crime, gang activity, and violence; peer pressure/peer
associations/friends (PP): the impact of peer associations and friendships on events that occurred
while enrolled in traditional school; legal problems (LP): that may be either as a juvenile or as an
adult; Goals (G): may be personal or professional; behavior health (BH): covers any mental or
emotional challenges; work/job/employment (WJE): legitimate, honest work/employment;
school/teacher/administrative (STA): any issues, positive or negative, about school; and support
(S): this may be from anyone including, but not limited to, family, educators, friends, or
caretakers.
Ethical Considerations

As a qualitative researcher, it is important for me to be aware of ethical issues while
researching, interviewing, analyzing, and collecting data. While conducting the interviews, the
researcher must be aware of personal biases, previous experiences, and research. To protect the
confidentiality, pseudonyms protected the identity of all participants. Before beginning the
research process and conducting interviews, the researcher made the participants aware of my
role in the study and the rationale for conducting the study.

Researcher Bias

Qualitative research data composes various traditions and styles. It was necessary that as
the researcher | understand these styles to help me through the research process. As stated by
Prasad (2005), “A paradigm is used to designate researchers’ ontological and epistemological
assumptions within a community of scholars and prescribes specific guidelines for conducting

research” (p. 8). Researchers must understand the various paradigms to understand traditions,
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sub-traditions, and theories (Prasad, 2005). In addition to each theory having its ontological and
epistemological assumptions, methods and methodology are also linked to specific theories. A
researcher conducts qualitative research to understand phenomena and gain an understanding of
data collected.

This dissertation reviews the risk factors associated with students labeled as at-risk, the
environmental, social/emotional, and relational factors experienced. It also reviews the social
factors associated with becoming at-risk, school factors associated with becoming at-risk and
student/family factors associated with becoming at-risk.

According to Mason (2002), ontological perspective is directly related to personal
experiences and perceptions that form an individual's "personal truth.” Since all humans are
different, each person's reality will be different; no two views of the world are identical. Because
of differing ontological perspectives, when conducting research or observations, the data
collected will be different for each researcher. The differentiation of data is a direct result of
each researcher having a different perception of what occurred. My perceptions are influenced
by many factors that may include socioeconomic status, education, family composition, gender,
ethnicity, and age. Shadish, Cook, and Campbell (as cited in Maxwell, 2013) state that ". . . we
recognize that what people perceive and believe is shaped by their assumptions and prior
experiences as well as by the reality that they interact with” (p. 43).

An epistemological perspective addresses the researcher's assumptions and individual
process for understanding. "Epistemology is the possible ways of gaining knowledge of social
reality, whatever it is understood to be” (Grix, 2002). My epistemological perspective explains
the process of "how" | gathered my knowledge. Because it is not static and is based on my

perspective and life experiences, it may change (Grix, 2002). My epistemological perspective
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also influenced the methodology that I used in my research (Maxwell, 2013). My knowledge of
at-risk youth and their behaviors are all defined by my personal experiences working with them,
information gained from educational literature, and societal observations. While working
directly with youth ages 17 and older, it became apparent that many of them had very similar
experiences, which attributed to their labeling as a dropout or at risk of dropping out.
Summary

Chapter 111 explained the elements of qualitative research design that was employed in
this study. Thisincluded a description of the population, sample, instruments, and methods used
to conduct the research. The process of data collection and data analysis were also included.
Also, the chapter reviewed the ethical considerations important in consideration of my research.

Chapter IV presents the findings of the study.
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CHAPTER IV

FINDINGS

Restatement of the Purpose

The research from this qualitative study encompasses data on students 18-21 on their
perceptions of factors in the non-traditional setting that inhibited their on-time graduation. In
this chapter, the researcher presents the key findings of the student demographic surveys, focus
groups, and in-depth student interviews. These research findings answer the following over-
arching research question:

What are the perceptions of students, ages 18-21 in two South Carolina alternative programs, of
the influence of their experiences in traditional schools on their educational pathways?

The secondary research questions that this study seeks to answer are as follows:

1. How do students describe the impact of their experiences in traditional schools?

2. How did they arrive in a non-traditional setting?

3. How do they compare their experiences in traditional school with their experiences

in a non-traditional school setting?
Review of Research Methodology

The qualitative data obtained from the research participants are presented and organized
based on at-risk environmental/societal factors, at-risk school factors, at-risk student, and family
factors. The information is organized by using major themes that emerged after the coding
process was conducted. The major themes that emerged from coding the focus groups and in-

depth interviews were the following:
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Table 4

Major Themes That Emerged from the Coding

Major Themes Coding
Family Issues- concerns with parents Fl
Neighborhood Problems- or impact of NP

neighborhood (i.e., crime, gang activity, and
violence)

Peer Pressure/Peer Associations/Friend- the
impact of peer associations and friendships on PP
events that occurred while enrolled in
traditional school,

Legal Problems- that maybe as a juvenile LP
and/or as an adult

Goals- personal or professional G
Behavior/Health- mental or emotional BH
challenges

Work/Job/Employment- legitimate, honest WJE
work/employment

School/Teacher/ Administrative- any issues, STA
positive or negative, about school

Support- may be from anyone including, but S

not limited to, family, educators, friends, or
caretakers.

The in-depth interviews all occurred at the evening high school or the adult education

center in Richland County School District One. The interviews were transcribed verbatim, to
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ensure the thoughts of each student were accurately captured. The tone, dialect, and verbal
expressions of each student are depicted through the narrations. Thus, the student responses to
the in-depth interview questions, not focus groups, were not altered for grammatical errors, the
use of slang, nor the use of profanity. It isto be noted that the responses are exact quotes.

Chapter 1V is divided into three sections: Section I introduces the 12 research
participants. Section Il presents the themes found in the research study with theories that were
discussed in Chapter II: Rotter’s social learning theory and Bronfenbrenner’s social systems
theory. In Section 111, additional themes identified in this study are discussed as they relate to
educational at-risk environmental/societal factors, at-risk school factors, and at-risk student and
family factors and their impact on the student's educational pathway. The fourth and final
section summarizes the findings. This qualitative research study assesses the themes identified,
their impact on the at-risk factors, and how the research subjects perceived these factors inhibited
their on-time high school graduation.

The 13 participants of this study were all between the ages of 18-21 and were enrolled in
one of the two identified non-traditional educational settings. All the participants attended at
least one elementary school, one middle school, and one high school within the identified school
district. Some of the participants may have also attended school in other districts but eventually
returned to the identified district to complete the requirements for high school graduation.
Several visits to the district's evening high school and adult education center occurred over a
series of 12 weeks. Because of the transient nature of this population of student, it was
paramount that research sessions began immediately.

| decided to begin conducting my research at the evening high school because most of the

participants were attending in this location. During the initial visit, | explained the research
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process to the two lead administrators to ensure they were aware of what to expect as well as
provide me with any stipulations. During my initial visit, the organization of the program,
enrollment procedures, and student scheduling and program restraints were discussed. Because
this program moved into a new location, student enroliment is 30% lower this school year. The
administrator escorted me to all of the classrooms, introducing me to the teachers, monitors, and
students. After introductions were complete, | began to conduct my research.

During visits to each of the classrooms, the researcher re-introduced herself to the
students and provided them with background information on where she worked within the
district. This gave many of them an opportunity to connect and ask questions. Using a
preapproved presentation, the researcher described the research process to the students and
thoroughly explained what she wanted to accomplish. The following ten students were identified
to participate in the research study after this initial process:

Evening High School Participant Profiles
“Emonie” is a very high spirited, talkative 18-year-old young lady. It was obvious that she was
the leader in her group of three girls who always stuck together. Emonie only needs .5 credits to
complete her diploma but indicated that she is not ina "rush™ to finish school. It was obvious
that Emonie enjoyed socializing. She is on track to participate in graduation in May.
“Nana” is a very carefree 18-year-old young woman, who adamantly expresses her dislike for
school and seems very uninterested in focusing on her academics. She indicated that she wants
to finish school but does not want to complete the necessary requirements. She currently has
earned 18 of the required 24 credits needed to graduate.
“Angel” is an 18-year-old, quiet female. Her focus is on her appearance. Before beginning her

interview, she brushed her hair and applied lip-gloss. She constantly looked into the mirror
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during the focus group session. She is very petite in stature. Angel only has 5.5 of the 24 credits
needed to graduate. Angel is not on course.

“Baby Girl” is a quiet, reserved, and mature 18-year-old Black female. She is currently
working to support herself and lives with her boyfriend. Her parents have moved to another
state. “Baby Girl” only has 7 of the 24 credits needed to graduate.

“Indy” is a focused 19-year old Black female. "Indy" usually sat alone at the back of the
classroom. She only talked when another student spoke to her. Indy currently maintains her web
site selling customized items, which provides her income while in school. She is enrolled in the
last class she needs in order to graduate in May.

“Chad” is a very private 18-year-old Black female who did not want to participate in a focus
group. She has been exposed to and experienced a lot in life that she attributes to making her a
better person. She is currently suffering from back pains because of gunshot wounds that she
received from a drive-by shooting. "Chad" has 18 of the 24 credits needed to graduate. Her
plans are to finish during summer school.

“Lil Sin” is a tall, slender 20-year-old Black male that constantly keeps ear buds on and listens
to music. He indicated that he is a very private person and prefers to keep to himself. "Lil Sin"
has 20.5 of the 24 credits needed to graduate. He is on track to complete all requirements by
May.

“Jq” is a Black 20-year-old male and the father of one son. He was very willing to share his
story because he is happy with the progress that he has made. Jq is very focused and determined
to complete school. He reports to work as soon as he leaves school, works overnight, goes home
to sleep for a couple of hours before reporting back to school. He has 18.5 of the 24 credits

needed to graduate. Jg is on track to participate in graduation in May.
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“Q” is an 18-year-old Black male that enjoys music and works at night. He had a support
system but felt after his grandmother had died he began to have more problems in school. “Q”
currently has 17.5 of the 24 credits needed to graduate. He is on track to participate in
graduation in May.

“Jalen” is a 20-year-old black male with a big smile. "Jalen" indicated that he was previously
served in a special education self-contained classroom because of issues of anger management.
Once he realized he was not earning credits towards graduation, he signed himself out of special
education. He has 20.5 of the 24 credits needed to graduate. He is on schedule to participate in
graduation in May.

Kyng is a Black 19-year-old. His first child was delivered the first day we met. "Kyng" would
like to do outreach to help keep younger children off the streets. Kyng works a full-time job and
uses his down time at work to do his class assignments. He has 22 of the 24 credits needed to
graduate in May.

After identifying these research participants, the researcher conducted classroom
observations and spoke with teachers in the program to garner any background information that
would be beneficial while conducting the research. It was easy to determine student “cliques,”
identify students who preferred to be “left alone,” and those who were more “sociable.” Using
prior knowledge of working with at-risk youth and based on these observations, the researcher
developed a strategy for interviewing the students.

The researcher’s background knowledge helped her recognize the need for at-risk
students to feel comfortable, heard, and appreciated. Because of these needs, the researcher and
the students had small “chatter” about anything the student(s) wanted to discuss prior t0

beginning the official interview and/or focus groups. Each student was also given the
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researcher’s business card and a small journal for notes or journaling. At each session, the
researcher also took snacks that included chips and various chocolates.

At the initial session, the researcher took a draft copy of Chapters I-I11 of the dissertation
to show the students. The researcher explained that the information obtained would be kept
confidential and their anonymity would be protected. The students were told that the
information they were providing was very beneficial in assisting with completing the next
chapter, which was Chapter 1VV. The researcher then explained the next steps would be analyzing
their interview and focus group responses to determine trends. This data would be used in the
summary of the research findings that would be in Chapter V.

After completing all interviews and observations at the evening high school, the
researcher moved to the adult education center. Because of changes in adult education funding
guidelines, local program enrollment guidelines, and the need to reduce the dropout rate,
enrollment in this program has significantly decreased over that five years. There were
numerous visits to the program during the night hours. However, the researcher was only able to
identify one student that met the age requirements. After meeting with that one student, he
completed the necessary documents and agreed to conduct the interview. Numerous attempts to
set up the interview were unsuccessful. During the researcher’s day visits, the following students
were identified to participate in the research study:

Adult Education Center Participant Profiles
“Niya” was a very, very quiet Black female. Her responses were relatively short; she did not
provide details. Because she is quiet, she was overlooked in many school situations. "Niya"

would like to complete her GED test this year.
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“T” isa 21-year-old Black male, who was raised by his mother and foster parents. “T” was
willing to conduct the interview but surfed Facebook during our entire session. With his past
federal charges, he has a tough time finding employment. On the day of our interview, “T” had
just completed one portion of the Workkeys assessment. He is planning to complete the GED
test within the next few months.

The interviews with these students also occurred in the conference room of the adult
education building. The researcher explained the research process to these students and
explained how they were contributing to the research study. These students were enrolled in
different classrooms and were not familiar with one another; therefore, the sessions at this
location were done individually.

Analysis and Coding

Analysis and coding of the focus groups and in-depth interviews were conducted in
stages. Initially, the recording of the sessions was reviewed and then transcribed. After
transcribing was completed, the transcripts were reviewed to look for words and phrases that
helped research participants in "telling" their stories. The next steps involved identifying
similarities and differences in student experiences as they expressed their perceptions of their
educational pathway. This process helped identify emerging themes, which are discussed in this

chapter.

The purpose of this research study was to allow these students an opportunity to
articulate their perception of their educational pathway and the factors in the traditional setting
that inhibited their on-time high school graduation. The primary research question for this study

was as follows:

63



What are the perceptions of students ages 18-21 in two South Carolina Alternative Programs of
the influence of their experiences in traditional schools on their educational pathway?

This research question was answered through the support of three secondary research
questions: (1) How do students describe the impact of their experiences in traditional schools?
(2) How did they arrive in a non-traditional setting? (3) How do they compare their experiences
in traditional school with their experiences in a non-traditional school setting?

Focus group questions and in-depth interview questions all addressed at-risk
environmental and societal factors, at-risk school factors, and at-risk student and family factors.

Emerging Themes
Findings for Primary Research Question
Primary Research Question: What are the perceptions of students ages 18-21 in two South
Carolina Alternative Programs of the influences in traditional schools on their educational
pathways?

The themes identified after analyzing and coding of the data supported the findings of
Bronfenbrenner's social systems theory (1979). This theory investigated the link between
student interactions and experiences in school to student learning about creating a positive
climate for school completion. This theory explains how a child's biology influences
development and the interaction between factors in the immediate family, community
environment, and societal landscape that fuels development. The factors linked with social
systems theory was supported throughout the student sessions.

1. Immediate family, school and peer relationships impacted the students’ development.

e Sub-theme 1.1: Home-school relations

e Sub-theme 1.2: Life-altering events
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2. Internal Motivation

Theme 1: Immediate family, school, and peer relationships impacted the students’
development

As indicated, in the first layer of the social system theory, the microsystem is the layer
closest to the child where there is the most contact, which is the immediate family, school, peer
groups, and surroundings that directly impacts a child's development. In my interview with
"Baby Girl,” who is currently estranged from her family, she indicated that there was not a
relationship developed with her parents during childhood. The absence of a family relationship
is evident.

Baby Girl: No they wasn't as involved. They didn't try to push me to do
better. They would tell me | should do this, | should do that, but
they wasn't on me how they should have been.

Interviewer: Do you think that that affected you with school?

Baby Girl: Yeah because when | would tell my dad what | actually wanted to
do, he'd tell me no, that's not how you going to make money. You
should go do this or you should go do that, but it's not what |
wanted to do.

Additionally, students whose parents were not present in their lives because of

incarceration also indicated that this absence in their lives impacted them as they developed into

young adults.

Ja: It was just that one thing that | was missing; the whole time is
support from my daddy. My daddy been locked up majority the

time of my life. Like ten years of my life, my daddy was locked
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Interviewer:

Jg:

up. He came out and he passed three years after him being out of

jail.

You talked briefly about your dad being incarcerated. Do you feel that

that impacted your life at all?

Yeah, because | feel like |1 needed him there to say certain things to
me that a lot of other males in my life said to me, but | ain't saying
| don't appreciate them for saying it to me, but I wish it was him
that did say it. I ain't gonna sit right here and talk like I ain't talk
with my father before. | done talked to my dad before plenty of
times. 1 just wish those conversations could have lasted longer and
you know what I'm saying, stretched a little further. 1 wish he
could have been able to meet his grandson and stuff like that.

| feel like if he was around more | wouldn't have been in the
position that I'm in with certain situations. | wouldn't have did
some of the stuff that | done did if he was around more. You
know? But, every girl need it too, but really a boy, every boy needs
his father in his life.

It's a big impact on they life for real. They momma could say a lot
of things to ‘em, that the daddy could say too, but it's just
something about hearing it come out of his mouth than rather hers.
You will hear a lot of stuff come out your momma mouth. Ain't
too much that you gone hear come out your daddy mouth. When it

do come out it feel good to hear it come out and it make you look
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at stuff a lot different. I look at my uncle as my dad. My uncle did
a lot of stuff with me that | feel like my daddy should have been
there for.

A lot of stuff and still to this day. God bless dad, I know he ain't
here to do it, but he could have been here doing it if he wasn't
doing what he was doing.

During my session with Kyng, who has just become a dad himself, he indicated that there

was a lack of support from his biological parents.

Interviewer: Okay. Do you want to talk about your mom?

Kyng: Yeah, she alive. | think I was in the 5th grade she had got locked
up for something. She was selling stuff and she had got out when |
got in the 11th grade, but I really didn't know her so it wasn't really
nothing we can relate, but she call me now and then and I try to
help her out. Get on her feet and stuff.

Interviewer: How about your dad?

Kyng: I don't know the story, but he said my grandma kept me away from
him. My grandma said he ain't want to come get me. It's just a lot
of stuff, but now he in my life and he trying do a lot more. He
tryna help me find my own apartment. He tryna help me now.

Sub-theme 1.1: Home-school Relations between the Teacher and Parents Can Affect a
Child’s Development

Events, which include parent and work schedules, which are also important to children as
they develop. The students in this study indicated both support and non-support of education

from their family members, as illustrated by the following response:
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Chad: But, my mama was always at work.

Niya, who is 18 and currently working on her GED, felt she was mostly
supported by her mom even though her parents were together while she was young.

Niya: Like she came up to the school and she wanted to talk to my
teachers and stuff about my grades and stuff.

T, who only has been released from prison within the last eighteen months indicated that
being in foster care and having to transition between different family homes often didn’t provide
much stability for him.

T: Because | went in foster care then got out and went right back.

Different families. From house to house. From school to school.
It really did. | mean, it messed me up. Being so young, not being
able to stay with your parents, not knowing what's really going on
and why you can't stay with them, that really makes it hard to go to
school. You get to see other people's children going to school with
their parents dropping them off. We go to like little meetings and
stuff. We used to go to my little therapist. | could see them there.

Just my mom. My dad wouldn't go.

Sub-Theme 1.2: Life-altering Events That May Impact a Child’s Development

These events can be external (time of a parent’s death) or internal and may be
psychological changes. Two of the students interviewed indicated that the death of a family
member had a direct impact on their educational pathway.

Ja: High speed chase with the police. Doing what he wasn't supposed

to do, basically. 1 had just got out the car with him too, five
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minutes before. Not even five minutes before it happened.
Probably like two or three minutes for it happened. | was going
stay in the car with ‘em. He dropped me off to my cousin house.
He was going my grandma. | was going ride with himto my
grandma house, but he dropped me off and literally after he left
from my cousin house. My cousin house right here. He went up
the road and busted right on the next road. When he got on that
road is when everything happened. Soon as he dropped me off.
We was still out the door like, I heard the collision. | heard
everything. I didn't think it was him though....... That's why my
sister the way she is, my daddy. She aint' have no father figure in

her life like she was supposed to.

“Q,” who has been socially promoted twice, and began experiencing discipline problems

in the third grade also indicated that the death of his grandmother had an impact on him:

Q:

Yeah. Yeah. When my grandma died. My other grandma died.
My mama mother, she died. When I was goingto ... I think it
was. .. | was going to MMBA. The alternative school. She
passed away from old age. That kinda hurt me for a little bit. |
wasn't doing no work. | was being bad, acting out, stuff like that.
Then my mama was talking about working some job where she'd
go to Iraqg, or something like that, and be like a nurse, and she left

do the orientation, and | was acting out then too. | was acting out
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then. I was lying. | was telling them | was acting out cuz | was
missing my mama. | was just being bad, just being bad. But | was
telling them cuz | was missing my mama and stuff like that. Yeah.
When my grandma passed that really hit hard to home.

The data provided by these participants all support the social systems theory. The data
provided by these research participants support the need for positive support from their families.
Positive or negative family factors impacted each participant’s development. Life-altering
events, such as death or incarceration, also affected these participants’ educational pathway.
Additionally, these factors also directly affected the home-school relationship.

Theme 2: Students Participating in This Research Study Were Motivated To Complete
Their Education for Various Reasons

When examined against Rotter’s (1954) social learning theory. it became evident that the
students in this research study did not allow external obstacles to negatively affect their pathway;
instead, they all had a high internal locus of control and persisted toward graduation.

Indy: | just think that was probably the reason because my mom didn't
support me. | didn't care. | was like, "Because my mom don't
care."

Interviewer: What made you make the turn? Because now, you're here, you
want to finish. What made you make the change?

Indy: Seeing all my friends. My friends then pass me. | was like, "Man,
okay, I need to get it together.” I was getting tired.

Kyng, who had a brief stint at a military academy and desires to help young males, was

determined to complete high school so that he could provide a better life for his child. Even
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though a district official attempted to push him to get his GED, through his determination he
continued to pursue his high school diploma.
Kyng: Yeah, Ms. M. She tried to keep me to go to adult education,
because I ain't have that many credits because when I first got here
I was in the 9th grade now I'm in the 12th grade. I told her I was
going do it, but she ain't believe in me, but | tell when | graduate
I'ma call her up and let her come. Now, | only need I think seven
more credits and then | graduate. Probably less than seven. | been
working hard.
Interviewer:  You’ve been working hard.
Kyng: We got a computer lab at my job. | work at my job. | work all
through the weekend, every night | go home before | go to sleep.
Despite facing family obstacles and school obstacles, these research participants were
determined to earn their high school credential. Students in this research study did not allow
external factors to prevent them from pursuing their goals. These students are all internally
motivated to achieve and have continued to work towards high school completion despite the
numerous external obstacles.
Findings for Secondary Research Question 1
Research Sub-Question 1: How do these students describe their experiences in traditional
schools?
The interview questions that were used to address Research Question 1 included
questions that asked where they grew up geographically, whether this area impacted them in

school, and the number of schools they attended along their pathway.
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Theme 3: Environmental Experiences in Which a Student Lives Directly Influences
Student Behaviors in School and in the Community

e Sub-theme 3.1: Gang Activity in Neighborhoods

e Sub-theme 3.2: Rural Experiences versus Urban or Suburban

Each of the 12 students interviewed indicated that neighborhood factors impacted them

either directly or indirectly. Of the 12 interviewed, seven of them experienced attending school
in two or more geographic regions within the school district. Because of this, these students
could articulate fluently the differences in each of the educational settings. To gauge students’
perceptions of the neighborhoods, they were asked to talk about where they grew up as a child.
They also discussed whether this area had an impact on their educational pathway.

Emonie, who was academically gifted but grew up in the suburbs, indicated that her

neighborhood experiences negatively impacted her.

Emonie: Okay, my name Amani. | grew up on that River Side, getitin! So
yeah. But that had a lot of impact on me. | was born in the trap
house, that's it. That made me a trapper. I'm not a rapper. But
yeah, that got a lot of impact on me, though. With the people |
was around. They influenced my life, you know. Because. You
know you be like, Oh, I want to do what they do. So | do what
they do. And now I'm in the predicament I'm in.

Interviewer:  So the side of town that you lived on and the people you were around had

something to do with your schooling.
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Emonie: Yeah. Because what you do at home you gonna take it to school.
That's how you act at home, that's how you act at school. So | act
a fool at home, | act a fool at school.

Indy and Q both indicated that influences in their neighborhood in the city negatively
impacted both. In Indy’s interview, she revealed that because people in her neighborhood did
not attend school, she got in trouble as well just to get kicked out of school.

Indy: A matter of fact, I did come back. I moved to Columbia and then |

came back to West Columbia. That was when it went downhill.
Well, I was trying to follow my friends and people I've seen. Most
of the people over there, they didn't go to school, they dropped out,
or they stop going. | was just doing stuff that you get kicked out.

Q, who transitioned between a suburban school and an urban school indicated that he
participated in the inappropriate behaviors with children in his neighborhood.

Q: Yeah, cuz the kids in the neighborhood ... | was always messing
around with them in school, and getting in trouble and stuff.
Interviewer:  Which neighborhoods?
Q: Broad River and Long Creek.
Sub-Theme 3. 1: Neighborhood Gang Activity

During the analysis of the identified themes, sub-themes also emerged which help to
better understand the research questions. Some of the students talked about gang activity in their
neighborhoods and their association with gangs. Lil Sinand T discussed gang activity in their

neighborhood and its impact on them.
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Lil Sin:

Yes, but some of the times when you grow up in a bad
neighborhood, growing up with no daddy, and stuff like that, you
feel you look to other older people in your neighborhood, and you
want to do what they doing. You see somebody walking around
with a whole bunch of change, fresh, you got a pocket full of
money, you just get into stuff like that. You feel me? Then my
neighborhood is a gang affiliated neighborhood, so we seen
everybody older than us wearing red, being in gangs, stuff like
that. That's how we grow up. | really ain't disassociate myself all
the way, yet. | still hang around the red now and again, but | just
don't make it an everyday thing to be with them. Because the
neighborhoods, the neighborhoods ... I'm from Gonzales Gardens,
so that's a gang-affiliated neighborhood, so if you go to school, and
it's neighborhood that go there ... Like Gonzales Gardens and Four
Eight, they have beef, so when we see each other in school, it's
sometimes some people be on some cool junk, but other people be
on some, "Oh, I don't like him just because he from that side, so we
might have to fight,” or something like that. | really done got too
old for that, so I aint really worried about nothing like that no
more, but back then I used to take it to heart.

Because neighborhoods | grew up in, | mean it wasn't nothing but
violence. Like the Bishop, gang banging, drugs, stuff like that.

Growing up watching people smoke weed and sell drugs, making
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fast money, | grew up wanting to do it. So | pushed school to the
side.

Sub-Theme 3. 2: Students Attending Rural Schools Experienced More Disciplinary
Infractions Once They Moved into the City

Four of the students, Jg, Baby Girl, Angel, and T, each experienced attending school in
the rural area of the district at some point along their pathway. Jg experienced living in the city
and indicated that leaving the rural area and going into the city had a negative impact on him. T,
as well as Angel, felt that living in the rural area of the district was better for them because there
were fewer distractions in the neighborhood.

Jg moved into the city and then returned to the rural side of town. He indicated a change
in the environment had an impact on him behaviorally.

Interviewer: That's good. These are just a few questions about you. Tell me where you

grew up as a child. You mentioned going to Elementary 3 and then
Elementary 4 and then Middle School 3. That means you moved around
town a little bit.

Jq: Yeah, Crayton. Like most of my family. A lot of my family from
Eastover, but my whole family really from Connecticut. | grew up
in Eastover as a child and once | got older. Once I left right at the
end of elementary school when | was graduating 5th grade, we left
and moved to Starlight off Bluff Road. We was staying up in there
for five, six years if I'm not mistaken. Then, we moved from there
and went to Bluff. We moved in Bluff Estates after that went back

to Eastover.

75



Interviewer:

Jg:

Ja:

Basically, I grew up in Eastover all my life. Honestly, that's where

I'm from if you want to ask. That's where I'm from.

Do you think where you're growing up had an impact on you in school?

Not Eastover, but when | moved to Starlight and that's when a lot
of the ... When | moved up there iswhen | got around a lot of
gang activity and stuff like that. I can honestly say by staying
down there it turned me out a little bit to a whole ‘nother way of
life. I tried my hardest not to stay in that way of life. Down in
Eastover | just stayed in my grandma house I didn't really grow up
in the hood where everybody grew up at.

Yeah, Middle School 3. Basically, when I went to Middle School
3 that's when I start surrounding myself by the wrong crowds and
doing all the wrong stuff. | stopped going to church all that. 1

couldn't tell you the last time | been to church other than a funeral.

T, who spent some time living in a foster home in the rural part of the district, stated that

he did not get into trouble while he lived there.

Interviewer:

Interviewer:

Was one neighborhood more positive than the other was? Did you get in

less trouble when you lived . . .

When | stayed ina home on Leesburg, | didn't get in no trouble

because we didn't really have no neighbors.

When you were on Leesburg, that's when you were at what school,

Hopkins?

I was going to High School 1.
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Angel, who also grew up in the rural areas and attended school in rural area of the district

and then moved to a school within the city, expressed how this move negatively impacted her

educationally.

Angel:

Angel:

Hello, my name is Angel. | grew up I grew up on Bluff Road,
Four Eight, down that road. But | moved to the city and
everything just went downhill. . . Because when | was staying
down the road over there, down the road it's not so much you can
do with like you can do in the city. Like when | was going to L.R.,
L.R. was a gated school. It wasn't no going off campus whenever
you felt like it. 1t wasn't no walking outside, walking to your best
friend house when you was tired of class. It wasn't none of that,
because yeah, they had us gated in there. Ain't nobody was going
nowhere.

But when I moved to Allen Benedict Court, like five years ago,
everything just went downhill, you know? Went to High School 2,
started smoking weed. Started skipping class. Walking off
campus, coming back when I feel like it. Stuff like that. You
know? They had some place for me to go when I didn't want to be
at school.

When | was going to High School 1, yeah. But when I was going

to High School 2, no.

Interviewer: What was positive about High School 1?
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Angel: I mean a lot. | was thinking about going into the Air Force. | was
making honor roll. All that. I'm going to my classes. But at High
School 2, 1 just stopped caring.
Interviewer:  And it was because of a change in location that made you stop caring, or
did something else in your life change?
Angel: It's just a change in my environment. A change in my life, yeah.
The students interviewed indicated the neighborhoods, as well as the geographic
locations where they grew up, had an impact on their educational pathway. The research
participants discussed how exposure to crime, drugs, violence, gangs and criminal activity
influenced their behaviors. The students also indicated the differences in schools, their
geographic locations and expectations had an impact on their development. The experiences of
each student varied as well as the extent to which these factors impacted them varied as well.

Theme 4: Educational Experiences of Each Student Included Attending at Least Four
Different Schools

In the identified school district, schools are grouped K-5, 6-8, and 9°12. If a student
attended school in this district from Grades K-12, a regular progression would include the
student only attending three different schools, one school per level—elementary, middle, and
high. However, the students interviewed in the research study attended between four to eleven
schools.

Chad: From elementary. Okay, | went to one elementary school, | went

to Elementary 4. | went to two middle schools including the
Alternate School. | went to Middle School 4 and the Alternate

School. And I did my eighth-grade year here twice, and | did half
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Emonie:

Angel:

Nana:

my ninth grade year here, and my eleventh year | went to High
School 2. | got kicked out of High School 2, and then | went to
High School 4. Oh, | went to the hearing board like when | got
expelled from, between those two.

My name Emonie. | went Private Church School. That's a private
school, and I was in kindergarten, and then | went to kindergarten
again at Elementary 1. | stayed at Elementary 1 until fifth grade,
then I wentto Middle School 1 for middle school, then I went to
High School 3, and | always been all honors list.

My name Angel, and | went to Elementary 2, and | went to
Elementary 3. | went to daycare. | went to Miss A's daycare in
Eastover, and | went to Gleams right there on Pine View, and my
middle school, | went to Middle School 2, and for my high school |
went to High School 1 my ninth and tenth grade year, and | went to
High School 2 half of my 11th grade year.

This Nana. | went to Elementary 1. No, | went to Gleams, and
then | went to Elementary 1. | stayed at Elementary 1 all my life.
I hadn't went to no other school, and then I went to Middle School
1 all my life, all my grades, and then | went to High School 4 my
freshman and sophomore year, and then | came back to High
School 3 my 11th grade year, and then 11th grade year, | came to

the Alternate School around Thanksgiving, and then . . .
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Kyng followed the regular progression of schools, attending only one elementary, one

middle, and one high school as set by the school district; however, once he entered middle

school, he felt girls caused him to get off track.

Kyng:

Elementary, | went to Elementary 5. | was good. Had good grades
left there I went to Middle School 4. That's when | got kind of off
track because of females and stuff. Started feeling myself. | got
expelled in the seventh grade. Came to the Alternate School, but |
ain't stay there long because they said | had good grades, so they
let me go back to school. Went back to Middle School 