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Abstract of Dissertation
Alternative Education: Voices of Those Who Graduated

The goal of this study was to allow high school graduates who attended both
traditional and alternative education schools to speak about their experiences in both
schools. The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of high school
graduates who attended an alternative school and explore how they made meaning of
their experiences.

This research was a basic, qualitative study exploring the voices of graduates. All
graduates spent at least nine weeks in an alternative school to be deemed fully able to
gauge their experience in an alternative school. Interviews were semi-structured and in-
depth, allowing the graduates to speak freely in response to the questions. The graduates
were also asked to write a letter to a student who may have been in the same situation
they were in before being attending the alternative school. A set of a priori codes was
developed before interviewing, which was based on information from the literature.

The findings of the interviews and letters provided rich information as to the
importance of alternative education. A recurring theme observed in the results was the
impact of instructional personnel on their experience at both the traditional and
alternative high schools. Graduates credited the environment to their success, both in
terms of the physical and emotional feeling in the building. When asked about making
meaning of their experience, four themes emerged from the participants in their
interviews: the way the graduates viewed themselves and others at the alternative school,

their self-evaluation, their determination, and the role of their family.
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This research can provide practical applications in the field of education.
Principals and educational administrators can use this research to help students in
alternative high schools, using the information to design programs to fit the needs of their
students based on the information provided by the graduates. Teachers at both traditional
and alternative schools can use this research to help them reach students who may be

struggling as the graduates in this study did.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

This research stemmed from my 14 years of experience in a high school
classroom as a White female science teacher. Teachers want students to learn from them,
but sometimes teachers learn from their students as well. I have made numerous
connections with students who have had academic struggles, behavioral issues, or both.
Some of my students have been placed in alternative schools for disciplinary reasons and
others for low academic achievement. Some of these students even returned to traditional
school after spending time at the alternative school. This dissertation was inspired by one
such connection with a young man in my class. He occasionally had behavioral issues in
other teachers’ classrooms and with administrators and had been to the alternative school
several times. He was older than other students in his class, and his grades were below
average. After having many long talks with him and several after-school academic
sessions to get him back on track, he informed me that he was dropping out of school. I
tried to reason with him; however, his mind was made up to leave. I felt both the teachers
and school system had failed him. This experience instigated my investigation into the
experiences of students in alternative education.

My experience with another student further intensified my desire to study the
subject. This student had been attending an alternative school since she was placed there
in ninth grade for a behavioral incident. One of the classes she needed to take in order to
graduate was not offered at the alternative school; therefore, she took my class at the
traditional school. The student and I had numerous conversations about life at an
alternative school and her plans for the future. She successfully graduated at the end of

the school year as a result of her access to alternative education. What was it about the



alternative school that helped her to become a high school graduate? My interactions with
these two students solidified my interest in conducting research that highlights the voices
of graduates who have attended alternative schools.

Alternative education schools can successfully provide an education to students
who are unable to participate in traditional school settings, as exemplified by the above-
mentioned female student. The study of alternative education is important for several
reasons. First, there are some students who struggle in traditional school settings, and an
alternative setting may allow these students to be successful. “While traditional school
settings obviously meet the needs of the majority of students across the nation, there
remain some students who greatly benefit from more individualized attention from school
personnel. For these students, this difference makes it possible for them to find success”
(Saunders & Saunders, 2001, p. 21). Second, with a reduction in school budgets, school
systems are looking to cut back on programs, and alternative settings are one of those
areas that some systems may decide to cut. This study will provide school systems more
information about the importance of alternative education so that they may make
informed decisions about their programs.

Using the voices and experiences of alternative school graduates, I hope to
address the specific features of alternative education that are instrumental in graduates’
success. Through an interpretive, basic qualitative study, I will attempt to answer the
following questions:

1. How do high school graduates perceive their alternative education experience in

contrast to their traditional education experience?



2. How do high school graduates make meaning of their experience while in the
alternative school?
Through this study, participants will have the opportunity to tell their stories about their
experiences in alternative schools. Their stories are important in that they bring rich data
to the understanding of alternative education.

This chapter presents the purpose and significance of the study, including an
overview of the related literature. The theoretical framework provides the foundation for
research in the alternative education setting. The chapter will also include an overview of
the research methodology and present the limitations of the study.

Overview

In the United States, 7,000 students drop out every day—roughly one every 10
seconds—and approximately only 70% of students graduate from high school with a
regular high school diploma (Albright & Salmanowitz, 2009; Bushaw & McNee, 2009;
Wise, 2008). In response to this overwhelming rate, many researchers (Balfanz, 2007;
Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Balfanz, 2009; Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison, 2006; Bridgeland,
Dilulio, & Streeter, 2007; Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2007; Dalton, Glennie, & Ingels,
2009; Duncan, 2007; Fitzsimmons, Cheever, Leonard, & Macunovich, 1969; Gleason &
Dynarski, 2002; Hathaway, Reynolds, & Monachesi, 1969; Ripple & Luthar, 2000;
Stearns & Glennie, 2006; Swanson, 2004b) have investigated the student characteristics
that potentially lead to dropping out. While there is no single indicator of a tendency to
become a future dropout, students may exhibit signs that fall into four major categories:
attendance/truancy issues, lack of academic achievement, discipline issues, and real-life

events.



Other factors that influence dropout rates are unrelated to student characteristics,
such as the physical environment and the sociocultural contexts of a particular school.
Christle, Jolivette, and Nelson (2007) collected data on students and examined the
school-level variables that may have a strong influence on dropout rates. They studied
school demographics, classroom environment, administrator characteristics, staff
characteristics, and student characteristics. The researchers sampled 20 schools with the
highest and 20 schools with the lowest dropout rates in Kentucky. After using Pearson
product-moment correlation coefficients for each variable and controlling for Type I
errors, their findings suggested a strong relationship between a school’s dropout rate and
several variables, including grade-level retention rate, socioeconomic status (SES), law
violation rate, suspension rate, and board violation rates (Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson,
2007). Even location can have an impact on dropout rates. The highest graduation rate in
2001 was in the Midwest at 75%, and the lowest was in the South at 62% (Swanson,
2004b). Regionally, the results vary compared to the national average; individual states’
rates can vary dramatically (Swanson, 2004b). Five states, all in the South, have the
highest number and the highest concentration of schools with students who do not make
it to their senior year within four years: Georgia, South Carolina, North Carolina, Florida,
and Texas (Balfanz & Legters, 2004). Educators have analyzed the factors that affect
these dropout rates and have found alternative education can provide a setting different
from that of a traditional school that may be more conducive to their needs. Thus,
alternative education gives students options other than simply dropping out.

Alternative education in the United States began to develop in the early 1800s,

when society sought to use the education system to prepare individuals for the industrial



workforce (Miller, 1996). Many groups were opting out of school systems, including
Mormons, freed slaves, and Catholic immigrants. However, the most influential point in
the history of alternative education happened after the publication of a report named the
Eight Year Study. The study began in 1930 and allowed high schools to create new
programs to expand on traditional learning styles. The study had two basic goals: (1) to
build a relationship between high schools and colleges in order to create better high
schools and (2) to explore how high schools could better serve students (Kridel &
Bullough, 2002). In Leiding’s research (2008), the report indicated those students who
scored higher on entrance exams were more successful later in life. When schools were
able to design improved curricula for their students, the students were found to be more
successful in college. This eventually opened the door for alternative education, which
would meet the needs of students who were not successful in traditional schools.

Another critical point in alternative education was sparked by the Civil Rights
Movement and desegregation in public schools. Individuals started boycotting public
schools, and freedom schools were created. Freedom schools, unlike public schools, gave
students opportunities concepts and ideas that were not available in traditional settings
(Leiding, 2008).

In the 1970s, with an increase in alternative education schools, the government
compared traditional settings with alternative programs. Due to its findings, the federal
government granted states the ability to introduce their own alternative schools and
provided funding for them to do so (Neumann, 2003). Today, alternative schools are
receiving more funding than ever before from local, state, and federal governments

(Laffitte, 2008). Schools are also being aided by the addition of new technologies, such



as computers for distance learning, which make it more convenient for schools to provide
alternative education (Leiding, 2008).

Raywid (1994) described three types of alternative education schools defined by
their major differences from traditional schools. Type I schools are more challenging and
may even focus on a specific area of content (Raywid, 1994). These schools include
magnet schools and subject-specific schools. Type II alternative programs host students
who are sentenced by their traditional schools to attend an alternative program, and they
are often last-chance options (Raywid, 1994). Some Type II programs require students to
complete the work of classes from which they were removed, while others focus on the
basics of study skills (Raywid, 1994). Type III programs are designed to rehabilitate
students who are struggling either academically or socially, giving them options to the
traditional setting. Some alternative schools are tailored to one type of program; however,
others may functionally work by blending two or more types of programs (Raywid,
1994). “A compassionate staff, for example, may give a Type II program Type III
overtones. The staff of a Type Il may focus on rehabilitating a student socially even
though their program may not call for it. The staff is focusing on the needs of the student.
Or a committed Type III staff may venture into programmatic innovations that mark a
Type I’ (Raywid, 1994, p. 27). Even though there may be nuances, the central foundation
of a school places it in one type. This study will focus on graduates from Type II and
Type 111 settings.

Raywid’s three types of alternative programs can best be evaluated using the
framework developed by Swarts (2002, 2003). This model divides the evaluation of

alternative school programs into three domains: academic performance, learning



environment, and efficiency (Swarts, 2002, 2003). Three standards are used to assess
each of the three domains. Within the academic domain are curriculum, assessment, and
instruction (Swarts, 2002, 2003). The learning environment domain includes culture;
student, family, and community support; and professional development, professional
growth, and evaluation (Swarts, 2002, 2003). The third domain, efficiency, includes the
standards of leadership, organizational structure and resources, and comprehensive and
effective planning (Swarts, 2002, 2003). Raywid’s three alternative education typologies
illustrate how alternative schools design their programs. Students can be successful in
alternative schools when they are not successful in traditional settings. The most inspiring
schools combine high rigor in academics with creative instruction that meets the needs of
all students (Leone & Drakeford, 1999).

Statement of the Problem

Every year, thousands of students drop out of high school, but many students who
are at risk of becoming dropouts find success in alternative schools. Was the decision to
not drop out affected by attending an alternative school? What do graduates say about
their time in the alternative setting? This study is designed to address these two questions
related to graduates’ experiences of alternative and traditional education.

While several studies have addressed the successes of alternative programs
(Guerin & Denti, 1999; Henrich, 2005; Saunders & Saunders, 2001) and the impact of
special programs, only one study has explored the impact of alternative education
through the eyes of graduates. Leary (2011) conducted a qualitative study on the
perceptions of graduates from a rural alternative education program. The goal was to

determine the effectiveness of the program in terms of its impact on their adult lives from



their personal experiences. Leary (2011) found a strong link to later success in the
preparedness the interviewed individuals felt after graduating from the program. The
graduates made comparisons between their alternative and traditional school experiences,
revealing two common themes: Alternative schools had smaller class sizes and offered
more support from staff and interaction than traditional schools (Leary, 2011). The
collection of research on alternative education and its lack of viewpoints from graduates
led the researcher to develop a study from the perspective of graduates of alternative
education schools.
Purpose of Study

The purpose of this study is to explore the experiences of high school graduates
who have attended alternative schools. It will also compare how these individuals felt
about their traditional and alternative educational experiences. I will further explore how
these individuals make meaning of their experiences within the two school settings. The
gaps in alternative education research will be addressed in the next chapter.
Theoretical Framework

The combination of high risk factors for dropping out and the particular
characteristics of a school may increase the chances of a student’s decision to drop out of
school. Natriello, Pallas, and McDill (1986) created a theoretical model for both school
and student characteristics regarding the decision to drop out of school. As shown in
Figure 1, the final decision to drop out of school includes these factors. “The figure
suggests a pattern of reciprocal relationships between the two antecedent components, the
personal and social characteristics of students, and the process aspects of their school

environment” (Natriello, Pallas, & McDill, 1986, p. 431). A student’s characteristics and



those of a school are not independent; they each have an effect on the other (Natriello et
al., 1986). The first two parts of the figure, student characteristics and school processes,
impact the decision a student makes to drop out (the third part).

Figure 1.

School and Student Interaction to Drop Out

STUDENT
CHARACTERISTICS
l A DROPPING .| CONSEQUENCES
v ouUT »
SCHOOL
PROCESSES

Figure 1. Adapted from “Taking Stock: Renewing Our Research Agenda on the Causes
and Consequences of Dropping Out,” by G. Natriello, A. Pallas, and E. McDill, 1986,
Teachers College Record, 87(2), 430—440. Copyright 2013 by Teachers College Record.
Reprinted with permission.

The school plays a role in a student’s decision to drop out. A school’s number one
priority is meeting the needs of its students; faculty and staff must be able to continually
assess their programs to make sure they are meeting those needs, including those of
potential dropouts (Natriello et al., 1986). No matter what type of school a student is
attending, it is the school’s responsibility to reach out to students and support them with
appropriate programs. When students who are already displaying dropout potential—poor
attendance and failing grades, for example—are part of an environment that is not
responsive to their needs, they find it easy to disengage from the school (Natriello et al.,
1986). If educators use this framework to design programs to meet students’ needs and

continuously monitor and evaluate those programs, the mutual awareness between the

school and the students will be increased (Natriello et al., 1986). Alternative education



schools provide an option for students who have not been successful in traditional
schools (Beken, Williams, Combs, & Slate, 2010). Natriello et al. (1986) provided an
explanation of the factors that lead a student to decide to drop out and created a
framework for investigating the decisions of students who decide to stay in an alternative
school and graduate.

Using the decision-making model by Natriello et al. (1986), Becken (2008)
conducted research to determine whether there were differences between performance
indicators in alternative schools and traditional schools in Texas. The researcher focused
on alternative schools and on traditional schools with an at-risk population of over 70%
and compared the results from the Exit Level Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills
(TAKS) in Math and English and Language Arts test (Beken, 2008). Prior to the
assessment test, at-risk students were defined as high schoolers who did not maintain an
average equivalent to 70 on a scale of 100 in two or more subjects; retained a grade level
to the next for one or more years; did not pass yearly assessment; are pregnant or have
children of their own; currently in alternative education program, have been expelled
during the school year; are currently on parole, probation, deferred prosecution, or other
conditional release; previously dropped out of school; limited English proficiency;
homeless; or resides in a residential placement facility. The researcher found that there
was a difference in scores between those of the traditional high school with a large at-risk
population and those of the alternative high school. The traditional school students scored
higher on the state test than the alternative school students (Beken, 2008). There were a
few limitations to this study. First, some students met only one criterion for being

considered at-risk, while others met all 13.
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A student could be identified as at-risk because he or she failed one portion of the
TAKS test. However, another student could be identified as at-risk because he or
she failed all portions of the TAKS, is a parent, had been retained at some point,
and has limited English proficiency. (Beken, 2008, pp. 100—101)
Another limitation was that the alternative schools may have had a higher percentage of
students who met several of the criteria for being at risk than the traditional schools.
These at risk students sometimes decide to drop out of school. The decision-making
model of Natriello et al. (1986) provides a framework for investigating the stories of
those who graduated. The graduates’ stories offer perspectives on the interrelationships
between student characteristics and school, which form the first portion of the decision-
making model.
Research Questions
The present study is designed to explore the perceptions of high school graduates
who have attended alternative education schools. The following questions provide the
basis of this study:
1. How do high school graduates perceive their alternative education experience in
contrast to their traditional education experience?
2. How do high school graduates make meaning of their experience while in the
alternative schools?
Statement of Potential Significance
The goal of this study is to allow high school graduates who have attended
alternative education schools to speak about their experiences in the alternative
educational school and to compare these to their experiences in traditional schools. The

stories from these graduates can guide teachers, counselors, and administrators in

tailoring future programs. This study will increase the awareness of how alternative
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education can help students who are struggling academically, behaviorally, or both in
traditional settings. The information provided by these former students can potentially
assist in developing or redesigning alternative schools and programs or in discussing their
funding. The results from the analysis in this study can help teachers, counselors, and
administrators of both traditional and alternative schools to recognize the attributes of
alternative schools and how they may benefit students. Based on the emerging themes,
this study can provide recommendations to school systems for helping struggling
students.
Summary of Methodology

I employed a basic qualitative approach describing high school graduates’
experiences within alternative schools and traditional schools. This study draws upon the
lived experiences of each graduate as an alternative education student. I chose eight
graduates from alternative education schools as participants, starting with the most recent
graduates of alternative schools, and worked backwards until eight participants were
selected. All eight graduates attended a Type IV hybrid alternative school and were
selected from several rural and suburban schools (Lange & Sletten, 1995). All
participants had to have spent at least nine weeks, a full academic term, in an alternative
school to be deemed fully able to gauge their experience in an alternative school. |
utilized personal acquaintances to begin the participant search. From the initial list of
participants, I then used snowball sampling to find other possible interviewees from the
initial contacts.

The interviews consisted of a semi-structured, in-depth, open-ended interview,

allowing the participants to speak freely in response to the questions and explore their
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experiences. An interview protocol was developed to target the research questions. Based
on the decision-making model of Natriello, Pallas, and McDill (1986), the questions were
designed to elicit the ways the alternative schools may have helped the students stay in
school and graduate rather than drop out. I used the questions as a guide but allowed the
participants to steer the direction of the interviews. I digitally recorded the interviews and
transcribed the recordings verbatim.

Upon completion of the interviews, I analyzed and coded the data to identify
recurring themes or patterns. A set of a priori codes was developed before interviewing,
based on the literature described in Chapter 2. During the initial round of a priori coding,
in vivo coding was used to note recurring words or phrases. During data analysis, |
categorically organized and reviewed the data, coding for emergent themes or categories.
A coding journal with a detailed list of codes, themes, and definitions was developed
during this process.

Limitations

Because of the changing needs of students, each alternative education school or
program modifies its programs to fit the needs of their current population. Thus, the
findings in this study are not generalizable to any specific alternative education setting or
all such settings. They cannot be applied to alternative schools or programs without a full
understanding of the needs of the students, schools, school districts, or programs.
Although this study limits its research to several schools in one region, the hope is that
educators and administrators in alternative settings can use the information to develop
and refine their own programs to better meet the needs of their students.

Delimitations
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The area chosen for this study is a community in rural Virginia with its own

limitations in terms of culture, race, and the accessibility of its graduates. Because of the

rural location of this community, this study’s findings may not be applicable to urban

settings. In addition, this study represents a small subset of alternative program graduates

who were successful as a result of these programs. The schools were chosen because of

the availability of their graduates. From the initial participants, I was able to identify

other possible participants using the snowball sampling technique.

Definitions

1.

2.

3.

Advanced Studies Diploma: A diploma awarded to a student who has earned at
least 24 or 26 standard units of credit, depending on when he or she entered ninth
grade, and at least nine verified units of credit (Virginia Department of Education,
2012a, para. 1).

Alternative schools: A public school that meets any of the following criteria: “(1)
addresses needs of students that typically cannot be met in a regular school, (2)
provides nontraditional education, (3) serves as an adjunct to a regular school, or
4) falls outside of the categories of regular, special education, or vocational
education” (U.S. Department of Education, 2003, Definition section, para. 1).
High school dropout: Any student who did not meet the graduation requirements
set forth by their state, any student who did not continue on in another credit
recovery program, and any student that did not complete the General Education
Diploma (GED). A dropout is a high school student who left high school between

the beginning of one school year and the beginning of the next without earning a
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high school diploma or an alternative credential (e.g., a GED) (U.S. Department
of Education, Institute of Education Science [USDOE, IES], 2010).

4. Magnet schools: Schools that are created to draw “bright and highly motivated
students to their programs” (Leiding, 2008, p. 62). Most magnet schools have a
specific curriculum mainly focused on math, science, language, or fine arts
(Leiding, 2008).

5. No Child Left Behind (NCLB): An act that George W. Bush signed into law, with
bipartisan support—the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB)—which made
states accountable for the education of their students.

Schools must ensure that all students learn the essential skills and
knowledge defined by the state using grade-level standards and
benchmarks. “All” means a//, and the data reporting required under NCLB

must describe the learning journey of each student and the effectiveness of
every school in that effort (Jorgenson & Hoffmann, 2003, p. 6).

6. Standard Studies Diploma: A diploma awarded to a student who has earned at
least 22 standard units of credit by passing required courses and who has earned at
least six verified credits by passing end-of-course Standards of Learning (SOL)

tests (Virginia Department of Education, 2012b, para. 1).

Literature Search Process

In an effort to investigate the experience of graduates who have attended
alternative education schools, I conducted a thorough review of the literature, from 1942
to the present, using the following keywords to drive the search: academic achievement,
alternative programs, alternative school, alternative settings, attendance, decision making
model, dropout, dropout characteristics, dropout rate, graduation rate, high school

dropout, high school graduate, and high school graduation. Several databases and
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academic libraries were consulted during the search for current literature, including
Academic Search Premier, ERIC, Gelman Library System, Google Scholar, JSTOR,
ProQuest, and WRLC Library Catalogs. Additionally, the literature review discusses the
history of school dropouts, the characteristics of students who drop out of school, the
history of alternative education, the varying definitions of alternative education, and the

types of alternative schools.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Education has always been the cornerstone of society; it can influence the way
society evolves. Many groups and organizations have had a hand in developing today’s
educational system, and there are often conflicting beliefs about what is important for
students. Over time, an increasing number of groups have challenged the applicability of
the public school systems to all persons. It was not until the 1954 Brown vs. the Board of
Education case that the Supreme Court unanimously declared that separating students by
race was unconstitutional. Building on the Supreme Court’s decision, several other
improvements to the expansion of access to education included the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act (ESEA) and Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972.
The ESEA was designed to help children with different financial backgrounds receive
quality education, to increase standards and accountability, and to forbid the creation of a
national curriculum. It was eventually reauthorized and renamed the No Child Left
Behind Act (NCLB) (National Education Association [NEA], 2014). In 1972, Title IX
was passed, prohibiting schools from discriminating based on sex. “The principle
objective of Title IX is to avoid the use of federal money to support sex discrimination in
education programs and to provide individual citizens effective protection against those
practices” (United States Department of Justice, 2014, para. 1). Building on these acts
and amendments, the NCLB Act left each state responsible for creating and
implementing annual assessment measurements to meet academic requirements,
including tracking graduation rates (Pinkus, 2006; U.S. Department of Education, 2010).
NCLB has become the accountability tool for states to ensure that all students receive a

quality education.
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One measure of a state’s accountability is its number of graduates and dropouts.
An understanding of dropouts’ characteristics can potentially help states lower dropout
rates. Most dropouts have issues within one or more categories, including
attendance/truancy issues, lack of academic achievement, discipline issues, and real-life
events.

Most dropouts listed school-related reasons for leaving: 83 percent of dropouts

left for one or more of these reasons, which included missing too many school

days, thinking it would be easier to get a General Educational Development

(GED) credential, getting poor grades, and not liking school...Thirty-four percent

of dropouts listed family related reasons, including pregnancy, supporting family

members, caring for a family member, becoming a parent, and getting married.

... Thirty-five percent of dropouts cited employment-related reasons for leaving

school, including getting a job and being unable to work and attend school at the

same time. (Dalton et al., 2009, p. 22)
To combat the dropout problem, states have analyzed the data in the major dropout
categories and have developed alternative education programs to try to meet the needs of
potential dropouts. Thus, one of the ways school systems are trying to keep students in
school is by sending those at risk to alternative education school/programs. Alternative
education is any learning experience not found in the traditional K—12 school system
(including home schooling, GED preparation programs, special programs for gifted
children, etc.) (Aron, 2006). The hope is that local school systems will be able to meet the
needs of students and help them successfully graduate high school.
School Dropouts

History of school dropouts. The beginning of the 20" century marked the
beginning of data collection on students’ completion, or not, of high school. Schreiber

(1964) stated that at the beginning of the 1900s, “not more than 6 or 7 of every 100 ninth

grade students graduated four years later” (p. 2). In the 1920s, the Great Depression had a
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major impact on public school systems. The school systems were faced with decreasing
funding, which forced significant educational budget cuts and teacher layoffs (Ewing &
Hicks, 2006). Not only were there reductions in funding, but many students were not
attending school. By the early 1930s, the number of dropouts had grown to about 50 out
of every 100 students (Haimowitz, 1964). The entire structure of education took a drastic
hit. Because of the lack of funding, repairs to buildings were delayed, fewer classes were
offered, and even school days and the school year were shortened (Ewing & Hicks,
2006). Despite funding cuts, educators who were still employed tried to provide quality
education. Ewing and Hicks (2006) summed up the challenges of educators by posing the
question, “How could educators, facing the realities of this economic crisis, assign such
great expectations to their schools, to the ideas and practices of pedagogy, and to the
future of this young generation?” (p. 3). By the 1940s, high school enrollment had
increased from 4,399,422 at the beginning of the Great Depression to 6,545,991 (Cohen,
2008). New Deal funding prompted new school construction and prevented thousands of
schools from closing, provided funds to pay teachers, and supplied free lunches to the
needy (Cohen, 2008). It was not until the 1940s that the reasons for dropping out changed
from students leaving for economic reasons to students leaving due to an increase in
available jobs in unskilled labor brought on after the Great Depression.

In 1943, less than one-third of students from low socioeconomic status (SES)
families continued their education through high school (Barclay & Doll, 2001). Students
dropped out to work in unskilled labor to bring money into the household. The 1950s
marked a change in the demographics of students and high school completion; the need

for unskilled laborers was on the decline, and a high school diploma became important to
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finding employment (Barclay & Doll, 2001). In the 1960s, most of the unemployed were
high school dropouts, even though the number of graduates was on the rise.
Public schools and factories absorbed some of those individuals displaced by a
decaying domestic economy. Around the turn of the century, as child labor slowly
became obsolete in a standardizing, industrializing economy, adolescence
emerged as a term to indicate a distinct stage of life. (Dorn, 1993, p. 356)
Rohrer (1964), who studied dropping out as a behavioral issue, suggested several
characteristics of potential dropouts, including children who lack an important adult
figure, feel isolated, develop discipline issues, and/or lack a positive peer support group.
Moreover, Haimowitz (1964) included grade-level retention in an earlier grade, reading
below the appropriate grade level, and having parents who had not finished school. These
characteristics are similar to those of students who dropped out of high school in the
1960s.
Widespread concern over a commonly recognized dropout problem appeared only
in the late 1950s and early 1960s. “Dropout,” “student elimination,”
“withdrawal,” and “early school leaver” were interchangeable terms in the first
half of this century, whereas “dropout” dominated captions, titles, and epithets in
the 1960s. The lack of a unified terminology early in the century did not mean
that no one worried about school attendance or high school graduation at that
time. (Dorn, 1993, p. 358)
Fitzsimmons, Cheever, Leonard, and Macunovich (1969) studied 270 students from
elementary to high school; they sought to determine whether dropping out was related
more to student performance or social behavior. The data collected for their study were
obtained in a suburban New England community, and students were selected based on
their grades. The students who transitioned to an alternative school were those who had
earned at least three Ds or Fs during their high school careers (Fitzsimmons, Cheever,

Leonard, & Macunovich, 1969). “Where students had only one or two failures, the grades

were considered as ‘incidental’ failures and were not included” (Fitzsimmons et al., 1969,
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p. 136). The students were then narrowed down to only those students whose histories the
researchers could trace back to their elementary schools and retrieve data about their
early performance (Fitzsimmons et al., 1969). Of the 270 high school students, “3 out of
4 had already demonstrated poor performance in the fourth grade, and by the seventh
grade, 9 out of 10 had performed poorly” (Fitzsimmons et al., 1969, p. 137). The
researchers analyzed the data and discovered that students who performed poorly as early
as the third grade were likely to drop out later in their school years.

While these researchers were investigating the relationship between academics
and non-completion, other researchers were investigating non-academic variables.
Hathaway, Reynolds, and Monachesi (1969), in a longitudinal study, followed a group of
boys (n=1,002) who had dropped out of school. The boys were selected from a random
sample in a Minnesota urban area school district. The control sample (n=1,000) boys
were selected on a random basis within each school to equal the number of dropouts from
the same school (Hathaway, Reynolds, & Monachesi, 1969). The first set of data was
collected between 1953 and 1957; the researchers collected information on the “size of
home community, socioeconomic status of parental home, intelligence test scores, MMPI
test results, and date of birth” (Hathaway et al., 1969, p. 371). From 1962 to 1966, more
data were gathered on these students’ families; this included marital status, region of
present residence, number of children, job status, criminal record, emotional problems,
and any military record (Hathaway et al., 1969). The researchers determined that certain
background characteristics could predict whether a diploma would be earned, including
socioeconomic status, intelligence, and students’ personal characteristics (Hathaway et

al., 1969). In this study, boys whose families were professionals, semiprofessionals, and

21



skilled clerical workers had an 88% completion rate, while boys from semiskilled,
slightly skilled, and day laborer families showed a 78% completion rate (Hathaway et al.,
1969). Their findings matched those of previous studies that found the backgrounds of
students were primary factors in determining whether they would complete school and
receive a diploma.

In 1975, Congress passed the Education for All Handicapped Children Act
(EAHCA), which was designed to support states working toward meeting the needs of all
individuals, including those with disabilities and their families (U.S. Department of
Education, 2007). This act later became the foundation for the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).

By the 1980s and 1990s, researchers continued to make strides in evaluating,
understanding, and determining common risk factors among dropouts. Cairns, Cairns,
and Neckerman (1989) conducted a longitudinal study to examine the factors associated
with early school dropouts. They followed 475 students from the seventh grade through
the eleventh grade; the researchers made every effort to connect with the individuals
regardless of where their lives may have taken them, such as changing residence, entering
the workforce, or dropping out of school (Cairns, Cairns, & Neckerman, 1989). The
students selected were from varying socioeconomic statuses and different communities.
The study showed “20% of the white males left school early, as opposed to 12% of the
white females. The comparable proportion of drop-outs for black subjects was 11%
(black males) and 10% (black females)” (Cairns et al., 1989, p. 1441). Students who were
one to three years older than their seventh-grade peers had a higher probability of

dropping out of school within the next four years (Cairns et al., 1989). “Over half of the
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white females who were 1 year older than peers in grade 7 left school early, and one-third
of white males who had been behind a year dropped out” (Cairns, Cairns, & Neckerman,
1989, p. 1442).

History of No Child Left Behind and impact on school dropouts. The federal
government’s move to improve education for every child started with President Ronald
Reagan and eventually led to the creation of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001
(NCLB). President Reagan commissioned an investigation into the predicament of the
nation’s schools. The investigation and subsequent assessment led to the report 4 Nation
at Risk in April 1983 (Jorgenson & Hoffmann, 2003). The report recommended that
schools and school systems needed massive reforms to improve education, because
“about 13 percent of all 17-year-olds in the United States can be considered functionally
illiterate. Functional illiteracy among minority youth may have run as high as 40 percent”
(Jorgenson & Hoffmann, 2003, para. 3). Remedial math courses had increased nearly
75%, and the College Board reported that, on its Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT®), the
verbal and math scores had declined (Jorgenson & Hoffmann, 2003). In 1994, the federal
government passed the Improving America’s Schools Act (IASA), which reauthorized
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) and provided more funds
to address the needs of economically disadvantaged children. It also introduced Title I;
funding to schools for a high percentage of students from low economic families
(Jorgenson & Hoffmann, 2003). The IASA provided resources to states to support their
efforts to help students reach high state standards and to increase professional
development resources to improve the quality of teachers, and it gave states the flexibility

to implement programs to meet these increased standards (U.S. Department of Education,
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1995). The ESEA and the IASA were both aimed at improving education for the
disadvantaged, but there was also a need for higher standards for all students, including
those from the middle class.

The Goals 2000: Educate America Act focused not just on economically
disadvantaged children but on all children (Jorgenson & Hoffmann, 2003). “The
redesigned ESEA encourages states and school districts to connect federal programs with
state and local reforms affecting all children, while retaining the focus on educational
equity for children with special needs” (Jorgenson & Hoffmann, 2003, p. 4). By the
beginning of 2000, most states had already begun collecting and maintaining state data on
performance standards (Jorgenson & Hoffmann, 2003). The previous acts and state
initiatives led to George W. Bush’s signing into law the No Child Left Behind Act of
2001 (NCLB). NCLB brought with it a new era in education and educational
accountability. Jorgenson and Hoffmann (2003) observed that

Schools must ensure that all students learn the essential skills and knowledge

defined by the state using grade-level standards and benchmarks. “All” means all,

and data reporting required under NCLB must describe the learning journey of

each student and the effectiveness of every school in that effort. (p. 6)

With the implementation of NCLB, states and schools were held accountable for
obtaining the goal of 100% student proficiency in reading and math by the 2013-2014
school year unless granted a waiver by the federal government. In exchange for meeting
these federal mandates, each state would receive federal funding for support. Within
NCLB, each state is responsible for creating and implementing annual assessment
measurements to meet academic requirements (Pinkus, 2006). Adequate Yearly Progress

(AYP) is part of each state’s accountability plan. Schools and districts face consequences

from the U.S. Department of Education if AYP is not met (Pinkus, 2006). Indicators for
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AYP include graduation rate, dropout rate, and other statistical measures. Several states,
including Virginia, have petitioned the U.S. Department of Education to waive the
benchmarks set forth that all students meet grade-level standards by 2014 (Virginia
Department of Education [VDOE], 2012). As requested, Virginia received a waiver for
NCLB from the United States Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan, in June of 2012. The
waiver from the federal government allowed the Board of Education in Virginia to set
challenging yet attainable goals to increase the achievement of all students regardless of
their demographic (VDOE, 2012).

Characteristics of students who drop out. Every year in the United States,
approximately one million students drop out of high school, which equates to one out of
every three public high school students (Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Streeter, 2007; Dalton,
Glennie, & Ingels, 2009; U.S. Department of Education, 2007). Nationally, the on-time
graduation rate is between 68% and 75% (Swanson, 2004b; Layton, 2010). Out of all
public high schools in America, 14% produce more than half the dropouts nationwide,
and they produce more than two-thirds of minority dropouts as well (Balfanz, 2007).
Within these schools, the senior class was 60% smaller than the freshman class had been
four years earlier (Balfanz, 2007). These are startling statistics, but who are these one
million students? According to Dalton, Glennie, and Ingels (2009), using data from the
Education Longitudinal Study of 2002, Hispanic students and Black students left school
at an alarmingly high rate (11% and 10%, respectively). White dropouts were 5%, and
Asian/Pacific Islanders had the lowest dropout rates (3%) (Dalton et al., 2009). Based
simply on the number, however, Whites still account for the highest number of dropouts

in the United States at 44% (Dalton et al., 2009). Schools that have a higher percentage of
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minority students had a higher dropout rate (U.S. Department of Education, 2010).
Males, regardless of ethnicity, are more likely to drop out than females (56%) (Dalton et
al., 2009). Boys from economically disadvantaged homes were more likely to drop out
than girls in similar situations (Ripple & Luthar, 2000).

Reasons for dropping out. While there is no single reason students drop out of
school, most dropouts have issues within one or more of the following:
attendance/truancy issues, lack of academic achievement, discipline issues, and real-life
events. As a part of NCLB, one of the leading indicators of a successful school system is
its attendance rate, as students who do not attend regularly are likely to fall behind and
eventually drop out. Ripple and Luthar (2000) looked at 163 freshman high school
students from inner city schools. Upon following up three years later, they found
freshman-year attendance to be the strongest predictor of dropping out. By the third year,
23% had dropped out of high school (Ripple & Luthar, 2000). After multiple hierarchical
regression equations, the researchers were able to show which indicators correlated with
dropping out of school for this cohort. Ripple and Luthar (2000) stated,

Absences were by far the most powerful (the others were marginally significant,

and the direction of the effect for teacher-rated competence is surprisingly, if

minimally, positive). Clearly, children at highest risk for dropout have been on the
dropout trajectory since their entry into high school, and likely long before. The
ease of their identification—even on the basis of attendance and overage for grade
alone—suggests that they can readily be identified and intervened with long

before they get to the point of dropping out. (p. 292)

Further, Duncan (2007) calculated a strong correlation between truancy and future
dropout rate. Using one state’s data, Duncan (2007) analyzed the relationships between

dropout rates and students’ ethnicity, gender, school size, school location, attendance

rate, and socioeconomic status (Duncan, 2007). The researcher looked at 273 public high
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schools in one state with a population of 1,544,044 students (Duncan, 2007). Using
secondary data from the Department of Education, the researcher also concluded that the
dropout rate was significantly higher for males (Duncan, 2007). Although the correlations
between the data were strong, the researcher made several attempts to “make meaning”
from the data without support from the literature as to why the correlations were
occurring. In a presentation by Seeley, cited in an article by Bridgeland, Dululio, and
Balfanz (2009), 80% of high school dropouts in Colorado were chronically truant the
year before they dropped out.

Researchers are not the only ones who have noticed that attendance and truancy
determine dropout potential. Cunningham (2007) found that school counselors and
administrators cited attendance as the number one reason students drop out of high
school. This absenteeism can lead to failing grades and academic struggles, because
students fall behind in the classroom. The ease with which these students can be
identified, based only on attendance and overall grades, suggests that these students can
receive help and support long before they drop out (Ripple & Luthar, 2000).

Some teachers in the study by Bridgeland, Dilulio, and Balfanz reported between
30% and 40% absenteeism in their classes on a typical day (2009). In the same study,
74% of teachers and 59% of principals said students were falling behind in their
schoolwork because of being chronically truant (Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Balfanz, 2009).
Low achievement and grade level retentions are two additional academic precursors to
leaving school (Barton, 2006).

The likelihood of dropping out is linked to academic outcomes in students’

freshman year (Neild, Stoner-Eby, & Furstenberg, 2008; Ripple & Luthar, 2000), and
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students who have been held back at least one year are twice as likely as non-retainers to
drop out (Ripple & Luthar, 2000).

Behavioral issues are also indicators of future dropping out. Many students are
pushed out of school due to discipline problems, especially ninth graders (Stearns &
Glennie, 2006). Suspensions, expulsions, and other discipline issues can lead to students
not wanting to return to school; this is especially prevalent among African American
males. Anderson (2007) found that one of the reasons why African American male
students drop out of school is that they have demonstrated behavioral problems. The
researcher looked at the perceptions of 60 teachers in middle and high schools regarding
why male students drop out of school (Anderson, 2007). After analyzing the results of a
survey with open-ended questions, Anderson (2007) found that the central theme around
discipline was negative peer influence. Of the teachers surveyed, 58 of the 60 (96.67%)
noted that peers have a negative influence on dropouts (Anderson, 2007). This research
demonstrated that behavioral issues are one of the major indicators of a future dropout.

In addition to school-related factors, personal life factors can play a part in the
decision to drop out. Girls are more likely to leave school for family reasons, such as
pregnancy and caretaking responsibilities for their immediate family (Stearns & Glennie,
2006). White males are more likely to leave school for employment reasons than other
ethnic groups or females (Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison, 2006; Stearns & Glennie,
2006). In a survey by Bridgeland, Dilulio, and Balfanz (2009), about half of the teachers
(48%) and principals (44%) reported knowing students who had dropped out of school to
get a job and support their families. Thus, both behavioral and personal issues can have

an effect on the decision to drop out.
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Although outside factors that lead to dropping out are often very visible, the
motivation to drop out can be a combination of many factors. Bridgeland, Dilulio, and
Balfanz (2009) interviewed teachers and principals to determine how they felt about
dropouts and whether they thought dropouts were an emergent or priority issue for K—12
schools. Seventy-six percent of principals surveyed and 59% of teachers believed that the
national dropout rate was a major problem, whereas only 14% of principals and 11% of
teachers thought the dropout problem deserved the title of “crisis” (Bridgeland, Dilulio,
& Balfanz, 2009). Some researchers, such as Swanson (2004a), believe the dropout issue
to be an epidemic.

Lacking solid data on the true depth and breadth of this crisis, it has been

tempting in the past to explain away the problem as an isolated one that only the

most troubled urban or rural areas need to worry about. But when almost one in
three entering high school students nationwide fails to earn a diploma, this

becomes everyone’s problem. (p. 8)

Others, such as Barton (2006) and Mishel and Roy (2006), have acknowledged that there
is an issue but did not believe it was of epidemic proportions. The lack of consensus as to
whether there is a crisis regarding dropouts has allowed these students to go unnoticed by
some, which leads to more dropouts.

As adults, some dropouts express regret regarding the decision they made to leave
school early. When surveyed by Bridgeland, Dilulio, and Morison (2006), several former
students stated that they had not thought about their future and graduation had seemed too
far away. Four out of five participants in the survey of 467 students, ages 16 to 25, who
had dropped out of school said that graduating high school was important to becoming

successful in life.

Seventy-four percent of our survey respondents said they would have stayed in
school, knowing what they know today about the expectations of the world, and
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76% said they would definitely or probably re-enroll in a high school for people
their age if they could. (Bridgeland et al., 2006, p. 10)

When the students decided to drop out of high school, 53% of the students surveyed said
they had intended to go back and finish; however, only 11% actually did (Bridgeland et
al., 2006). Knowing that students are dropping out and eventually regretting it should
motivate educators to help students stay in school.

Schools’ role in dropouts. Extensive research has addressed the reasons why a
student drops out of high school, yet there is minimal research on the schools’ role in this
decision; building conditions, classroom layouts, and staffing are factors that may lead to
an individual’s decision to leave school (Balfanz, Fox, Bridgeland, & McNaught, 2009;
Branham, 2004; Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2007; Darling-Hammond, Ancess, & Ort,
2002; Gardner, Ritblatt, & Beatty, 2000; Lair, 2003; O’Sullivan, 2006). Christle,
Jolivette, and Nelson (2007) collected data on students and high schools from the 2000—
2001 and 2001-2002 school years; their study examined the school-level variables that
showed strong correlations to the schools’ dropout rates. The school variables included
demographics; classroom environment; and administrator, staff, and student
characteristics. They investigated 196 high schools in Kentucky that had grades 9, 10, 11,
and 12 for at least two consecutive school years (Christle et al., 2007). After an
investigation of the schools’ demographic characteristics, 40 were purposefully chosen to
represent the top 20 and bottom 20 schools in terms of dropout statistics. The researchers
used the MANOVA statistical test to determine if there was a correlation between
demographics and dropout rate. The researcher used a p value of less than 0.004 (0.05/13
=0.004) to determine significance. Alpha is often set at 0.05, meaning that the result has a

5% (0.05) chance of not being true, divided by the number of factors (13), which determines
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the p value of 0.004. The findings revealed a statistically significant correlation between a
school’s dropout rate and school characteristics, grade level retention rate, SES, violation
rate, suspension rate, and board violation rate (Christle et al., 2007). However, the
researchers found a negative correlation between a school’s dropout rate and academic
achievement, school attendance rate, and rate of successful student transition to adult life.
When examining the difference between the schools with the highest and lowest dropout
rates, the researchers found that they differed significantly in academic achievement,
attendance rate, and successful transition into adult life. High and low dropout rates did
not correlate with law violation rate, ethnic background, enrollment, expulsion rate, or
gender (Christle et al., 2007). Although it was conducted on a purposeful sample of
schools at either end of the spectrum of dropout rates, the results of the study do correlate
with school characteristics.

When Christle et al. (2007) examined the schools with the highest and lowest
dropout rates using a case study approach, they found the principals of the high dropout
rate schools had been principals for less than four years, whereas the low dropout rate
schools had principals who had been at their schools for more than nine years (Christle et
al., 2007). Although the study provided rich information on dropouts, there is some
concern about how the data were interpreted. The researchers used secondary source data
to study the schools, as they were unable to access direct data. While the study examined
data on schools’ demographics and classroom environment as well as administrator,
student, and staff characteristics, the actual buildings themselves were not examined.

Research suggests that a school building’s infrastructure affects the academic

achievement of students who attend the school. Branham (2004) researched 226 schools
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in Houston, Texas, to determine whether school facilities affected academic achievement,
attendance, and the decision to drop out. The schools in the study were all part of the
Houston Independent School District (HISD), which has open enrollment for students in
the area; the researchers measured the demographics of staff and students and attendance
and dropout rates as well as infrastructure. The schools in the study also represented a
wide assortment of ethnic and racial populations. Data were collected from the HISD
Performance Review and from the school district’s yearly data publication (Branham,
2004). For both the attendance and dropout rates for each school, the researcher found
that attendance was lower in schools classified by the school district as needing repair
(Branham, 2004). In these schools, administrators could expect four to five students to be
absent each day (Branham, 2004). If we assume that attendance is one of the major
factors that affects a student’s decision to drop out, then infrastructure is also a factor
affecting dropout rates.

Although there is limited research on the connection between school facilities and
dropouts, there is research regarding how infrastructure affects academic achievement.
Research suggests that students who struggle academically, especially in the ninth grade,
are more likely to drop out of school than other students. Lair (2003) investigated the
impact of school facility conditions on student achievement by looking at the Ysleta
Independent School District in Texas, a high-poverty and high-achieving school system.
Using both qualitative and quantitative data, Lair (2003) conducted formal observations
of the school district and analyzed data from school district management systems. The
researcher used information from the previous eight years from the Ysleta ISD Public

Education Information Management System (PEIMS) and the Academic Excellence
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Indicator System (AEIS). The results of her interviews and surveys indicated there was a
positive connection between school facilities and student achievement (Lair, 2003).
Although the findings from this study are limited in their generalizability, they do suggest
that facilities affect student achievement; this could be further extended to have an effect
on schools’ dropout rates.

In a similar study, O’Sullivan (2006) investigated the relationship between
building conditions and student achievement in Pennsylvania. The researcher surveyed
205 Pennsylvania high schools selected at random. The principals surveyed indicated that
the age of the school building was a strong concern for them. Although most agreed that
their buildings were satisfactory or outstanding, they were concerned about at least one
problem or issue, such as the building’s age or the air conditioning/heating system
(O’Sullivan, 2006).

Other studies suggest that school size also affects dropout rates. Several
researchers have demonstrated that smaller schools have a more positive impact on
students than larger schools. In one such study, Gardner, Ritblatt, and Beatty (2000)
randomly selected 67 large (2,000 or more students) and small (between 200 and 600
students) high schools in California to investigate the issues that arise between school
size and student outcome. Gardner et al. (2000) used data on dropouts obtained from the
California High School Performance Report. After statistical analysis on the data, the
smaller schools were shown to have significantly lower dropout rates than the larger
schools. Similarly, Darling-Hammond, Ancess, and Ort (2002) conducted a seven-year
study on new schools in an urban setting and demonstrated that smaller schools saw more

student success and the students felt more connected to the teachers. The first set of data
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was collected when the selected schools were planning and initiating their improvement
plans. Darling-Hammond et al. (2002) also collected data twice more to follow a cohort.
The goal of the research was to analyze student data when a school went from a large-
school setting to an individualized learning environment. As the cohort graduated, the
researchers found higher attendance rates, fewer behavior issues, better performance in
academics, and higher graduation rates than the previous large-school setting (Darling-
Hammond et al., 2002). Though the schools in their study were created to replace
existing, failing high schools, the researchers showed the impact that smaller schools can
have on students.

Some researchers, such as Balfanz, Fox, Bridgeland, and McNaught (2009), even
suggest that communities rally around the creation of schools designed for between 300
and 500 students. Harris (2006-2007), however, found the costs of smaller classrooms
and schools overwhelmingly outweighed the benefits of smaller schools. Nonetheless, he
claims that, if feasible, smaller classrooms and smaller schools are the best way to reform
the school system. Balfanz et al. (2009) made the point that school size does make a
difference in student performance. They gave examples of successful school systems that
have implemented smaller schools and other reforms such as Boston’s Pilot Schools, the
New Century High School Effort in New York City, and Renaissance 2010 in Chicago
(Balfanz et al., 2009). However, the financial limitations to creating high schools of that
size are overwhelming.

As mentioned previously, poor attendance at school is a leading indicator of a
student becoming a future dropout. Jones, Toma, and Zimmer (2008) investigated

whether there was any correlation between school size and attendance, and they found an
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inverse correlation: As school size increased, the attendance rate decreased. After
collecting data from the Texas Education Agency’s Academic Excellence Indicator
System for all Texas public high schools, Jones et al. (2008) determined that smaller
schools had a higher attendance averages than larger schools. Using the school
enrollment coefficient, they determined that “increasing the enrollment by one student
leads to a 0.02% decline in average daily attendance rate. Finally, an increase of one
student per teacher would decrease the average daily attendance rate by 0.14%” (Jones et
al., 2008, p. 145). Thus, increasing the number of students in classrooms and schools
could have a significant impact on attendance rates.

Other researchers, however, found conflicting results regarding the impact of
smaller schools. Schneider, Wyse, and Kessler (2007) examined student math scores
from the National Longitudinal Study of 1988 for students from large schools (2,000 or
more students) and those from smaller schools (800—1,199 students). These researchers
concluded there was no benefit from smaller schools, and in some cases, the larger
schools may have been more successful. Duncan (2007) hypothesized larger schools
would have a higher percentage of dropouts than mid- and smaller-sized schools but
found the opposite to be true—smaller schools had the highest percentage of dropouts,
not larger schools. Although her data were derived from percentages, not raw data, and
compared two schools over three years, she did suggest that school size may not make
much of a difference and that school size may be just one factor in a decision to drop out
of high school. Darling-Hammond, Ross, and Millikan (2006-2007) may have put it best:
“Whereas the literature is fairly consistent in finding positive relationships with smaller

elementary school size and student achievement, the questions raised for high schools are
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more complex” (pp. 173—174). In addition to the individual characteristics of dropouts,
school size may also play a role in the dropout process.
Alternative Schools

History of alternative schools. The history of the alternative education system
dates back to the early 1800s. The purpose of the education system at that time was to
prepare individuals for the industrial workforce (Miller, 1996). Many religious groups
and educational reformers began opting out of public schools and choosing their own
methods of education. Much of the eventual reform began in the early 1900s with John
Dewey and the progressive education movement (Leiding, 2008; Miller, 1996). Dewey
and his followers believed that education was not just for the intelligence of the student
but also for the student’s complete, well-rounded development. “Dewey felt that
education was more than test scores, achievement standards, discipline, and order in the
classroom. It was an integral part of life. He also placed emphasis on experimental/hands-
on learning” (Leiding, 2008, p. 3).

According to Leiding (2008), the most influential turning point in alternative
education was a report called the Eight Year Study. The study, conducted between 1930
and 1940, allowed high schools to produce new curricula that expanded on traditional
learning environments. After observing individuals during and after college, researchers
found the students they tracked had scored higher on entrance exams to college and were
more successful later in life than those in the control group (Leiding, 2008). The
commission of the Eight Year Study created a working list of locations where schools had
a large number of failing students and planned to give these high schools the opportunity

to change their curricula to meet the needs of their students. The committee included both
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public and private schools of varying sizes in many parts of the United States (Aikin,
1942). The overarching plan was to join schools and colleges in working toward
improving secondary schools (Aikin, 1942). The high schools began working on their
plans in the fall of 1933, making decisions on everything from curriculum to
organizational dynamics (Aikin, 1942). Even though each school, 30 in total, went its
own direction, two trains of thought tied the schools together. “The first was that the
general life of the school and methods of teaching should conform to what is now known
about the ways in which human beings learn and grow” (Aikin, 1942, p. 17). Schools
began thinking about teaching as a process of engaging students in learning. The second
major connector was that each school revived its reason for existence: helping students to
become successful. The goal was to discover what students need to learn and to come to
the realization “that the primary purpose of education is to lead our young people to
understand, to appreciate, and to live the kind of life for which we as people have been
striving throughout our history” (Aikin, 1942, p. 18). The commission group met
frequently to assess the progress made at each school, and the study continued to follow
these students. In 1936, two years after the implementation of the newly created
programs, 2,000 students graduated from these schools and entered college. The staff,
unable to follow all 2,000 students through college, selected students attending 25
colleges to follow through their college years. One of the major findings of the study was
that “students from the participating schools which made the most fundamental
curriculum revision achieved in college distinctly higher standing than that of the

students of equal ability with whom they were compared” (Aikin, 1942, p. 117). Based
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on the concepts in this study, schools began expanding ideas and curricula in an effort to
provide more options for students.

However, progressive reform began to weaken as Americans watched the Russian
space craft Sputnik launch into space and the Cold War ensue (Leiding, 2008). The
education system reverted to being subject-centered and relying on test scores to compete
globally. Eventually, open schools were divided by type, such as magnet and vocational
schools. “Using characteristics of the alternatives offered outside of public education,
educators within the public school system designed their own alternatives to conventional
education with the advent of open schools” (Lange & Sletten, 2002, p. 4). The faculty
and staff of the open schools inspired students to dive into their own personal growth and
to participate in the creation of the education they wanted to receive (McGee, 2001). The
1960s and 1970s led to a reexamination of education’s social structure. Many of the
alternatives came from the ideas presented by John Dewey and his radical reform designs
(Neumann, 2003). However, the alternative schools at that time were

Propelled by popular dissatisfaction with schooling, numerous reports of school

ineffectiveness, recommendations for alternatives by leading educational

organizations and government commissions, financial support from governmental
and corporate/foundation sources, encouragement from state departments of
education, and support from universities in network construction and advice on

school development and operations. (Neumann, 2003, p. 106)

The national government felt pressure from citizens regarding the ineffectiveness of
public schools and the increase in alternative education, so a task force was created to
examine traditional and alternative schools.

Task Force *74 urged school districts to move toward a system-wide range of

alternatives that would be responsive to the needs of all students. In summation,

the Task Force stated principles of diversity and participation needed to be

accepted if high schools were to be more effective in meeting the students’ needs.
In addition to development and evaluation of alternative programs, the Task Force
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proposed citizens and parents become more involved in the activities of the high
schools. (Neumann, 2003, p. 130)

This allowed states to introduce their own alternative public education plans. One year
later, 13 states had developed or were developing their own programs (Neumann, 2003).
The early 1980s began with economic hardship and high unemployment. Blame
was placed on schools and education systems because of low SAT scores and declines in
technical skills (Neumann, 2003). The National Commission on Excellence in Education
prepared a report called 4 Nation at Risk, stating that there was a crisis within the
education system (Neumann, 2003).
There was a general concern that the U.S. educational system was falling short of
the implicit goal of keeping American students better educated than students in
the rest of the world. Longtime U.S. industries were becoming challenged by high
quality products produced less expensively overseas; many believed this was due
to American students falling behind their foreign counterparts in learning the
skills necessary to keep the American economy afloat. Consequently, the federal

government initiated steps to examine the quality of the education students in U.S.
schools were receiving. (Center for the Study of Mathematics Curriculum, 2005,

p- 1
By the mid-1980s, alternative settings continued to grow in popularity—so much so that
school systems began to utilize the idea as well. School systems began opting for
alternative schools for students who were troubled or failed to conform to the traditional
school setting. School systems designed programs to help students to become successful
in a new environment. School systems now had a firm grip on how to use alternative
education. Near the end of the 1980s and into the early 1990s, alternative schools
increasingly became the last resort for students who could not, or refused to be,
successful in the traditional setting. The 1980s saw success in providing quality education
and meeting the needs of students in alternative settings, which served at-risk youth

despite disapproving views from many educators and parents (Neumann, 2003). Public
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schools were forced to make decisions based on the increasing demand for alternative
settings for their students. In the 21% century, alternative schools are receiving even more
funding from local, state, and federal governments (Laffitte, 2008). Schools have also
been aided by the addition of new technologies, which are making it more convenient for
schools to provid alternative education (Leiding, 2008). All of these changes imply that
the alternative system will continue to transform and evolve to meet students’ needs.
Definition of alternative schools. As alternative schools continue to change to
meet the needs of students, the definition of alternative education has also changed. In
1981, when public school districts were expanded to include alternative settings, the U.S.
Department of Education developed the following definition: “A full-time educational
program, available to students on a voluntary basis that differs distinctly from the
majority of programs offered in a district” (p. 11). Today, a broad definition is provided
by Laudan Y. Aron of the Urban Institute (2006):
The term “alternative education” in its broadest sense covers all educational
activities that fall outside the traditional K—12 school system (including home
schooling, GED preparation programs, special programs for gifted children,
charter schools, etc.), although the term is often used to describe programs serving
vulnerable youth who are no longer in traditional schools. (p. 3)
For the purpose of data collection, the U.S. Department of Education (2003) has created a
definition of alternative education, as follows:
A public elementary/secondary school that: (1) addresses needs of students that
typically cannot be met in a regular school, (2) provides nontraditional education,
(3) serves as an adjunct to a regular school, or 4) falls outside of the categories of
regular, special education, or vocational education. (Definition section, para. 1)

Ultimately, it is up to individual states and school districts to determine their definition of

alternative education.
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For the purposes of the current research, alternative education refers to any
schools established by the state or school districts that serve students who are not
successful in the traditional high school setting (Aron, 2006). Students who have failing
grades, learning disabilities, low attendance, or behavioral issues have access to an
alternative education program that provides them with a chance to learn in a different
environment (Aron, 2006).

Types of alternative schools. Raywid (1994) described three types of alternative
education schools, and even today’s alternative programs can be grounded in one of these
three types. Type I alternatives strive to make school stimulating and may specialize in a
specific area of education. These schools reflect major differences from traditional
schools and are also choice schools where individual opt to attend. Examples of Type I
schools include magnet schools, governor’s schools, and schools that focus on special
content. A Type I school may focus on math and science, world languages, or liberal arts.
“Most of these schools are full time, multi-year educational settings for all kinds of
students, especially those that need more individualization, are gifted, or are interested in
a particular subject or thematic area” (Obleton, 2010, p. 18). These are optional schools
that students choose to attend.

Type I alternative programs host students who are sentenced by their traditional
schools to attend an alternative program, and they may be last-chance options (Raywid,
1994). Students in these types of settings have been sent there for a specific length of
time and, when deemed ready, are sent back to their original schools (Aron, 2006). Some
Type Il programs require students to complete the work of classes from which they were

removed, while others focus on the basics of study skills (Raywid, 1994). “The aim is to
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reform students who have not been successful in traditional settings and usually place
them in separate locations” (Obleton, 2010, p. 20). For example, a student may have a
discipline issue at the traditional school. To adequately provide appropriate education, the
student is sent to the alternative school for six weeks until he or she is able to return to
the traditional setting. Finally, Type III programs “are for students who are presumed to
need remediation or rehabilitation—academic, social/emotional, or both. The assumption
is that after successful treatment students can return to mainstream programs” (Raywid,
1994, p. 27). Type III programs provide beneficial programs and counseling, which allow
students to grow and return to the traditional school. For example, a student who is
struggling with low grades and depression can attend a Type III school for counseling
and academic support.

Alternative programs can usually be classified within one of the three types of
alternative settings. Some programs, however, may functionally work in one type but
have a few features of another (Raywid, 1994). For example, an alternative program may
be Type II, focusing on the basics of studies and skills for students who have not been
academically successful in the traditional school setting, while functioning as a Type III
with the same students who need remediation or rehabilitation, be it academic,
social/emotional, or both. Alternative schools use both types of programs to meet the
needs of their students.

To better understand the differences between the three types of alternative schools
suggested by Raywid (1994), Lange and Sletten (1995) conducted a study to examine
alternative programs. This study was conducted in Minnesota and included the directors

of alternative programs and a random selection of teachers from these same schools
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(Lange, 1998; Lange & Sletten, 1995). The directors were surveyed about their programs,
admissions and exit policies, tracking issues, and other organizational matters (Lange,
1998; Lange & Sletten, 1995). Respondents were allowed to answer a question
independently rather than choose from certain multiple choice questions. The response
rate was 63%. Many of the schools had programs that could be classified according to the
three types of alternative education suggested by Raywid (1994). However, the directors
of these schools felt that they had more flexibility over admission and dismissals, number
of students, program offerings, and overall evaluation (Lange, 1998; Lange & Sletten,
1995). This allowed the directors to combine program offerings from Types I to III. They
called this Type IV alternative program a “hybrid” (Lange & Sletten, 1995, p. 6). The
Type IV mixture “combines school choice, remediation, and innovation to form a ‘second
chance’ program that provides another opportunity for success within the educational
system” (Lange & Sletten, 2002, p. 12). The freedom of Type IV programs allows
alternative schools the flexibility to best fit the needs of their students.

Success in alternative schools. To determine success in alternative schools, the
differences between traditional and alternative settings need to be examined. One
important study comparing the two settings was conducted by Saunders and Saunders
(2001). The researchers studied students who were once in a traditional high school
setting but who then attended a newly opened alternative school in the Midwest. The
study compared traditional and alternative school environments from the viewpoints of
the students. The initial self-reported questionnaires showed that two-thirds of all
students had been absent from their traditional school for more than five weeks (Saunders

& Saunders, 2001). “Half of the students reported they had had at least one out-of-school
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suspension in the year prior to attending the new alternative school” (Saunders &
Saunders, 2001, p. 14). These students also reported that their grades had been an issue;
70% reported having received Ds and Fs during the previous year of school (Saunders &
Saunders, 2001). Other common responses from students indicated that they had a lack of
motivation, behavior issues, alcohol and drug issues, and high-risk sexual activity
(Saunders & Saunders, 2001). One hundred students completed the questionnaire, which
constituted a 63% response rate.

Saunders and Saunders (2001) waited several months to distribute the second
survey about the alternative school to minimize comparisons between the surveys. The
second survey was designed to compare students’ experiences at traditional schools and
their current alternative schools. In the first survey, the students reported that their
teachers at the traditional school did not understand or care about them (Saunders &
Saunders, 2001). On a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), the mean rating
for the responses to the five questions about teachers at traditional schools was 2.40
(Saunders & Saunders, 2001). This score was between the strongly disagree and disagree
from the surveys. When surveyed about the alternative education schools, students rated
their teachers at a mean of 3.78.. This average was higher than that of the traditional
school, closer to agree. Their overall experience at the alternative schools was also rated
more highly than at the traditional schools. When asked about their traditional school
experiences, “Nearly two-thirds of the students described it as ‘poor’ and twenty-eight
percent of respondents said it was ‘fair’” (Saunders & Saunders, 2001, p. 18). Students’
reasons for the poor and fair ratings included that teachers didn’t work with students on

an individual basis, the amount of homework given, problems with other students, and
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getting in trouble (Saunders & Saunders, 2001). In comparison, 79% described the
alternative school as excellent or very good (Saunders & Saunders, 2001). This research
gives a general idea of the impact of alternative schools. Although only students’
experiences with staff were compared, the study opens the door for more research to
show the impact alternative schools can have on students.

Alternative schools are successful for students when the schools provide adequate
support and guidance for each student. “To be effective, alternative education must adapt
to the uniqueness of the setting, the transitory nature of the population, and the
characteristics of the youth. To this extent, effective alternative education is ‘special,’
that is, it responds to the unique needs of groups of students, in unusual surroundings”
(Guerin & Denti, 1999, p. 77). Using a collection of studies, Henrich (2005) created the
table below to show the characteristics of typical alternative education programs. Henrich
(2005) conducted a study to investigate Raywid’s alternative school typology by studying
leadership in one Arizona program. Henrich (2005) discovered that Raywid’s typology
described typical practices but it did not demonstrate the use of multiple techniques to
meet the needs of the student. Henrich (2005) suggested that alternative education must
be designed so that staff can use nontraditional practices to meet the challenging needs of
students, including students who may need advanced help with their social, emotional,
and academic lives. The researcher found the Arizona school to be predominantly a Type
III school but included aspects of Types I and II (Henrich, 2005). The research also
demonstrated that the school had Type IV characteristics. Because of the differences
among alternative education offerings, each school must create a culture and mission that

conveys its vision. The culture it creates has to take important factors into account, such
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as class size. “The most promising schools have a clear focus on academic learning that

combines high academic standards with engaging and creative instruction” (Leone &

Drakeford, 1999, p. 87).

Table 1
Typical Alternative Education Program Characteristics

Staffing Instruction Focus Nontraditional
Small school, class | Standards-based Supportive Flexible scheduling,
size, staff environment evening hours,

multiple shifts

Low student-to- Innovative and Informal or high Student and staff
teacher ratio varied curricula structure entry choice

Adult mentors Functional behavior | Student-orientation | Reduced school
assessments days

Leadership from Self-paced Proactive or Linkages between

either a principal or | instruction problem focus (i.e., | schools and

director/teacher- last chance) workplaces

director

Lack of specialized | Vocational training | Character, theme, or | Intensive counseling

services (e.g.,
library, career

involving work in
the community

emphasis from
interests of founding

and monitoring

counseling) teachers
Dynamic leadership | Social skills Teacher—student and | Collaboration across
instruction student—student school systems and

relationships

other human service
agencies

Fewer rules and less
bureaucracy

Individualized and
personalized
learning

Collegiality with
faculty and students

From “Expansion of an Alternative School Typology,” by R. Henrich, 2005, The Journal
of At-Risk Issues, 11(1), p. 26. Copyright 2011 by R. Henrich. Reprinted with permission.

Once students have been placed in alternative settings, the programs in place help

them make it to graduation—guidance which may not have been given in traditional

settings. This may involve mixing Raywid’s typologies to suit the needs of students.

Leary (2011) conducted a qualitative study on the perceptions of graduates from a rural

alternative education program. She interviewed 15 graduates from the Rising Star
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program in Tennessee to determine the effectiveness of the program in terms of the
graduates’ later adult lives, based on their personal experiences. In her interviews, Leary
(2011) found that the students felt prepared after graduating. The individuals were asked
to compare their alternative and traditional school experiences. Some common themes in
this comparison were smaller class sizes and more support and interaction in the
alternative setting (Leary, 2011). One limitation to the study was the researcher had
previously worked for that particular school; however, the results are consistent with
those of other studies.

Alternative settings can motivate students to complete their diplomas. These
settings can also motivate students to return in school even after having already dropped
out. Alvarado (2011) conducted research on individuals who had dropped out of high
school and eventually graduated from a four-year university. He wanted to understand
what factors motivated them to return and then complete a four-year degree (Alvarado,
2011). He selected 10 graduates who met the criteria and used open-ended, guided
interview questions. To increase the validity of the study, Alvarado (2011) piloted the
questions with individuals who would not be part of the study. After conducting his
interviews and analyzing the responses to his research questions, Alvarado found the
themes that emerged to be consistent with those in the literature on the topic. The
research showed that the participants reported absenteeism as the most significant reason
for why they dropped out of school (Alvarado, 2011). Other major factors for dropping
out included dislike of the social setting and the need to join the workforce (Alvarado,
2011). Some of the participants’ major motivations to return to school were life struggles

and to serve as a role model for their kids; their families often assisted them in returning
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to school (Alvarado, 2011). Although it may have taken these participants a little more
time than other students to finish high school and college, they finished with the help of
their families and the motivation from their own personal desires.

Summary

School systems have seen many changes, including those initiated by the federal
government. The federal government’s No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) holds states
accountable and responsible for creating and implementing annual assessment
measurements to meet its academic requirements (Pinkus, 2006). In exchange for
meeting these federal mandates, each state receives federal funding to help the state reach
its target. According to NCLB, one of the leading indicators of a successful school
system is attendance and graduation and dropout rates. While there is no single reason
students drop out of school, most dropouts have issues within one or more of the
following: attendance/truancy issues, lack of academic achievement, discipline issues,
and real-life events. Nationally, the on-time graduation rate is between 68% and 75%
(Swanson, 2004b).

School systems have become increasingly aware of the need to help students who
show warning signs that they may drop out or who can no longer remain in traditional
school settings because of discipline issues. Alternative schools have become an outlet to
help these students while also meeting federal mandates. School systems have created
alternative schools and programs to meet the needs of their students. Raywid (1994)
described three types of alternative education schools. Type I alternatives are set up to
challenge students who choose not to attend a traditional school (Raywid, 1994).

Examples of Type I schools include magnet schools, governor’s schools, and schools that
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focus on special content. Type II alternative programs meet the needs of students who are
sentenced by their traditional schools to attend an alternative program, and they may be
last-chance options. Some Type II programs require students to complete the work of
classes from which they were removed, while others focus on the basics of study skills
(Raywid, 1994). Type III programs are designed to remediate or rehabilitate students who
are struggling academically, socially, or both, with the goal of reintroducing them into
their traditional schools. Henrich (2005) found that some alternative schools combine the
different types and suggested a fourth type of alternative school: those that are
predominantly Type III but include aspects of Types I and II. Each school, because of the
many differences among students, must create a mission and culture that convey its
vision while meeting the needs of its students.

Schools that create alternative programs to meet students’ needs are likely to
produce students who are successful and graduate from school. One particular study, by
Leary (2011), asked individuals to compare their alternative and traditional school
experiences and found that these individuals felt more prepared after graduating from an
alternative school. Related to the present study’s setting, The Virginia Department of
Education (VDOE) has created several opportunities for students who wish to reach
graduation. Although much effort has been put into keeping students in traditional high
schools, there are some cases in which a student cannot excel in his or her current
circumstances, such as when a student has attendance or discipline issues. The VDOE
created regional alternative education programs to provide services to students in which
two or more school divisions work together; some school systems have also created their

own alternative schools with support from the VDOE.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

To understand how high school graduates who attended alternative schools make
meaning of their experiences, I employed a qualitative research design. I addressed
questions related to the graduates’ experiences in both traditional and alternative schools,
comparing these different educational experiences. I explored how these individuals
make meaning of their experiences within these schools. Many studies (Anderson, 2007;
Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Balfanz, 2009; Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison, 2006; Bridgeland,
Dilulio, & Streeter, 2007; Cunningham, 2007; Dalton, Glennie, & Ingels, 2009; Duncan,
2007; Layton, 2010; Neild, Stoner-Eby, & Furstenberg, 2008; Ripple & Luthar, 2000;
Stearns & Glennie, 2006; Swanson, 2004b) have looked at the causes of dropping out;
however, few have investigated students who have attended alternative schools. In one
such study, Leary (2011) found interviewed individuals to have felt prepared after
graduating from an alternative school. The individuals were asked to compare their
alternative and traditional school experiences. Some common themes found in this
comparison were alternative schools’ smaller class sizes and greater support and
interaction (Leary, 2011).

Graduates discussed their class size being smaller and how the low teacher—

student ratio allowed the students more supports and more one-on-one time with

teachers and peers. The program made graduation possible for many students who

otherwise would not have had that chance. Several interviewees supported the

program, mentioning they would have dropped out or given up if they were not

afforded this opportunity to be in the alternative Rising Stars program. (Leary,

2011, p. 81)
The stories from these graduates and the graduates in the present research could guide

teachers, counselors, and administrators in tailoring programs to help similar at-risk

students.
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This study increases awareness of how alternative education can help students
who are struggling academically, behaviorally, or both. The information provided from
the graduates can potentially assist in developing, redesigning, or discussing funding of
alternative schools and programs. The results from the analysis in this study will help
educators to recognize which attributes of alternative schools most benefit students.
Based on its emerging themes, this study will provide recommendations to school
systems to assist struggling students.

Overview of Methodology

This study took an interpretive, basic qualitative approach to describe the
experiences of graduates from alternative schools. Merriam (2009) writes, “The overall
purpose [of qualitative research] is to understand how people make sense of their lives
and their experiences” (p. 23). Thus, a basic, interpretive study best captures the essence
of the participants’ experiences in alternative education. Merriam (2009) expresses,

The overall purposes of qualitative research are to achieve an understanding of

how people make sense out of their lives, delineate the process (rather than the

outcome or product) of meaning making, and describe how people interpret what

they experience” (p. 14).

She further states, “The key concern is understanding the phenomenon of interest from
the participants’ perspectives, not the researcher’s” (p. 14). In saying this, Merriam
emphasized that the researcher’s job is to facilitate the experience. Data collected and

analyzed through this approach are brought together to elucidate recurring ideas or

patterns.

Research Questions
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This study was designed to explore the perceptions of high school graduates who
attended alternative education schools. The following questions provide the basis of this
study:

1. How do high school graduates perceive their alternative education experience in
contrast to their traditional education experience?
2. How do high school graduates make meaning of their experience while in the
alternative schools?
Research Participants

To explore these research questions, eight graduates who have attended a Type IV
hybrid alternative school were selected from several rural and suburban schools (Lange &
Sletten, 1995). Most alternative schools in the Virginia region of focus in this study can
be described as fitting Lange and Sletten’s (1995) Type IV hybrid model of alternative
education. The Type IV mixture is a combination of Raywid’s (1994) three types of
alternative schools. As described in Chapter 2, Type I schools are choice schools, such as
magnet schools, which place an emphasis on challenge and may even focus on a specific
area of content. Type II schools host students who are sent there by their traditional high
schools for a last-chance option and who may return to the traditional school upon
completion of the determined requirements (Raywid, 1994). Type III programs are
designed to rehabilitate students who are struggling either academically or socially (or
both) in the traditional setting and offer an alternative setting. Type IV schools are
usually a combination of Type II and Type III schools, providing flexibility to the school
to work for what is best for the needs of its students. They offer another opportunity for

students to find success in schools (Lange & Sletten, 2002).
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Students attending these Type IV alternative schools are sent there for a specific
length of time and can be sent back to their traditional high school. During their time at
the alternative schools, students may be required to complete the work of classes from
which they were removed. They may receive academic, social, or emotional remediation.
Type IV schools have the flexibility to design programs to best fit the needs of their
students, and they can be adjusted as needed.

To identify participants, I started with the most recent graduates and worked
backwards until the eight participants had been obtained. I continued to add participants
until no new information was forthcoming (Merriam, 2009). The participants had to have
spent at least nine weeks, an academic quarter term, at the alternative school to be able to
fully assess the differences between their experiences at both types of schools. Personal
acquaintances were utilized to identify potential participants who met the research
criteria. Graduates who attended alternative education schools were originally placed
because of academics, behavior, court mandates, or a combination of these factors. These
graduates were at risk of dropping out of school, were not earning the required number of
credits for graduation with a regular diploma, or had behavioral problems that distracted
their classmates in the traditional schools. Individuals who had graduated from high
school, attended an alternative school, and earned a standard or advanced diploma were
interviewed.

After identification, I contacted the individuals to elicit participation. As the
necessary number of graduates could not be reached through the initial contacts, the
snowball technique was used to find other possible graduates. Each participant was asked

after the interview if they knew of other individuals who met the research requirements.
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The snowball technique “involves locating a few key participants who easily meet the
criteria you have established for participation in the study. As you interview these early
key participants, you ask each one to refer you to other participants” (Merriam, 2009, p.
79). The snowball technique allowed me to obtain a population that is sometimes hard to
reach. However, snowballing can lead to a bias toward individuals who have an existing
relationship to the original sample, which may imply that the sample is not diverse
(Faugier & Sargeant, 1997). It does not discount their stories; it may, however, limit its
generalizability. This study focused on the individual’s experience within the traditional
and alternative schools; while a diverse sample is valuable, it does not necessarily impact
the nature of the individual’s experience. Each potential graduate was contacted to see if
he or she met the research criteria, and I relied on the snowballing technique only when
enough participants had not been reached through initial contacts.
Data Collection and Analysis

The collection of data and effective interview protocol were drawn from Merriam
(2009) and were developed to elicit comprehensive data regarding the research questions.
Merriam (2009) described the process of data collection as vibrant and enlightening and
that it becomes more dynamic as the analysis continues. The interview protocol was
developed to address the research questions based on the Natriello, Pallas, and McDill’s
(1986) decision-making model. I developed a series of in-depth questions to elicit
information about participants’ alternative school experiences and traditional school
experiences. The interview questions were semi-structured and were asked during in-
depth interviews that were open-ended to allow participants to speak freely and to be able

to control the direction of the conversation. “This format allows the researcher to respond
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to the situation at hand, to the emerging worldview of the respondent, and to new ideas
on the topic” (Merriam, 2009, p. 90). Examples of some questions that were used include
“Could you describe your first week in the alternative school?”” and “Based upon your
experiences in both schools, what practices in the alternative school do you wish you had
in the traditional setting? What recommendations would you make regarding
improvements to your alternative school?” See Appendix C for the interview protocol.
The interviews were collected over a two-month period, and each lasted approximately
60 to 90 minutes.

Interview protocol. I designed the interviews to elicit background information
and information on participants’ initial experiences in the traditional setting, how they
arrived at the alternative schools, and their experiences in the alternative schools. During
the interview, I worked to gain the trust of the individual so that he/she could speak freely
when answering the questions. I also digitally recorded each interview with permission
from the participants and then transcribed the audio files verbatim. Upon completion of
each interview, | wrote a separate memo to capture any initial thoughts, hunches, and
reflections as well as tentative themes. This allowed me to look back at the data at a later
time and recall feelings from the interview, which adds credibility to the research. Near
the conclusion of each interview, I asked the participant to write a letter to a student who
might be in the same situation as the participant had been in when he/she was a student in
the traditional high school. From these letters, I hoped to learn more about the
participants’ processing of their experiences. Merriam (2009) stated, “The specific
purpose for generating documents is to learn more about the situation, person, or event

being investigated” (p. 119).
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Data analysis and coding. My analysis aimed to share the stories and voices of
the graduates who attended alternative education schools.

Data analysis is the process of making sense out of the data. And making sense

out of the data involves consolidating, reducing, and interpreting what people

have said and what the researcher has seen and read—it is the process of making

meaning. (Merriam, 2001, p. 178)

By reviewing the existing literature and referring to the theoretical framework, a list of a
priori codes was derived to provide guidance in understanding the graduates’
experiences. The three a priori codes—social, environmental, and instructional were
generated based on the literature review presented in Chapter 2. To facilitate the analysis
of the data, a computer program was utilized. The computer program helped with
collecting, coding, managing, visualizing, and analyzing the data.

First, coding began after all interviews had taken place and all memoing had been
completed; this kept the coding of all interviews consistent and reliable. The first cycle of
coding began by using the a priori codes. During the first cycle of coding, I also looked
for in vivo codes. Frequently used terms and reoccurring words from the participants
were coded as in vivo codes. Creswell (2007) states that in vivo codes are “names that are
the exact words used by the participants” (p. 153). This process kept the research rooted
in the participants’ own voices.

While it is good to begin data collection and coding with a priori codes, it is also
vital to look for another set of codes that may emerge after reading and analyzing the
data. Creswell (2009) stated, “coding is the process of organizing the material into
chunks or segments of text before bringing meaning to the information” (p. 186). These

themes emerge from the data and are different from the a priori and in vivo codes. The

language of the graduates guided the development of the themes. “Moving beyond
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coding, classifying pertains to taking the text or qualitative information apart, and looking
for categories, themes, or dimensions of information” (Creswell, 2007, p. 153). 1
intensely analyzed and scrutinized the categories and themes that emerged to develop a
comprehensive understanding of the data. As patterns emerged, I classified them into
categories. “Categories are conceptual elements that ‘cover’ or span many individual
examples (or bits or units of the data you previously identified) of the category”
(Merriam, 2009, p. 181). The complete code list for this research was included in
Appendix E.

Based on Natriello, Pallas, and McDill’s (1986) decision-making model, I
compared results, offered possible additional information to the theoretical model if
needed, and suggested areas for further study. I linked the categories and themes
developed to the decision-making model. “When categories and their properties are
reduced and refined and then linked together, the analysis is moving toward the
development of a model or theory to explain the data’s meaning” (Merriam, 2009, p.
193). The refined themes were thus added to the study of the graduates who had attended
alternative schools.

Validity and Reliability

Following Merriam’s (2009) approach to creating trustworthy research results, I
took several steps to ensure validity and reliability. To increase internal validity, I spent
time with the interview transcripts and letters, looking for possible alternative ways to
understand the data. This was done to ensure that the emerging themes were not
supported by alternative explanations (Merriam, 2009). Second, I articulated any bias and

previous experiences to the population being studied. “Such a clarification allows the
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reader to better understand how the individual researcher might have arrived at the
particular interpretation of the data” (Merriam, 2009, p. 219). In the final step of
increasing internal validity, I participated in peer examinations. Colleagues familiar with
the population examined the raw data to consider whether the findings were conceivable.
The process of peer examinations and checking for alternative explanations increased the
internal validity of this research.

I also employed an audit trail to ensure reliability. See Appendix D. According to
Merriam (2009), an audit trail details all research contacts and interviewee interactions
throughout the data collection process. I kept a running journal on how the data were
collected and categorized as well as on how decisions were made throughout the entire
process. When I scrutinized the interviews, I developed a coding journal that included all
the codes and definitions to maintain consistency within each interview. I also created a
reflective journal to record all feelings and interpretations immediately after the interview
to document any internal biases. “You write a separate memo to yourself capturing your
reflections, tentative themes, hunches, ideas, and things to pursue that are derived from
the first set of data” (Merriam, 2009, p. 161).

Human Participants and Ethical Precautions

Throughout the process, I maintained professional ethics with regard to using
human subjects. Prior to the start of the study, I obtained approval from George
Washington University’s Office of Human Research Institutional Review Board;
therefore, permission and approval were secured before any information was obtained,
released, or published. All participants received an informational research consent form

explaining the study’s purpose and their role as participants. Each participant was given
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information on his or her right to withdraw from the study at any time. I also assigned
each participant an alias to protect his/her anonymity. To protect participants, I kept the
years the individuals graduated and the names of the schools anonymous. Finally, at the
beginning of each interview, I reminded each participant that his or her anonymity would
be protected.
Summary

This interpretive, qualitative study was designed to explore the experiences of
high school graduates who had attended alternative schools. It also compared the
differences the students identified between their traditional and alternative educational
experiences. This study will aid educators in understanding the experiences of these
individuals and may suggest ways in which to improve or expand current alternative
schools and programs. The results from the data were used to answer this study’s

research questions.
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Chapter 4: Results

The purpose of this study was to investigate the experiences of high school
graduates who had previously attended alternative high schools. Specifically, it compared
the individuals’ experiences in their traditional and alternative high schools. The ways
these individuals made meaning of their experiences within the schools was also
explored. Throughout the data analysis, a priori codes were used along with developing
themes to answer the main research questions: How do high school graduates perceive
their alternative education experience in contrast to their traditional education
experience? How do high school graduates make meaning of their experience while in
the alternative schools? Each individual had a unique story to tell, and it was genuinely
personal. Each graduate also arrived at the alternative school through different means,
such as expulsion from traditional school, attendance issues, and/or academic problems.
Though each person had an individual experience, commonalities appeared through the
analysis process.

Based on the literature reviewed in Chapter 2, three a priori codes—
environmental, instructional, and social aspects—were developed to guide the research
during analysis. To better specify the initial a priori codes, the following definitions were
developed. Environmental factors included the physical environment of the building,
such as school size and orientation procedures, and the emotional environment, such as in
the feelings of being in the buildings. The instructional a priori code included class size
(the number of students in a classroom), academics, and instructional staff. The social
aspect of the schools included how students’ peers played a role in their experiences.

Data were then collected using semi-structured interviews and graduates’ personal letters.
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Once all graduate interviews and letters had been completed, the previously described a
priori codes were used to analyze the data. From the a priori codes, reoccurring themes
branched off. This continued until the data had been fully saturated.

In addition to the branching of the a priori codes, several open codes emerged.
These codes included self-determination, self-evaluation, and family involvement. Self-
determination the graduate’s ability to continue in school despite outside influence such
as relationship issues, family matters, and medical complications. Different from self-
determination was self-evaluation—that is, how the graduates viewed themselves through
the process and how they saw others like themselves. The role of family also emerged
throughout the graduates’ stories. Based on the data analysis, these results are shared in
this chapter. See Appendix E for the complete code tree.
Graduates

The eight graduates all had unique stories to share. They did, however, share
similar characteristics, including being from rural and suburban school systems and
having attended at least nine weeks, an academic quarter term, at a Type IV hybrid
alternative school (Lange & Sletten, 1995). Students enrolled in these Type IV hybrid
alternative schools attend for a specific length of time and may return to their traditional
high school. Type IV schools have the flexibility to design programs to best fit the needs
of their students, and they can be adjusted as needed. The following paragraphs serve as a
brief introduction to each graduate in this study. To protect their identities, all graduates
and schools attended were given pseudonyms by means of a random-name generator.
These brief paragraphs serve as introductions to the experiences of these individuals and

allow the reader to find connections within their words and voices.
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Rudy. Rudy is 18 years old and lives currently in a household with both his
mother and father. He is enrolled at his local community college and hopes to finish with
a certificate in a trade. Rudy’s first experience in alternative education began during his
eighth-grade year, when he was in a fight at his middle school. His mother worried that
this behavior would continue when Rudy entered high school, so she transferred him to
another high school within the same county. During his freshman year, he struggled
academically. During his sophomore year, he had to repeat a few classes because he did
not pass them the previous year. Midway through his second year, he was expelled for a
weapon violation on school property. He was sent to the alternative high school to finish
out his expulsion. While there, he was able to catch up on classes, and he returned to high
school his junior year. He graduated with his class.

Erik. Erik is 19 years old and lives currently with his dad. Both his mom and dad
were in his life during his school years, but then divorced. Erik spent his first two years at
his traditional high school and struggled academically to the point that he was thinking
about dropping out of school. With the help of his counselor and family, he was
transferred to the alternative school to work on his academics. He spent the entirety of his
eleventh-grade year at the alternative school, recovering credits to graduate. Because of
the success he was having at the alternative school, he was allowed to return during his
senior year to the traditional high school, where he was able to graduate with his class.

Michael. Michael is 18 years old and resides currently with his mom and dad. He
is waiting to leave for basic training in the military. Michael was an average student
academically during the first two years at his traditional high school. He struggled with

respecting teachers he did not like. Near the end of his sophomore year, Michael was
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caught carrying a weapon on school property and was expelled. Ultimately, his parents
appealed this decision, but it was upheld in the school board proceeding. After his
expulsion, he was sent to the alternative school for the entirety of his junior year. During
his time at the alternative school, Michael was granted several special privileges because
of his behavior and growth academically, including raising the U.S. Flag each morning
and working on the turf around the building. He returned to his traditional high school
and graduated with his class.

Kendra. Kendra is 19 years old and lives with her mother, father, and younger
brother. She is enrolled at the local community college and hopes to transfer to a school
that specializes in the field that she wants to pursue. She began her freshman year at her
local traditional high school. She started out very well, and she was enjoying school. At
about the middle of the year, she began to no longer want to go to school. Her grades
were dropping, and she was beginning to miss school days here and there, and
progressively got worse. Eventually, she was missing a good deal of class time. The days
that she did attend, she spent time with her guidance counselor, discussing why she did
not want to attend school. Near the end of the year, Kendra gave up on school despite her
family’s many efforts to get her to go to school. Her parents eventually discovered that
she had social anxiety disorder. With help from the same counselor, Kendra applied to
the alternative school to start the next academic year. She was accepted and was able to
attend the school. The environment at the alternative school, which had fewer students in
the school and classrooms, aided Kendra in dealing with her anxiety disorder. She spent

the next three years catching up on credits and graduated from the alternative school.
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Thomas. Thomas is 19 years old and lives with his mom and dad. He is enrolled
currently at the local community college and hopes to transfer to a four-year university
after his second year at the community college. He was an “A” and “B” student with a
love of band classes. Most of his classes at the traditional high school were advanced
level or Advanced Placement level. While on a field trip during his sophomore year, he
was caught with a weapon. He was expelled and sent to the alternative school for the
remainder of the school year. Many of the subjects he had to teach himself, because they
were not offered in the alternative school. He returned to the traditional high school his
junior and senior year and graduated with an advanced diploma.

Brian. Brian is 19 years old, lives with his parents, and is currently employed.
Brian spent his freshman year at a traditional school, where he was not performing well
academically and had a few problems with other students such as arguments and fighting.
The following year, he transferred to another traditional school within the same district. It
was during this sophomore year that Brian had conflicts with the legal system, which led
to his house arrest and, eventually, being placed in rehab for a drug problem. These
events also placed Brian behind academically, leading school officials to send him to the
alternative school to recover academic credits. After Brian had spent a year at the
alternative school and had recovered some of his credits, the alternative school
administrators sent him back to his traditional high school. Going on his fourth year at the
traditional school, he began to struggle again academically, but the alternative school
would not accept his return. With the help of teachers and counselors, he was eventually

able to graduate at the end of his fifth year.
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Kelly. Kelly is 21 years old and lives with her girlfriend of four years. She is
employed currently and attends a trade school. While in high school, she lived with her
mother and father. Kelly attended the traditional school during her freshman year;
academically, she was an average student. About midway through the year, her grades
began to decline, and she was having trouble dealing with other students at her school.
The school staff began to notice her decline and tried to find a way to get her invested in
the school by pairing her with a teacher who worked with students with special needs.
This opportunity became Kelly’s only solace while in high school. The problems with
other students, however, continued. Near the end of her freshman year, she was in a
physical fight with other students over drama and rumors. She finished the year expelled
from school. At the beginning of the next school year, she was sent to the alternative
school, where she excelled academically, socially, and emotionally. Kelly was allowed to
complete her high school career at the alternative school. Going into her senior year,
there were two classes she needed to graduate that were not offered at the alternative
school. The administration at both schools allowed her to attend the traditional school for
just those two classes. She graduated from the alternative school at the end of the school
year.

Trevor. Trevor is 21 years old, lives with his mother and father, and is currently
employed. He began his freshman year attending school regularly, but by the end of the
year he had missed many days. He received failing grades over the next two years, and he
was not attending school regularly. He started his third year one grade behind his peers,
and he thought about dropping out of school. Some staff members of the traditional

school suggested that he should drop out of school, because he would not finish. In his
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fourth year of high school, he connected with a teacher who suggested that he try going
to the alternative school to recover his grades and catch up on his academics. He had his
parents look into the school and, with permission from the new principal at the traditional
school, applied for admission. The principal of the alternative school accepted him, and
the following day Trevor started at his new school. The next year-and-a-half was not
without road blocks; soon after starting at the alternative school, his parents caught him
with drugs, and he was kicked out of his house. He hopped from house to house and
settled briefly with a friend. For the remainder of the school year and through most of his
fifth year, he lived at different friends’ houses. Despite challenges during his fifth year,
he did graduate from the alternative school and was able to participate in his traditional
high school’s graduation ceremony. He was also able to reunite with his family at the end
of the school year.

Research Question 1

The first research question guiding this inquiry was, “How do high school
graduates perceive their alternative education experience in contrast to their traditional
education experience?” To understand the similarities and differences between the
alternative and traditional school experiences, the analysis of the interviews and letters
using the a priori codes guided the results.

Instructional personnel. In analyzing the data, it became clear instructional
personnel had had a major impact—whether positive, negative, or both—on the graduates
at both schools. The term “instructional personnel” in this study refers to teachers,
guidance counselors, principals, and other staff. The similarities and differences between

the instructional personnel at both the alternative and the traditional schools were some of
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the most personal and heartfelt topics the graduates wanted to discuss. This was also the
one theme linking their feelings and experiences at both schools. One of the themes to
emerge from these data was how each graduate had at least one adult helping him/her in
both schools. The following are three stories tied directly to the experiences these
students had with instructional personnel.

Trevor. He struggled academically for the first four years of school. It was not
until the end of his fourth year that he discovered another option for finishing school. He
grappled with people telling him to drop out, substance abuse, and relationship issues.
When asked if he ever tried to reach out to any of his teachers at the traditional school, he
responded, “A few of ’em I tried, and they actually helped me; another few, they just
gave me, like, generic answers, and just throw me back into, like, a waiting queue”
(Trevor, personal communication, September 5, 2015). Other teachers told him he was
better off to drop out of school.

Some of my teachers told me that I might be better off dropping out of school.

Because I had already failed one grade, and so, at least statistically saying that,

once you fail a grade, you either end up dropping out of school or getting it...like
not graduating on time. (Trevor, personal communication, September 5, 2015)

Going into his fourth year of high school, he made a connection with one teacher in
particular, who, according to Trevor, was able to help him find his way.

We were really just like good friends, and a lot of my other friends that were in
her class were friends with her, and so, she was such a nice person, and she
actually paid attention to us, we ended up going to her class, and I ended up
passing her class with all A’s. So once that happened I was just like, “I’m not
gonna give up on school, I’'m just gonna keep going.” (Trevor, personal
communication, September 5, 2015)

This teacher suggested Trevor look into attending the alternative school and this could
provide Trevor with new opportunities. She was the only one, Trevor mentioned, who

recommended and advocated this option.
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I ended up talking to my genetics teacher, who was my favorite teacher, and she
told me about one option. And so my parents looked into it, and...I was just
interested from there, ’cause I had knew other people that had gone to this school,
that I didn’t know went to this school, but they actually told me that they enjoyed
this school. (Trevor, personal communication, September 5, 2015)

After applying, Trevor was selected to attend the alternative school in his area, where he
could get help in catching up on his academics and, eventually, graduate. He credits his
success to the teacher who helped him get to the alternative school and to the relationship
he developed with the alternative school principal. “Most credit I give for me completing
high school, besides myself, would be my principal at Chester Park.” (Trevor, personal
communication, September 5, 2015). The principal was a “father figure” to him and
helped him when he was struggling financially, socially, and emotionally.
He was a very nice man. He could be very strict, but he was very nice. He
basically... He’s been through his own problems in life, his whole spine is wired
together because he was hit by a semi-truck, so he basically saw it as, “I got a
second chance now and I’'m gonna let other people have a second chance.” He
really understood what everybody was going through, or at least he tried. And if
your grades started to drop in school, he would pull you into his office and talk to
you. It didn’t matter who you were or anything, if your grades started dropping,

he’d pull you into his office, and he knew everybody out by a first-name basis.
(Trevor, personal communication, September 5, 2015)

The principal was not the only adult Trevor connected with at the alternative school.
Trevor became part of a family who guided him to success. When referring to his
counselor, he stated, “My guidance counselor, whenever [ was having a problem or a
really bad day, I was always able to go in there and talk to her.” (Trevor, personal
communication, September 5, 2015). He compared her to the counselors at the
traditional school. “Where at McCarthy, my guidance counselors, they were only there
unless you needed something done with your schedule. You couldn’t actually go to them

to talk about anything, like an actual counselor.” (Trevor, personal communication,
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September 5, 2015). Another vital part of his alternative school family were his teachers,
who also had a hand in his success.

Everybody in the class knew each other’s name, and the teachers knew every
student by their name, and the teacher actually helped, they answered all the
questions. I made a connection with my math teacher, and my computer
technology teacher, also. I made quite a bit of connection with my computer tech
teacher, because she went through most of the same problems that I went through
at her age. (Trevor, personal communication, September 5, 2015)

Trevor stated it was these individuals at both the traditional and alternative schools that
helped him finish school.

Kendra. Kendra spent the first year of high school at her traditional school,
where, dealing with social anxiety disorder, her attendance and desire to continue with
school declined. During the decline, she was able to make a connection with one teacher.

Yes, I actually had a very strong connection with my gym teacher, Miss Fuller.
She was a great teacher, and I talked to her about some of my problems, and I felt
really close to her. She was one of the teachers that I felt that I could talk to her
about anything. She gave me very good advice, and when I told her how, like,
sometimes I don’t wanna come to school, she showed me the importance of
education, and why I need my education and why I should continue to go to
school to finish. (Kendra, personal communication, August 5, 2015)

After Kendra was no longer attending school, her counselor reached out and convinced
her to give the alternative school a try. Kendra associated her success with this one
decision steered by her counselor.

So she started talking to me and my mom about Regional, saying it’s an
alternative school. And she told us everything that we should know about
Regional. And she said that they could transfer me there. I would have to write an
essay to get approved into Regional. And she would talk to someone from
Regional about my situation. And then when the new school year starts, if [ am
accepted into Regional, I can attend there. (Kendra, personal communication,
August 5, 2015)

After applying and being accepted, she transferred to the alternative school, where she
completed her high school career with a diploma. After transferring to her alternative

school, Kendra also developed a relationship with other instructional staff and teachers.
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“I was actually pretty close to all of my teachers, because I felt like they were people that
I could talk to when I'm, like, not at home.” (Kendra, personal communication, August 5,
2015). These teachers also engaged Kendra in the learning process.
Teachers at Regional actually helped me learn, rather than, like, teachers at
Harrington. They actually helped me learn, and they explained the lessons. And
the lessons that they taught were actually really good lessons. And I somehow just
caught on better than I did at Harrington, and the teachers explaining the lessons

were easier for me to understand how to do. (Kendra, personal communication,
August 5, 2015)

One of the counselors at her alternative school developed a strong relationship with her as
well. She did mention with the help of her counselor and the reduced class size, it helped
her manage her social anxiety disorder.
Ms. Samuels, she played a big part in that. She definitely made an impact on my
life, and I never wanna lose contact with her because she’s such an amazing
person. And she actually made me believe in myself and made me believe that I
can do, and she helped me through some of the situations when I have anxiety
attacks, and she was the only person that I will go to, like if [ have an anxiety

attack, if I don’t feel good, I wanna go and see Ms. Samuels. (Kendra, personal
communication, August 5, 2015)

Kendra stated not only did these adults help her finish school but she stays in contact with
them even now.

Kelly. Kelly spent most of her freshman year at the traditional high school. During
this first year, her grades were declining, and her attendance was suffering. Near the end
of her first year, she was expelled from school and was forced to attend alternative school
to return to her traditional high school at the start of her second year. Before beginning
her second year, she asked and received permission to remain at the alternative school,
because she enjoyed the learning environment. Going into her senior year, there were two
classes she needed to graduate that were not offered at the alternative school. She was
permitted to take a majority of her classes at the alternative high school and travel to the

traditional school for those two courses. Like Trevor and Kendra, Kelly developed
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personal connections with teachers at both the traditional and alternative schools. She
also had a great deal to say about the teachers at both schools. With regard to her
traditional school, she had had some negative experiences with the teachers and
administration.

Springtown, I didn’t like it very much, so I didn’t put much effort into getting to
know programs and how they were. They’re not very interactive with their
students. They don’t... They just give whatever they want; I don’t feel like
they’re very interactive with their students as in other schools. More of the adults
telling me that I cannot do it. The principal, himself, of the school, when he tells
you that you should drop out, and you’re not gonna graduate, that probably hits it
right on the head. That made me be like, “Okay, I’'m done.” (Kelly, personal
communication, April 21, 2015)

Kelly actually included comparable lines in the letter she wrote to other individuals in
similar situations. She wrote,

Never let anyone tell you, “You can’t do something!” I had my principal tell me
to drop out and quit because of grades and me not understanding things. I know it
may be quite annoying but in the end it’ll be worth it! (Kelly, personal
communication, April 21, 2015)

At her traditional school, Kelly made a connection with one particular teacher, whom she
believed was the one to inspire her to succeed when she was sent to the alternative

school.

I had a close connection to one of my teachers who I still talk to till this day. She
always made sure that [ was straight with everything, no matter if it was
homework or things at home, and me and her were very close. She always made
sure that everything was okay; made sure I stayed out of trouble as much as |
could. (Kelly, personal communication, April 21, 2015)

When asked to compare the traditional and alternative high schools, Kelly first mentioned
the teachers at the alternative high school. She talked about the connections the teachers
developed with their students and the time they spent with each of them.
They like to work with you more one-on-one; they could literally spend 30
minutes with each child and be good to go, where 15 with every child, and it

wouldn’t make a difference, ’cause they’re all gettin’ that one-on-one attention
other than in a...like in a regular high school, it’s you, maybe, get a minute of their
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time, and then they gotta go to the next child, the next child, and so on. Just that
the teachers were more interactive with their kids, and it wasn’t just a, “Hey,
here’s your paper,” and they go sit at their desk, and on their phone, or just not
paying attention at all. (Kelly, personal communication, April 21, 2015)

The following quote from Kelly summarizes her thoughts on the teachers at the

alternative school.

When I was at Wilson High School, I felt like the teachers were very in it with the
students, and they were there if something was wrong, and they would take time
to get to know their students, always there for them, no matter what. And if they
have a problem, they nip it real quick. And it’s just a wonderful program. The
teachers understand the kids, and more than likely the kids respect the teachers.
(Kelly, personal communication, April 21, 2015)

Kelly also mentioned the close relationships, similar to the one she had developed at her

traditional high school, which she formed with these teachers.

I was so close to the teachers, and I still talk to those teachers to this day. They
were a big part of it, and honestly, I couldn’t have done it without ’em, because if
I didn’t go to Wilson, I wouldn’t be where I’m at today...Three of my teachers
were pretty much my best friends. (Kelly, personal communication, April 21,
2015)

She had an especially close friendship with one of these three teachers.

Definitely my math teacher, that’s for sure... She’s just like “Just do it. You’ve
only got...” And she would make... She made me a countdown calendar my
senior year. She was like, “You’re almost done.” Honestly, after my 10" grade
year | was so excited to go to school, because I love the environment I was in.
(Kelly, personal communication, April 21, 2015)

Not only did Kelly speak highly of her teachers, she also talked about similar qualities of

the principal; she mentioned his presence throughout the school.

Just because, when the principal did sit in there all the time, ’cause there was days
that he would just come to class with the kids and nothing really changed, because
they were already so interactive with the principal and with the teacher that
everything kinda flowed the same way. (Kelly, personal communication, April
21, 2015)

As with Trevor and Kendra, Kelly was influenced by the teachers and staff at both the

traditional and alternative schools. The relationships forged through this influence guided

each of these individuals to successfully complete high school.
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Other graduates who were interviewed also spoke about connections with teachers
in both the traditional and alternative schools. Regarding the teachers at the traditional
school, Erik stated they, “really helped me a lot to get through; I really struggled, so they
made the best ability to help me graduate” (Erik, personal communication, June 15,
2015). He also described the teachers at the alternative school as being, “nice, they’re
respectful, they cared about you. They’re real nice, they care about you. They motivate
you to keep on going; they don’t give up on you” (Erik, personal communication, June
15, 2015). As illustrated above, overall, one of the main recurring themes when
comparing schools was instructional staff.

Environment. When analyzing the data about the environments at both the
traditional and alternative high schools, two divisions of the theme developed: physical
structure and emotional feelings. When discussing the physical structure, all the
graduates spoke about class size (the number of students in a classroom) and building
size. All were thankful that they could get more attention from the teacher to help them
understand the material. Erik affirmed, “Just smaller classrooms, and then less kids, so
the teachers could have one-on-one.” (Erik, personal communication, June 15, 2015).
Kelly stated,

Smaller classes, which is fantastic. The teachers are more like...not exactly

friends, but people who are there for you, not to go against you. Wonderful,

wonderful program. People really need smaller environments. Or if there have

been problems, Wilson is great ’cause the problem stops at the door there. (Kelly,
personal communication, April 21, 2015)

When asked what changes they would make to the traditional schools they attended,
Thomas suggested,

I think if we could thin out the crowd in a class, because you had a lot more
personal, one-to-one time with your teacher in those classes, because most of
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those kids needed it, because they didn’t understand most of the stuff that they
were teaching them. (Thomas, personal communication, June 14, 2015)

Each interviewee discussed his/her class size by the number of students. The responses
ranged from five per class to one stating there were 12 in her class. Michael confirmed
that he could get more attention in the class because of its size. “Whole lot of one-on-one.
I mean there was seven to ten people in each class” (Michael, personal communication,
July 9, 2015).

Not only did the graduates discuss class size, the number of students in a
classroom, a few also discussed the size of the school building as a whole. Those who did
mention the size of the school discussed how small it felt and how they actually liked that
feeling. Trevor noted,

At the alternative school, it wasn’t as crowded. We were only allowed a limited

number of students at the school. It was, I believe, 180 students. It was a pretty

small building. And if you had all the students out in the hallway at the same time
it was crowded, but we usually didn’t have all the students out in the hallways at

the same time, because they wanted to avoid the crowdedness. (Trevor, personal
communication, September 5, 2015)

The impact of a smaller school and smaller classrooms was best summed up by Kelly,
who stated, “People really need smaller environments” (Kelly, personal communication,
April 21, 2015). Kelly added that students can find more success in a smaller setting than
in the larger, traditional high school.

Besides the physical environment of building and class size, many of the
interviewed graduates mentioned the feel of the environment in which they were
studying—a sense of belonging—which they may or may not have felt in their traditional
high school. Trevor described entering the building each morning:

When we got to the school, it was the same way; you walked in the door,

everybody greeted you, everybody knew your name, knew who you were. The

faculty was all there greeting you, talking to you, asking how your day was.
(Trevor, personal communication, September 5, 2015)
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Kendra had similar feelings when she entered her alternative school. It was a second

chance to address the issues she was having at the traditional school.
I got accepted into Regional. I was very excited and nervous, because moving to a
new school was starting all over again. And I went there, and the teachers were
really nice to me and administration was really nice. And the students were kinda
obnoxious. And it’s like...way different environment from Harrington, since it’s
an alternative school. And Regional is like the school that gives you second
chances. It gives students who hit rock bottom, give them a second chance. And
I’ve been at Regional since my ninth-grade year, and I...we started over. And the

way they do it by semesters, I somehow ended up back graduating with my actual
class. (Kendra, personal communication, August 5, 2015)

The individuals interviewed discussed class size, building size, and the overall feel of the
alternative school, which helped them to be successful in high school. Many of the
graduates who were interviewed suggested that the traditional schools should move to a
model similar to that of the alternative high schools.

Social. In comparing the social aspects for the graduates who had attended both
traditional and alternative schools, each participant had a different perspective on the role
of peers in their socialization. When analyzed, the graduates filtered into three
categories: loner, few friends, and popular. The analysis of the data revealed that no
matter which school they attended, the tendency was for most of them to stay the same
way socially. For example, Erik discussed the number of friends he had in the traditional
setting, “I actually made a lot of friends. I mean, I’'m still friends with some of them
now.” (Erik, personal communication, June 15, 2015) When discussing friendship at the
alternative school, he stated, “They really helped me a lot to get through. I really
struggled, so they made the best ability to help me graduate” (Erik, personal
communication, June 15, 2015). Erik also wrote in his letter to future students about the
social aspect of the alternative high school. “Nobody over there has cliques; everybody

stays together. The only thing I loved about Davidson was everybody got along; nobody
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made fun of you or didn’t talk to you because of popularity.” (Erik, personal
communication, June 15, 2015). Another example is Thomas, who started as a freshman
at the traditional high school, was new to the area, and was alone at the beginning but
eventually made friends.

When I came here it was kinda rough because, you know, new kid, and then short
and chubby, which those three don’t mix... But they were always there. I would
always sit by myself when I was first there and then one of them—he’s not here
anymore, he left—he came up and he’s like, “Hey come sit with us.” And he
came, and I’ve been friends with them ever since. I’ve lost a few because people
grow distant and go on different paths and stuff like that. But most of them I’'m
still in touch with. (Thomas, personal communication, June 14, 2015)

Thomas ended up at the alternative school because of his bad decision. He also made
quite a few friends at the alternative high school, much like he had done at the traditional
high school.

There were some people that were okay because they were kinda in the same
situation that I am; stupid stuff, ended up goin’ there. But they kinda made it
bearable because I had somebody who would talk to me, who understood what
was going on and kinda help me understand why it happened. Because I was
really angry that that had happened, ’cause I was like, “Seriously? I wasn’t going
to take anybody out.” So I was... But they really helped me understand.

Actually, my friend that left here was actually at Harrison at the time, so I was
there with him. I figured out where he left. But he was there, and then I made
some friends with his friends, I had two or three people that I actually talked to,
and then you’d pass somebody in the hallway and they’d say “Hey” and you’d be,
like, “Hey,” so...I had acquaintances and a couple of friends. (Thomas, personal
communication, June 14, 2015)

One student, Trevor, did not seem to have the same social role in both schools, like
Thomas and Erik. He made a huge transition from being a loner at his traditional school
to having many friends at his alternative school. When talking about his socializing in the
traditional school, he stated,

It’d really be that you, just, you went to school, tried to stay down, so, that way,

none of the other students would actually really notice you, ’cause they weren’t
very friendly. You really didn’t want to know too many people, ’cause then things
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can just get out of hand that way. (Trevor, personal communication, September 5,
2015)

When he was discussing friendships in the alternative school, his answers were more
vibrant and full of excitement.
On a typical day, I would leave on a bus from Indy, with other students that went
to the same school as I did. As soon as I would get on the bus it’d be, all of us
would start talking, getting along. And we went to lunch and everybody hung out
with their friends, went back to class. We hung out in the hallways sometimes

between classes, but we would always make sure we were on time. (Trevor,
personal communication, June 15, 2015)

While socialization was a part of each individual’s experiences, it did not seem to be a
changing factor between both schools. It did, however, become a part of their experience
and success in graduating.

Research Question 2

The second research question was, How do high school graduates make meaning
of their experience while in the alternative schools? When asked about their perceptions
of their experience in alternative education, several themes emerged, including how they
viewed themselves and others at the alternative school, their self-determination, and the
role of their family.

Students of alternative education. When asked how the graduates perceived
themselves and other students who attended the alternative schools, most of the graduates
spoke about how they were normal students who made a mistake or a series of mistakes
and ended up at the alternative school. Kelly stated, “I see us just like everyone else. I
don’t see anything different but for them to better themselves in an alternative program”
(Kelly, personal communication, April 21, 2015). Kendra reiterated,

Some of the kids there are actually really good kids. Well, actually all of the

children are, like, actually really good people, they just have, like, behavioral

problems, and they’ve been through a lot of things in their life that affects their
behavior and how they act, but there’s really...They are all great students, it’s just
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that some of them don’t wanna learn and they can’t focus because... They get
distracted easily, and they’re very smart. There’s a lot of smart children in that
school, but they just choose not to use their smarts. (Kendra, personal
communication, August 5, 2015)

Rudy also had a thought similar to that of Kendra. “I’d say just, like, good kids; just
ended up in the wrong direction.” (Rudy, personal communication, August 3, 2015).
Trevor made a point similar to those of Kendra and Rudy, but he also mentioned the need
for someone to support them. “I mean, we were all good people; we, just, were
misunderstood at some point, or we just didn’t have people who paid attention to us”
(Trevor, personal communication, September 5, 2015).

Thomas had a unique and different perspective from that of the other graduates
who were interviewed. He was an advanced student with high grades and college just
around the corner when he was caught with a weapon at a school-sponsored activity. He
did not enjoy the alternative school or think much about its impact on his education.
However, when asked about his perception of students like him at the alternative school,
he said,

It [alternative school] does work for the kids who try. I know some kids who are

like, “I’m getting out of here, and I’'m going to college™ and all this stuff because,

like me, they’ve made a stupid mistake and now they’re in there. (Thomas,
personal communication, June 14, 2015)

These graduates wanted people to know they are kids who made mistakes and turned it
around to become successful.

Self-evaluation. As the trianglization of the data progressed, graduates’
progression of self-evaluation from the traditional school to the alternative school
emerged. Several students’ evaluations of themselves in the traditional and alternative
schools definitely changed. For example, Kelly spoke about being in the traditional

school and being told she was not going to finish.
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More of the adults telling me that I cannot do it. The principal, himself, of the
school, when he tells you that you should drop out, and you’re not gonna
graduate, that probably hits it right on the head. That made me be like, “Okay, I'm
done.” (Kelly, personal communication, April 21, 2015)

She said her first year at the alternative school was rough, because she had had a bad
attitude and did not care about her grades—in other words, the same way she originally
acted at her traditional school. Her second year was the turning point for her academics.
“The second year I was at Wilson they didn’t even know who I was, ’cause I decided to
change my attitude, and they don’t deserve it, so why give it to them?”” (Kelly, personal
communication, April 21, 2015). When asked about why she changed her attitude, she
responded, “I guess I wanted to better myself, and I wanted to make a school year as less
stress as possible.” (Kelly, personal communication, April 21, 2015). She encouraged
others in the letter by writing, “Always think about the ways you can better yourself and
push yourself to the limit, because one day you’ll look back and wish you did. I hope this
helps” (Kelly, personal communication, April 21, 2015).

Another example of the transition of self-evaluation is illustrated in Kendra’s
interview. She began to pull out from school her freshman year. With her grades
dropping and attendance suffering, she abandoned both school and peers.

So, I was just like, “Well, I'm already failing, so whatever.” And then I just

stopped going to school, and my mom and my dad really did not like that idea, but

I guess I kinda made it my choice and stayed home, and everyone, all of my

friends would call me and text me and say, “Are you coming to school

tomorrow?” I'm, like, “Yeah, I’'m gonna come to school tomorrow.” But the next

day comes, and I’'m not there. And then it just turned into no more school, I'm

just gonna stop going to school. And I don’t actually want anyone to think that my

parents had any part of me dropping out, because it was all my choice. It was my
decision. (Kendra, personal communication, August 5, 2015)

The evolution of Kendra’s self-evaluation happened when she was working with her

counselor to move to the alternative school. Her teachers at the traditional school had
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liked her and were encouraging her to continue working. Her self-doubt, however, still
lingered in her mind.

Hearing all the nice things that they were saying about me really hit me, in like...I
actually do have it in me. I have the drive to continue to finish the school, but at
that time, I felt like my grades wouldn’t pick up to where I want them to be by the
time the school year ended. So my mom signed me up for summer school class
online, history. It was $200, and she completely wasted her money because my
depression was just like “I don’t wanna do anything.” (Kendra, personal
communication, August 5, 2015)

To overcome her social anxiety disorder and depression, she decided to give the
alternative school a chance. She spoke about how the change in schools and
environments helped her become successful. The joy in her voice when talking about
graduation was striking and inspiring.

And I’'m like, “I’ve never had a report card look like this, not in, a million years.”
And I’'m like, “I don’t know how this happened.” But I think it was because of my
motivation. The only motivation I had was to make my parents proud, make
myself proud, make something out of myself, and just graduate. And I didn’t want
all of the 12 years that I've, well, 12" grade... All of the 11 years, to be wasted.
So every report card came, A’s and B’s, A’s and B’s. The last report card came,
A’s and B’s, SOLs [Standards of Learning Tests] passed, and I’'m like, “I’m here.”
And reality didn’t set in until two weeks until graduation, and I’'m like, “I’'m
actually here, like, I'm going to graduate.” There’s no stopping me. There’s
nothing there... “You don’t have this credit or that credit.” I had all of my credits,
passed all of my SOLs, A’s and B’s, and I’m like, “This is it. I’'m here.” (Kendra,
personal communication, August 5, 2015)

In talking with these two graduates, their change in self-image was clearly evident.
Thomas, on the other hand, had already had a strong image of himself.
I’d like to think that I have a pretty good self-image. I’'m kind of a confident
person, and it’s not like anybody gets me down or anything like that, because I

know who I am. So I have a pretty solid self-image of myself. (Thomas, personal
communication, June 14, 2015)

He did, however, improve his self-evaluation after being at the alternative high school.
After attending the alternative high school, Thomas used the experience to improve the

way he understands and looks at situations.
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I see it as a growing experience now, because I used to make a lot of dumb
mistakes; because I just act without thinking. But I think a lot more now about
what I’'m about to do—if it’s the right thing, stuff like that—so it was a really
great learning experience. (Thomas, personal communication, June 14, 2015)

Being able to look at their situations and the trials they had been going through at their
traditional schools and then being able to turn things around adds to their success as
graduates. They were motivated by intrinsic motivation, the internal desire to complete
school without looking for the external reward; they wanted to complete school for their
own personal reward. Upon reflection, they were able to examine their experiences and
observe how their self-image and self-evaluation had matured.

Self-determination. Along with being able to evaluate their situations and
experiences, the graduates also showed levels of self-determination. Each had a unique
and personal determination to finish high school. Trevor’s self-determination was backed
by the one person he did not want to disappoint—the one person who had helped him at
the alternative school. “Yeah, I was determined; I didn’t want to disappoint my principal.
Most credit I give for me completing high school, besides myself, would be my principal
at Chester Park” (Trevor, personal communication, September 5, 2015). Trevor
mentioned that, in the end, when he had completed school, he received an award for his
determination. “I ended up receiving an award from Chester Park for ‘Outstanding
Perseverance in Tough Obstacles” (Trevor, personal communication, September 5,
2015). Now, looking back on the experience, Trevor stated, “But now I’ve graduated,
and I have a high school diploma, and I’m really proud of myself” (Trevor, personal
communication, September 5, 2015). Erik also cited someone else as his motivation for
finishing school. “Well, I made a promise to my nanny, when she passed away, to

graduate, and that’s what made me motivated to keep on going.” (Erik, personal
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communication, June 15, 2015). Kelly, as well, had a family member that she did want
to let down: her grandfather.
My grandfather is a big, big support system, and he always told me to finish it.
And all my other cousins and everything, like, that didn’t graduate, so it’s only
my sister and myself who have graduated college...or not college but high school,

and got their diploma. So that really pushed me to just go for it. (Kelly, personal
communication, April 21, 2015)

Like Trevor, Kelly and Erik, Rudy also had someone as a part of his motivation to finish;
it came from those who had not done what he was trying to do.
Mainly because few people in my family have done it. Like my dad, he dropped
out at 10" grade, so that’s what made me really wanna do it. ’Cause a whole
bunch of my cousins who got GEDs and then, like, “Stay in school,” they were
rooting for me to do it "cause I’d be one of the ones that made it through, out of

them who didn’t make it through. (Rudy, personal communication, August 3,
2015)

Other graduates had had their own strong-willed determination to complete school. When
asked, What factors were going on in your life at the time influenced your decision to
finish school? Brian responded, “I was already set in my mind I was going to graduate.”
(Brian, personal communication, June 15, 2015). Similarly, Kendra stated, “I’m already
here, so [ might as well just do it and get it over with, and that was, actually, my
motivation; was just graduating. And every report card came out, and I was more proud
of myself than anything” (Kendra, personal communication, August 5, 2015). In her
letter to students in similar situations, she wrote, “I was and I am very proud of myself. |
went from a high school dropout to a high school graduate. If I did it, so can you!
BELIEVE IN YOURSELF!” (Kendra, personal communication, August 5, 2015).
Thomas also wrote about self-determination in his letter to students.

As long as you stay strong and focus on where you want to go you’ll be able to

finish what you started... you need to focus and work hard so you can walk across

that stage with your head held high. Stay strong and persevere and I know you’ll

make it through this with ease. (Thomas, personal communication, June 14,
2015)
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Role of family. One recurring theme that emerged across all interviews was the
role of family in the lives of these graduates. The families, ranging from complete
involvement to abandonment, were an integral part of the stories of all the individuals
interviewed. The first style of parental involvement comprised those who were
completely involved from the students’ freshman year until graduation. Thomas’s parents
were completely invested the entire time. When Thomas discussed his family, he shared
how involved they were in his schooling.

They definitely think it’s the most important thing. They always tell me to put it
over something that I want to do. Because my mom didn’t go to college, but my
dad did, so they’re kind of like, “He needs to go.” So, it’s, they always wanted me
to strive for higher education. (Thomas, personal communication, June 14, 2015)

When he was sent to the alternative school he struggled, because the classes he was
taking were not supported by a teacher but had to complete courses on a computer,
making it much harder for him. Thomas gave the example of trying the go to one of
alternative school math teachers for help.

I was in pre-calc at the time and we were doing something with sine and cosine
and I went to one of the math teachers there and I was like, "Do you understand
this at all?" She kind of put her head on her hand and said, "I haven't learned this
at all. This makes my head hurt." I was like, "Now you know how I feel."
(Thomas, personal communication, June 14, 2015)

He stated he was unable to get help from a teacher when he had questions; he had to
research answers and even tried to get help from his parents.

They were kind of upset that I had to get kicked out for the rest of the year,
because it’s not like I was meaning anybody any harm by bringing that with me.
They tried to help me out as much as possible. Like my dad; he wanted to be an
engineer so he knew all about the calculus; I mean the pre-calculus and stuff like
that. He tried to help me out as best as possible. And my mom; they both tried to
help me out with all the stuff ’cause I was basically teaching myself, ’cause I was
also in physics. Teaching yourself physics when the only thing the teacher puts on
the PowerPoint is “Physics is the study of velocity,” just real short stuff, no
equations. I had to Google all the equations for average rate and stuff like that.
(Thomas, personal communication, June 14, 2015)
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Thomas returned to the traditional school the following school year. He continued to say

that his parents were quite involved in every aspect of his education, especially his mom.
She is on my back about everything. She’ll check my grades every other day, it’s
like “Why is this missing? Why is this not in here? Why is this a zero?”” So she
always makes me strive to do the best that I can, and I’m pretty sure that’s gonna
carry over into my professional life once I’'m out of college, and stuff like that. So
she’s really helped me time-manage and get stuff done and turn it in on time or
even before on time, because even if you’re on time, you’re late, according to her.

So, she’s really helped me out throughout my years in school. (Thomas, personal
communication, June 14, 2015)

Overall, Thomas’s parent had pushed him completely, from start to finish.

Kendra’s parents tried really hard in the beginning to help her be successful at the
traditional school. She would say to them, “I don’t wanna go to school today” (Kendra,
personal communication, August 5, 2015). Near the end of her freshman year, she
stopped listening to her parents and left school. Her mother continued to try to help her
but didn’t know what to do. Eventually, with the help of her counselor and doctors, they
figured out ways to help Kendra manage her social anxiety disorder,. Her counselor
suggested the alternative school, and soon after which she was accepted into the
alternative education program. When asked to look back on her experiences, Kendra
shared this about her parents:

My mom and my dad... Especially my mom, pushed me really, really, really

hard, and I thank God for them, because they’re actually the reason why I

graduated, because my mom pushed me so hard to continue going to school, and

getting up every morning. She had to get me up because the alarm wouldn’t do

the job. So she really helped me through that. (Kendra, personal communication,
August 5, 2015)

When Kendra also was asked what helped her complete school, she acknowledged her
parents and a counselor at the alternative school. “My mom and dad, and Ms. Samuels.

Ms. Samuels, she played a big part in that. She definitely made an impact on my life, and
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I never wanna lose contact with her, because she’s such an amazing person” (Kendra,
personal communication, August 5, 2015).
Kelly’s parents took a slightly different approach to pushing her in school. Her
father was more vocal than her mom about having a successful daughter.
My dad is very like, “You can’t come home if it’s something under a B. You’re
gonna work for it.” And my dad is very strict. My mom, on the other hand, is kind
of just like, “Yes, I want you to do good, but it’s also a learning [experience]. You
have to learn from your mistakes that you do in high school. If you get an F on
this, just try harder next time.” It was two different things. My dad will push us to

do our homework. My mom is just kind of like, “Yeah, do it,” but she’s not gonna

sit there and argue with you about it. (Kelly, personal communication, April 21,
2015)

After Kelly was sent to the alternative school, they slowly pulled out of her life because
of her grades and behavior, and she relied on her girlfriend and siblings for support
through school. She still stayed connected to her parents; however, they were just not as
involved as they had been previously.
Well, my older sister was already done with it, so she just kind of pushed me. She
wanted me to graduate. My little brother definitely. I didn’t... He was a big part
of me doing it as well, because I didn’t want him to see me not go to school and

drop out, ’cause I don’t want him to do that. (Kelly, personal communication,
April 21, 2015)

She graduated high school and is currently in college studying to complete a degree in
nursing.

Rudy’s story had a unique twist regarding his family’s involvement. He said,
looking back, he felt his mother’s hands had been tied when he got in trouble at school,
so she changed his traditional school to another school in the same district.
Unfortunately, he again got in trouble and, this time, had to go the alternative high
school.

I had gotten basically expelled out of middle school my eighth-grade year, like

second semester. And after that, I guess that was, like, the last straw for my mom,
so... And I really begged and all, so... But she still wanted me to go there (the
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other traditional school in the county). (Rudy, personal communication, August
3,2015)

When asked, “Why do you think you made the correct decision to finish high school?”
his response was clearly influenced by his mom: “Because my mom would’ve killed me
if I didn’t” (Rudy, personal communication, August 3, 2015).

Trevor’s story is different from the parental engagement described in the previous
accounts. He stated his relationship with his parents had been rocky throughout most of
his high school experience. For almost four years, he was unsuccessful in the traditional
high school. Near the end of his fourth year, many teachers and administrators told him
he was not going to graduate. With the help of a teacher with whom he was connected,
Trevor got a second chance.

A new principal that I had got in the year before told me that there’d be other
options, but he never actually told me what options I had, and so I ended up
talking to my genetics teacher, who was my favorite teacher, and she told me
about one option. And so my parents looked into it, and...I was just interested
from there, ’cause I had knew other people that had gone to this school, that I
didn’t know went to this school, but they actually told me that they enjoyed this
school. (Trevor, personal communication, September 5, 2015)

He was immediately accepted to the alternative school to recover credits and earn a
diploma. Events, however, changed the course of his plan to finish school.

For the most part, they [my parents] supported it, but after I had the interview I
had gotten in some trouble with certain substances and I got kicked out of my
house. And so I ended up moving around from home to home while I went to
school. I mainly settled at my boyfriend’s house for the most part, but there were
times when I got kicked out of his house for stupid stuff, and then I had to go to
other places, so I’ve never had, like, a permanent house. (Trevor, personal
communication, September 5, 2015)

Again he was in a rocky relationship with his parents when he developed a father—son
type of relationship with his principal.
He often bought me clothes. That way, if my clothes were getting too worn out or

stuff, I would have new clothes to change into. He generally took care of me. He
helped me get free food at lunches, ’cause I didn’t know that I was eligible for
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that... And he helped me register as homeless, and all sorts of other stuff.
(Trevor, personal communication, September 5, 2015)

Trevor did discuss how, near the end of his final year at the alternative school, he had

been able to reconnect with his parents briefly when preparing for a high school dance.
I was going to go to prom with my best friend, and so I’d always kept in touch
with my parents just... They didn’t really have much part in my schooling. And
they really came into part of my life when I was about to go to prom. They helped
me get a suit, and they fixed my best friend’s dress, *cause she couldn’t fit her
dress. And around that time, my boyfriend was a real heavy alcoholic, and we
were getting in fist fights and stuff, quite often. So, he ended up going to rehab,

and I moved out into my parents’ house, and I went to prom; then I ended up
moving back in. (Trevor, personal communication, September 5, 2015)

Coming to the close of the school year, Trevor made the decision to leave home once
more. “Once I finished, I ended up moving out again ’cause I wanted to complete school
without them, just to prove myself that ‘I can stubbornly finish school without you guys.’
It was really just a stubborn-headed move” (Trevor, personal communication, September
5, 2015).

The parental involvement in the lives of these graduates varied tremendously,
ranging in styles from complete, 100% involvement to total abandonment.
Graduate Letters

After the interview process, each of the graduates was asked to write a letter to a
student who may be at a traditional high school and in a situation similar to their own in
transitioning to an alternative school. See Appendix F for the letters from the graduates.
The letters gave insight not only into what the graduates would say to others but also how
they internalized their experiences. Kendra, for example, discussed her low points as well
as her rebound.

When it comes to dropping out, it isn’t a hard decision, but it’s also not a good

one. I was once a high school dropout... My grades began dropping and I gave
up. I transferred to an alternative school and my grades were getting better. By my
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senior year, every report card had all A’s and B’s. (Kendra, personal
communication, August 5, 2015).

Kelly was also able to express how she had felt while at the traditional school and her
transition to the alternative school.
When I was in high school, it was rough for me... know it may be quite annoying
but in the end it’ll be worth it! Always think about the ways you can better

yourself and push yourself to the limit, because one day you’ll look back and wish
you did. (Kelly, personal communication, April 21, 2015)

While Kelly and Kendra were able to show the transition in their experiences and
emotions, Rudy was able to share exactly how he had felt about school to connect with
the student or students to whom he was writing: “Now I know you hate school and so do
I, but where your about to go is so much easier” (Rudy, personal communication, August
3,2015).

Along with being able to analyze their positions and experiences from the
beginning through graduation, the one common emergent link in all the letters was
encouragement. Each graduate, in his or her own way, was able to give words of
inspiration, uniquely from their perspective, to students who may be in a similar situation.
The graduates’ letters gave their interviews deeper meaning, allowing them to share what
they might not share with an interviewer.

Summary

The purpose of this study was to investigate the experiences of high school
graduates who had attended an alternative high school. Specifically, it compared the
individuals’ experiences in both their traditional and alternative high schools. Based on
previous research, three a priori codes—environmental, instructional, and social
aspects—were developed to drive the research during the analysis process. The graduates

spoke about the environmental aspect in terms of class size and building size as well as
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the overall feel of the buildings. The graduates spoke at great length about the impact of
instructional staff, both at the traditional and the alternative high schools, along with their
positive and negative interactions with them. Socially, the students discussed the impact
of their peers on their ability to finish school.

Through the analysis process, several open codes became apparent, including self-
determination, self-evaluation, and family involvement. Self-determination was the
graduates’ ability to endure school despite negative outside influences on their schooling.
Self-evaluation became an open code based on the responses of the graduates. Self-
evaluation was how the participants viewed themselves through the process of finishing
school and how they saw others like themselves. The role of family also appeared
throughout the graduates’ stories. From the experiences and voices of the graduates,
stories were woven to make comparisons between traditional high schools and alternative
high schools and also shed light on how these graduates make meaning from their
experiences. The next chapter will discuss results, conclusions and recommendations of

this qualitative study.
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Chapter 5: Interpretations, Conclusions, and Recommendations

This chapter uses the literature discussed in Chapter 2 to draw key interpretations
from the data and explains the results of the study. The six men and two women
interviewed provided valuable information regarding the impact of alternative education
on their completion of school. The interviewees were able to share insights into the first
research question: How do high school graduates perceive their alternative education
experience in contrast to their traditional education experience?
Impact of Instructional Personnel

Henrich (2005) stated one of the main focuses of the alternative school was to
develop teacher—student and student—student relationships to help the students become
successful. This evidence supports the idea that instructional staff—teachers,
administrators, and counselors—have unforgettable and lasting impact on the lives of
students, especially those in alternative education. This evidence also supports the idea of
social relationship, such as peers have an impact on students. Saunders and Saunders
(2001), in surveying students (n=62), used a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree) and found the mean rating for the responses to the five questions about teachers at
traditional schools was 2.40. This average showed these students did not have a favorable
opinion of the teachers at the traditional school. When surveyed about the alternative
education school (n=62), students rated their teachers at a mean of 3.78—higher than for
the teachers at the traditional school. Their overall experience at the alternative school
was also rated higher than for the traditional school. Thus, Saunders and Saunders (2001)
found the students preferred the teachers at the alternative school. The graduates

interviewed for this study were able to expand on why they preferred the teachers at the
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alternative school. The teachers were able to give more attention to individual students
because the class sizes were smaller and were thus better able to make connections with
them. The graduates developed connections that made it difficult to withdraw from
school.

The one recurring theme throughout the participants’ stories was the positive
impacts of certain instructional personnel on their experiences at the alternative schools.
Every graduate in this study spoke about the person or persons who had the biggest
impact on their lives. Most graduates had an instructional leader at the traditional school
who had a positive impact on their life. For example, Trevor connected with a teacher
who invested in him in his fourth year of school who guided him to the alternative school
to help him catch up on grades and to graduate. When he arrived at the alternative school,
he connected strongly with the principal, whom Trevor credits for his success. Kendra
connected with her gym teacher at the traditional school, and she would also receive help
from her guidance counselor throughout the day. After being accepted to the alternative
school, Kendra connected with one of the counselors at the school. It was this counselor
who guided her to finishing her coursework.

Alternative School Environment

Another aspect that emerged when comparing the traditional and alternative
schools was the environment. Environmental factors included both the physical structure
of the buildings and classrooms, as well as, the emotional feelings the graduates had
while in the schools. The triangulation of data showed the graduates revealed the impact
the smaller class sizes at the alternative school was more reasonable when compared to

those at the traditional high school. The graduates stated that most classes were between
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five and twelve students each, allowing for extra time to interact with the teacher as
opposed to the classes with 24 or more students at the traditional schools. The graduates
were able to receive the individualized instruction that they needed; moreover, this also
provided opportunities for the teachers and students to form critical relationships. Kelly
stated, “Smaller classes, which is fantastic... Wonderful, wonderful program. People
really need smaller environments.” Several graduates suggested that traditional high
schools should have smaller classes to help more students be successful. These
experiences confirmed the qualitative study by Leary (2011) of the perceptions of
graduates from an alternative program. After interviewing 15 graduates from the
program, she found that students enjoyed the smaller classes and felt more support and
had more interaction in the alternative setting as compared to that of the traditional
school.

Overall, the graduates suggested that the alternative school felt smaller and was
not as overwhelming as a traditional school building. Henrich (2005), using a collection
of studies, suggested alternative schools should have smaller schools and class sizes, low
student—teacher ratios, adult mentors, and leadership from the principal to have
successful students at the alternative school.

Besides the physical environment of buildings and class size, many of the
graduates interviewed mentioned the feel of the environment in which they were
studying—specifically, a sense of belonging. Trevor and Kendra mentioned walking into
the school and feeling supported and welcomed. These graduates felt the alternative

school provided the encouragement they were not getting in the traditional school.
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Henrich (2005) also stated that the alternative school should serve as a supportive
environment with a proactive approach to supporting the students.

Jones, Toma, and Zimmer (2008) investigated the correlation between school size
and attendance, with the latter, when poor, being one of the leading indicators of a
student dropping out in the future. They found that as school size increased, the overall
attendance rate decreased; smaller schools had a higher attendance average than larger
schools. Even increasing the number of students in a classroom affected the daily
attendance rate. Several of the graduates interviewed for this dissertation spoke about
how they slowly stopped going to the traditional school. When they arrived at the
alternative school, however, they attended more frequently. The two most important
themes to emerge from the triangulation of the data were the impact of instructional
personnel and the smaller environment, the two factors contributing to completing
school.
Social Factor

In comparing the social aspect of the graduates who attended both traditional and
alternative schools, it was found that each had a different perspective on the role of peers
in their schooling; there were no similarities among the graduates. Some graduates were
more social in both settings, while others were more reserved and had fewer friends.
While socialization was a part of each individual’s experiences, it did not emerge as a
discerning factor between the traditional and alternative schools. The social piece of this
research seems to be individualized based on the needs of the particular graduate.
Alvarado (2011) interviewed individuals who had dropped out of school and then

eventually graduated from a four-year university. The individuals reported that, along
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with absenteeism, the dislike of the social setting was an important reason why they
dropped out of school. The findings of this dissertation also connect to Henrich’s (2005)
research, suggesting that alternative education must be designed so staff can use
nontraditional instructional methodologies to meet the challenging needs of students,
including students who may need advanced help with their social, emotional, and
academic lives.

Making Meaning of the Experience

The second research question was How do high school graduates make meaning
of their experience while in the alternative school? Saunders and Saunders (2001) studied
students who were once in a traditional high school setting but who then attended a newly
opened alternative school in the Midwest. One of the common responses from the
students in their surveys indicated that they had had a lack of motivation in the traditional
high school setting. The graduates I interviewed did not share any stories of
determination until we spoke about being in the alternative high schools.

Several themes emerged from the data regarding how the students make meaning
of their experiences, including how graduates viewed themselves and others at the
alternative school, their self-evaluations, their sense of determination, and the role of
their family. One interview question asked was how the graduates perceived themselves
and other students who attended the alternative school. Most of the graduates spoke how
they felt the students are really just normal teenagers who made a mistake or a series of
mistakes and ended up at the alternative school. All of the interviewees were able to

examine their experiences to see the errors they had made and the defining moment at
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which they were able to turn their lives around. These graduates were able to view
themselves outside of the stereotypes of alternative school students.

One theme not found in the literature, which did emerge from this dissertation,
was the ability of alternative school students to self-evaluate while attending the
alternative high school. The graduates discussed the points in their experiences where
they were able to evaluate their situations and make changes. Each was able to make a
key turning point in their lived stories to change for a better outcome. Kelly, for example,
decided to change her attitude during her second year. When asked why at that point, she
responded “I guess I wanted to better myself, and I wanted to make a school year as less
stress as possible.” Kendra was able to make a change in herself when she decided to
give the alternative school a try. “Hearing all the nice things that they [the teachers] were
saying about me really hit me in like... I actually do have it in me. I have the drive to
continue to finish the school.”

Along with the ability to self-evaluate was a growing sense of self-determination.
All the graduates interviewed gave some of the credit to themselves and their individual
fortitude. The graduates all indicated that they had been determined to finish. Kendra
stated, “I’m already here, so I might as well just do it, and get it over with, and that was,
actually, my motivation was just graduating, and every report card came out, and I was
more proud of myself than anything.” When describing their experiences in the
traditional school, none of the graduates spoke about the determination to finish high
school.

Another recurring theme between the graduates was the role of their family in

their lives. While family is obviously a part of the lives of dropouts and graduates alike,
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the ease with which the graduates spoke about their families was surprising. Based on the
literature, it was expected to hear the graduates discuss family as a reason why they had
thought about dropping out. Stearns and Glennie (2006) found that girls are more likely
to leave school for family reasons, such as pregnancy and caretaking responsibilities for
their immediate family. Dalton, Glennie, and Ingels (2009) researched reasons students
drop out of high school: “Thirty-four percent of dropouts listed family related reasons,
including pregnancy, supporting family members, caring for a family member, becoming
a parent, and getting married” (p. 22).

Some of the roles involved parents who were supportive of the graduates through
the students’ experiences at both schools and the trials they faced, while other parents
played a negative role in the lives of these individuals. The studies discussed in Chapter 2
addressed the influences for dropping out of school and the successes in alternative
education. The four major issues students gave for dropping out of school include:
attendance/truancy issues, lack of academic achievement, discipline issues, and real-life
events.

Ripple and Luthar (2000) looked at 163 freshman high school students from inner
city schools and found freshman-year attendance to be the strongest predictor of dropping
out. Duncan (2007), looking at 273 public high schools calculated a strong correlation
between truancy and future dropout rate. The likelihood of dropping out is also linked to
behavioral issues. Anderson (2007) found, from interviewing teachers in middle school
and high school, one of the reasons why African American male students drop out of
school is they demonstrated behavioral problems. After analyzing the results of a survey

with open-ended questions, Anderson (2007) found that the central theme around
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discipline was negative peer influence. Personal life factors can also play in the decision
to drop out. Pregnancy and caretaking responsibilities were more likely for girls to leave
school, while boys were more likely to leave for employment reasons (Stearns &
Glennie, 2006).

All of individuals interviewed for this dissertation discussed the role of the family
in their lives but did not consider leaving school because of pregnancy or caretaking
responsibilities. Most of their families, however, were involved in their lives at some
level. If the findings would not have included the active involvement of the graduates’
families, the results may have resulted in a different outcome. Alvarado (2011) conducted
research on students who had dropped out of school and eventually returned to finish, and
found that some of the students wanted to go back to school to serve as role models for
their families and/or help their families financially. No matter what the level of
participation in the lives of the graduates, families played a central role in the lives of
students in school.

Theoretical Framework Analysis

This research was centered on the theoretical framework of Natriello, Pallas, and
McDill (1986). Their research showed that the combination of having high risk factors
for dropping out and the characteristics of a student’s specific school increased the
student’s likelihood of dropping out of school. As shown in Figure 2, the final decision to
drop out of school includes both factors. The first two parts of the figure, student
characteristics and school processes, impact the decision a student makes to drop out. The
figure shows a reciprocal relationship between both the student’s personal characteristics

and the school’s processes. If the student’s characteristics do not work with the school’s
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processes, or the school’s processes do not work with the student’s characteristics, the
student is likely to drop out. Nevertheless, no matter what type of school a student is
attending, it is the school’s responsibility to reach out to students and support them with
appropriate programs.

Figure 2.

School and Student Interaction to Drop Out

STUDENT
CHARACTERISTICS
l A DROPPING .| CONSEQUENCES
v ouUT »
SCHOOL
PROCESSES

Figure 2. Adapted from “Taking Stock: Renewing Our Research Agenda on the Causes
and Consequences of Dropping Out,” by G. Natriello, A. Pallas, and E. McDill, 1986,
Teachers College Record, 87(2), 430—440. Copyright 2013 by Teachers College Record.
Reprinted with permission.

The alternative school provides a different set of practices than the traditional
high school, allowing some students to be able to work well in a different instructional
environment. Alternative education schools provide one option for students who have not
been successful in traditional schools (Beken, Williams, Combs, & Slate, 2010). If the
traditional school leadership recognizes that an at-risk student is pulling away from
school, has truancy issues, or is disengaging, such as having discipline issues, the
traditional high school can send the student to the alternative school. Most students drop
out of school because of attendance/truancy issues, lack of academic achievement,

discipline issues, or real-life events. For example, Kendra started to disengage from her

traditional school in the middle of her first year; she would gradually miss increasingly
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more school until she was not attending at all. As Figure 2 demonstrated, this was leading
to dropping out. In Kendra’s story, however, a counselor helped her to reach the decision
to attend the alternative school in her district before she dropped out of the traditional
school. What made the difference between Kendra dropping out and graduating was
attending the alternative school (see Figure 3). Given this second chance to make a
connection with a school, Kendra was able to successfully graduate. The school
techniques, instructional personnel, and environment associated with the alternative
schools in this study allowed the interviewed students to successfully finish high school.
The alternative school procedures, as seen in Henrich (2011) and in the data from this
research, should provide the students with an alternative route to success. Figure 3 shows
Natriello, Pallas, and McDill’s (1986) School and Student Interaction to Drop Out figure
with the alternative school option developed from this research.

Figure 3.

The Impact of School and Student Interaction on Student Success

STUDENT STUDENT
CHARACTERISTICS CHARACTERISTICS
l l \ FINISH DIPLOMA
SCHOOL
TRADITIONAL ALTERNATIVE "
HIGH SCHOOL HIGH SCHOOL

PROCESSES PROCESSES

Figure 3. Impact model of students not successful in a traditional school with an option
for an alternative school.

Compared to Figure 2, this figure also implies the school processes and the student
characteristics are reciprocal; however, if a student with the potential to drop out has an

option to try again at another school with different characteristics, he/she is likely to be
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successful. What helped the graduates in this study were the connections they made with
school staff as well as the smaller environment.

For the student characteristics and alternative school process shown in Figure 3 to
work together to allow the student to be successful, each must input certain
characteristics into the equation. See Figure 4. Figure 4 is a visual representation of the
student’s characteristics and the alternative school factors influencing the student’s
decision to finish school based on this research.

Figure 4.

Student Characteristics and Alterative School Processes
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Figure 4. Student characteristics and alternative high school processes and their inputs
leading to successful graduation.

The student must provide a level of determination and self-evaluation—that is, an
intrinsic motivation to graduate. It does not have to be completely present, but it can
build with the help of the school’s practices. The alternative school brings an
environment conducive to helping the student become more successful. Moreover, it will

also provide instructional staff who are able to work with the student and build
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relationships. Together, the student’s characteristics and school procedures provide the
student the tools to graduate.
Implications for Practice

This study illustrated how graduates make meaning of their experiences in
traditional and alternative schools and thus this study can offer useful applications in the
field of education. The National Dropout Prevention Center at Clemson University
(2015) described the importance of alternative schools as follows:

Alternative schooling does meet the variety of student and family needs and the

social behaviors required for youth in today’s world. Alternative schooling also

offers school and community leaders the opportunity to fulfill their legal

responsibility to provide equal access to education for all students. (para. 3)

This research identified how graduates make meaning of their experiences in both
traditional and alternative high schools, providing practical applications in the field of
education. This study can provide useful applications for policymakers, school officials
and administrators at traditional and alternative schools, as well as for the families of
students who are currently experiencing a lack of success at a traditional school or who
are currently enrolled in an alternative school.

One implication from this study’s data was the need to value the voices of the
students and graduates who have attended both traditional and alternative schools.
Understanding the needs of these students who might be on the verge of dropping out is
essential to supporting them. The alternative schools these graduates attended provided
them with a supportive instructional staff and a small environment, where they could take

risks in developing their self-determination and academic skills to be successful. Many

traditional schools have instructional and behavioral expectations to which students are
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expected to conform; however, when one does not conform or meet the expectations,
they can be ostracized or pushed out of school. As Trevor shared,

Some of my teachers told me that I might be better off dropping out of

school...Because I had already failed one grade, and so, at least statistically

saying that, once you fail a grade, you either end up dropping out of school or
getting it...Like not graduating on time. (Trevor, personal communication,

September 5, 2015)

The alternative schools they attended provided them with another option to the traditional
high schools’ expectations. There is value in listening to the voices of these students. It
provides an opportunity for students to advocate their needs for their own education and
an opportunity for people to listen to how they can help these students to be successful.
Alternative schools are not necessarily places to send any student who chooses not to
work in the traditional school but are rather places to send students who can be successful
in a different environment.

This study confirms the need for policymakers to consider investing in alternative
education. Political leaders, administrators, and school officials need to provide valid
educational options for the nontraditional student. This research can also be beneficial to
policymakers who provide funding to alternative schools. These graduates’ stories are
illustrative of the successes that can result from attending an alternative school and how
attending such schools can change a student’s experiences regarding academics, behavior
interventions, and social skills. Graduates and current students can use their stories to
write a political brief to policymakers about the impact of legislative decisions on

alternative education schools. Not only can the policymakers be reached and informed,

but it provides the graduates and students a sense of accomplishment and worth.
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Educational leadership programs can use these stories in developing classes to
offer administrators in the field of alternative education. Administrators of these schools
or future administrators should be trained on the key needs of students who may be
entering their schools and how to meet their needs. Creative leadership is needed to
develop curriculum, plan programs and support teachers in providing the necessary
accommodations to these students.

The graduates interviewed for this study provided relevant reasons to support
alternative education. Principals and administrators should use their experiences to help
students who have been or will be assigned to alternative high schools by reflecting on
those programs which are working and those not successful. Administrators have
multiple accountabilities to state and federal laws, and the use of these stories of
graduates from alternative education programs provide concrete evidence for supporting
these forms of non-traditional schools. With continual budget issues within school
districts, school officials must continually evaluate programs for effectiveness and cost
efficiency. The graduates’ real-life stories provide a broader picture of the impact of
alternative education on struggling students dropping out.

Administrators of traditional school can use the data from this research to provide
support to students who could be potential dropouts, transitioning to the alternative
school, attending the alternative school, or even transitioning back to the traditional high
school. Administrators need to continually monitor students for signs of withdrawing
from school. Some of these indicators include lower academics and attendance issues.
The administrators need to rely on their staff to help identify these individuals because of

the relationships built between students and instructional personnel. Once identified, the
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school staff need to work together to develop a plan to meet the needs of the student. If a
student is transitioning to the alternative school, the administrators need to try to remove
any stereotype of the school being for bad students. Often alternative schools are deemed
as a setting for the kids who cannot behave in the traditional schools. Students, however,
are sent for a number of reasons including help with their academics. The administrator
needs to try to eliminate the stigma. A student attending the alternative school needs to
continue to receive help from the traditional school. The two schools should work
together to meet the student’s needs. Finally, if a student is returning to the traditional
school, some of the supports in place at the alternative school may be necessary as they
acclimate back into the traditional school.

With attendance/truancy issues, lack of academic achievement, discipline issues,
and real-life events serving as the leading reasons why students drop out, counselors and
teachers at traditional schools need to make connections with students to monitor for
signs that they may be withdrawing. Giving those students the option of alternative
education can provide a chance to be successful in another environment. Teachers at both
traditional and alternative schools can use this research to help them reach students who
may be struggling, as these graduates stated they had been, by recognizing characteristics
common to potential dropouts such as attendance, low academics, and behavioral issues.
Teachers may be able to recognize similar characteristics in their current students and
then provide the necessary interventions. The student—teacher relationship is a key
component in achieving balance between school methods and student characteristics, as
illustrated in Figure 4. First, all the graduates in this study discussed the academic,

attendance, and behavioral struggles they had faced before moving from the traditional

105



high school. These inhibitors of success can serve as indicators to the personnel of
traditional high schools that an alternative school may be able to provide the necessary
intervention before a student becomes a dropout. Second, the graduates also shared what
changes they would make to the traditional school in light of their experiences at the
alternative school. For example, several students suggested lowering class sizes at the
traditional school to meet the needs of the students.

Finally, the families of students who are struggling in traditional schools as well
as the families of students in alternative schools can benefit from this research. It is
important that each student is in the environment best fitted for the particular learning
style of the student. Students struggling in traditional schools may find success in the
alternative school setting, and their placement should not be perceived as a punishment
but rather as an opportunity to find success.

Limitations

The research discussed in the literature review indicated a gap regarding the
impact of alternative education on students. One of the difficulties of studying graduates
who have attended an alternative school lies in locating them after they have left school
and in gaining willingness to engage as a study participant. Second, the amount of time
each student in this study spent at their alternative school may have influenced their
experiences. Finally, the way each of this study’s participants arrived at their alternative
school could have played a role in the results of this research.

Despite the large number of alternative schools in existence, it was difficult to
find graduates after they had left school and to get them to participate in the study.

Personal acquaintances were used to find initial research participants. With these initial
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participants, the snowballing technique was used to find other potential participants. As
such, the findings in this study are not generalizable to all graduates who have attended
alternative education or any specific alternative education setting. Several of the
graduates’ voices were also not as pronounced as others. While they may not have shared
as much, their voices are still valued.

The theoretical framework was chosen for its ability to connect each student’s
characteristics with school processes (Natriello, Pallas, & McDill, 1986). They are not
independent, as they each have an effect on the other. Regardless of what type of school a
student is attending, it is the school’s responsibility to reach out to the students and
support them with appropriate programs. When students who are already displaying
dropout potential—poor attendance and failing grades, for example—are part of an
environment that is unresponsive to their needs, they find it easy to disengage from the
school. This research looked at schools’ abilities to help students succeed through the
eyes of the graduates instead of focusing on dropping out of school. It did not necessarily
provide a positive foundation as other frameworks might because it was looking at the
negative side of dropping out. Though the research did have limitations, suggestions can
be made for future research.

Recommendations for Future Research

The research provided in this study have several implications for future research,
including lessons learned from the limitations and ideas emerging from gaps in this
research. Given the inability to access numerous participants for this study, future
research could involve an exit survey, or interview, as each student graduates to

encapsulate their experience within the alternative high school. This would provide
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immediate feedback on the experiences the student had in the alternative setting. With
the impact of instructional personnel as one of the leading results of this study,
interviewing the teachers the students made connections with would provide how the
relationships were formed. The alternative school environment was also a leading factor
in the experiences of graduates. It included both the physical structure of the buildings
and classrooms as well as the emotional feelings the graduates had while in the schools.
Future research could involve the overall culture of alternative education exploring the
differences between the feel and the physical structure.

Throughout the research, graduates discussed being successful in the schooling
and graduating from high school. The graduates were also able to share their self-
evaluation points and how they were determined to finish school. Future research could
explore what graduates define as success and how they have determined a successful
milestone.

Having the students write letters about their experience offered a new perspective on their
experiences within both schools. The letters gave insight on how they internalized their
experiences at both schools. It provided a way to show a deeper meaning, allowing them
to share what they might not share with an interviewer. Providing other options to
express themselves allows the graduate to fully share their experiences.
Recommendations for the future would allow the graduates to demonstrate their
experiences through photography, art, or other avenues of expression.

The graduates within this study stayed for varying amounts of time in the
alternative setting, which may have impacted their experiences at both the alternative and

traditional schools. Future researchers may want to consider interviewing individuals
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who have spent similar amounts of time in the alternative setting to be able to better
compare graduates’ immersions in the programs at the alternative and traditional high
schools. Researchers could also choose one alternative school and solely interview
graduates from that school or conduct a case study on one alternative school’s programs
leading to students graduating from high school.

The graduates also entered the alternative school setting through different means.
Some graduates arrived because of academic difficulties, attendance issues, behavior
problems, or a combination thereof. Such differences could provide varying perspectives
based on the students’ needs and how the school was able to address those needs. Future
researchers may want to isolate graduates who arrived as a result of just one of these
factors to ascertain the alternative education school on students from very similar
situations. Studying the administrative process on how individuals are chose to attend
alternative education would provide valuable information in leadership decision making.
Attendance issues and truancy are leading indicators of the potential for a student to drop
out of school. Only two graduates shared they were chronically absent during their time
spent at the traditional school. Researchers could focus on attendance data from
traditional and alternative school; determining the change in attendance from the
traditional and alternative setting would help determine how the alternative school is
helping the students attend school.

Inevitably, new avenues of exploration were discovered during the research
analysis process. The graduates each hit a stage in their high school career when they
were able to self-evaluate their situations and make changes to be able to finish school.

Though it may have been with or without help from others, each was able to change
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direction. Future research should explore this avenue of self-evaluation and whether this
is a characteristic of individuals who attend alternative education.

One surprising finding was the lack of a social aspect affecting the graduates’
experiences. Each graduate had had a different experience with socialization and peers,
and there was no clear impact on their experiences. Future research could explore this
dynamic to discover possible nuances not uncovered in this research. One potential
avenue to explore would be using social capital theory. Self-determination was a theme
derived from the analysis of the interviews in this study. An exploration of self-
determination theory in individuals before and after alternative education could lead to
better ways to help individuals be successful in either school setting. Two graduates
mentioned their status as LGBT. While these participants did not share this as being an
impact on their experiences, future researchers may want to explore this avenue of
inquiry.

The families played a vital role in the lives of these individuals and most had a
positive relationship with them. Future studies may want to explore the impact of families
in urban areas to compare the results with the suburban and rural population of this group
of individuals. The roles of the families with these graduates may not be similar in other
locations.

Researchers could also examine the model created from this research and test its
compatibility with other graduates’ experiences. Researchers could use the parameters of
this study to test the theoretical model developed or compare graduates who attended
only traditional school to those who attended both types of schools. Researchers could

also test this new theoretical model with individuals in another context—perhaps
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alternative schools in another part of the United States or even another country such as
Canada and the United Kingdom.

Any of these possibilities could provide deeper understanding into graduates and
students of alternative education. Future research could add a deeper understanding of the
impact of alternative education on students. The results of this study add a new piece to
helping students reach graduation whether through the traditional high school or the
alternative high school.

Summary

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of high school graduates
who attended alternative schools. The stories of the graduates addressed the specific
features of alternative education that were instrumental in the success of these students.
Throughout the process, the graduates had opportunities to tell their stories about their
experiences in both traditional and alternative schools. Their stories brought rich data to
the understanding of alternative high schools. The information gathered in this study
created a portrait of how the graduates make meaning of their experiences, each with an
individual interpretation of their experiences within both the alternative and the
traditional high schools. The research data were gathered through semi-structured
interviews and personal letters written by each graduate. The questions were designed to
provide rich information and perceptions from each graduate as they explained their
experiences.

The findings from this research were insightful, as some facets aligned with the
previous literature, while other factors did not show such association. The one recurring

theme with each graduate was the connections made with instructional personnel on their
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experiences at both schools. Each graduate spoke about at least one individual who had
had a positive impact on their lives. These personnel were the main link between the
graduates and the influence of alternative education on their lives.

The school environment also played an important role in the lives of these
graduates, including both the physical structure of the buildings and classrooms and the
emotional feelings the graduates had in the schools. Of these themes, the most commonly
discussed was the class sizes at the alternative schools. Through the smaller class sizes,
the graduates were able to receive more individualized instruction than their previous
placement at traditional high schools. It also provided more time for critical bonds to
form between the teachers and students. Along with class size, several graduates spoke
about the feeling of the alternative school being welcoming and inviting and a providing
a sense of belonging.

One finding of this research was the lack of impact of a social aspect, because
each graduate had a different take on the role of peers in their educational journey.
Research suggested the influence of peers and/or social difficulties were potential issues
for students who could be potential dropouts. Cairns, Cairns, and Neckerman, (1989)
followed 475 students from the seventh grade through the eleventh grade; conducting a
longitudinal study to examine the factors associated with early school dropouts. They
suggested students who were one to three years older than their seventh-grade peers had a
higher probability of dropping out of school within the next four years (Cairns et al.,
1989). Anderson (2007) surveyed 60 teachers who noted that peers have had a negative

influence on dropouts (96.67%).
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Natriello, Pallas, and McDill, when designing their theoretical framework
suggested the personal and social characteristics of students and the process aspects of
their school environment are connected. When developing the types of alternative schools
and characteristics of those schools, Raywid (1994) and Henrich (2005) both suggested
social skills should be part of the programs. Henrich (2005) suggested that alternative
education must be designed so that staff can use nontraditional practices to meet the
challenging needs of students, including students who may need advanced help with their
social, emotional, and academic lives. There seemed to be no similarities between the
graduates and their relationships with their peers. The social aspect, however, did not
emerge in this research as a difference factor between the traditional and alternative
schools.

When answering the question regarding making meaning of their experiences, the
graduates shared stories of triumph and overcoming their struggles. Several themes
emerged from the analysis, including how graduates made meaning of their experiences,
how graduates viewed themselves and others at the alternative school, their self-
evaluation, their determination, and the role of their families. None of the graduates
thought less of themselves or other students like them who attended alternative education.
They were all able to reflect on their experiences to see the mistakes they made and the
points at which they were able to turn things around. These graduates were able to “step
outside of themselves” and self-reflect.

One theme not found in the literature which did emerge from this dissertation’s
key participants was the ability of alternative school graduates to self-evaluate. Self-

evaluation became a developing theme through the analysis process of the present study;
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the graduates discussed the points in their experiences at which they were able to evaluate
their situations and make changes. These graduates were able to pinpoint a time in their
personal story when they made a change for a better outcome. All the graduates
interviewed also gave credit to their self-determination. Though they struggled to finish
and even thought about dropping out, they were determined to finish school.

An unexpected, recurring theme was the influence of their families on their
experiences and the ease with which they shared their stories. Some of the parents played
supportive and positive roles; others did not. No matter what the level of participation in
the lives of the graduates, families played a central role in the lives of students in school.

This research points to the importance of a connection that needs to be made
between the school and the student in order for the student to be successful. When the
student is struggling to align with the practices of the traditional high school or the school
is not meeting the needs of the student, he or she is at risk of becoming a dropout.
Providing an alternative high school as an option gives the student a second chance to

make a connection and successfully graduate in an environment meeting their needs.
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Appendix A: Email Invitation to Participate in Study

Dear (graduate’s name),

This email serves as an invitation for your participation in a study I am conducting as a
doctoral candidate at The George Washington University working with Dr. Jennifer
Clayton, a professor in the Graduate School of Education and Human Development. [ am
in the process of conducting a study on how graduates of high school make meaning of
their experiences in an alternative education school. The primary methods for data
collection in my study are interviews. The interviews will provide information about your
experiences in both the traditional and alternative high schools. Taking part is completely
voluntary and even if you decide you want to, you can quit at any time.

The data obtained from this study will be useful to teachers, counselors, and
administrators of both the traditional and alternative school in understanding what the
students felt about their experiences. The interview process will take about 1 hour of your
time. Each interview will be audio tape recorded for transcription purposes. To protect
your confidentiality you will be given an alias so that your true identity is not known.
Audio recordings will be destroyed at the end of the study. Please note that your
participation in this study is completely voluntary.

Please contact me at this e-mail address or telephone number if you are able to
participate: harndenj@gwmail.gwu.edu, or 804-746-3369. I will follow up with you by
phone within the week.

Thank you very much for your help me in this study.
Sincerely,

Jaime S. Harnden
Doctoral Candidate
The George Washington University

Dissertation Chair:

Jennifer K. Clayton, Ph.D.

Assistant Professor, The George Washington University
1 Old Oyster Point Road, Suite 200

Newport News, VA 23602

757.269.2203

claytonj@gwu.edu
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Appendix B: Recruitment Telephone Script
Hello. My name is Jaime Harnden, and I am a doctoral candidate at The George
Washington University working with Dr. Jennifer Clayton, a professor in the Graduate
School of Education and Human Development. I am requesting your participation in a
study I am conducting on high school graduates who have experiences in alternative
education. You have been invited to participate because of your experiences in both the
traditional and alternative school but your participation is completely voluntary and even

if you decide you want to, you can quit at any time.

Do you have any questions I can answer before you make a decision about participating?

Have you decided whether or not you are willing to participate?

(If yes) We can schedule our first interview during the week of . The interview

will last between 60-90 minutes, and I can meet you at a time and location that is

convenient to you.

Thank you so much in advance for your time.
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Appendix C: Interview Protocol

Thank you for agreeing to meet and speak with me today. In our interview today,
I would like to discuss several topics including your experiences in both the traditional
and alternative school. The interview should last about 60-90 minutes. Everything you
say will be kept confidential; your name and the schools you attended will not be shared
or published. Your stories and experiences will be protected under an alias.

I will be recording our interview today for purposes of transcription. Your
recording will not be used in any publication or presentation. The files containing the
recording will be de-identified as soon as possible, and you will have the opportunity to

share any additions, deletions, and changes you would like to make to your story.

Do you have any questions before we start?
Research Question: (1) How do graduates perceive their alternative education
experience in contrast to their traditional education experience? (2) How do graduates
make meaning of their experience in the alternative setting?
1. Warm-Up: Background
a. Tell me a little bit about yourself: Name, age, description of living conditions,
current familial structure (two birth-parents, one step-parent, single-parent, etc.)
1. Where did you grow up?
1. What schools did you attend?
b. What ‘image’ do you have of yourself and other students like you who attended
alternative schools?

2. Understanding the Traditional School Experience
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a. Describe the traditional program you attended.

b. What do you think of the school?

c. Did you attend school regularly? Why or Why not?

d. Explain how you made personal connections to peers or teachers at your
traditional school? (Am I assuming that the students did make connections? Or
is it okay to ask this?)

e. Had you thought about dropping out of school or has completing school always
been a goal?

1. What attributes lead to the desire to drop out of school?
1. What provided the drive to complete school?

f. Think of an example of where you thought "school sucks". Tell me about it —

1. What you did? How did people in the school react? What was the effect on
you? On your friends?
ii. How did this incident effect, if any, on your decision to stay in school?

g. Describe a positive experience you had at school (the traditional school) —
i. Why? With whom?

ii. What effect, if any, did it have on you and how it has changed (or
reinforced) your perception of school and ‘staying on’?
iii. What two factors contributed most to this?
3. Moving from Traditional to Alternative Education
a. Explain how you were transferred to the alternative school.
b. What led to that move?

1. Ifexpelled first, what did you do during the between school?
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c. What sort of orientation procedures did your alternative program provide for
you and/or your parents?

d. What role did your family play in the design or notification of your education
plan?

e. What was your family’s opinion of education before you entered the alternative
program?

4. Understanding the Alternative School Experience

a. Describe the alternative program you attended.

b. Explain a typical day at your alternative school.

c. IfIcould follow you around the school for a day (unobtrusive), what might
have seen in your classrooms and in the halls?

d. What, in your opinion, made the alternative school different than that of the
traditional school?

e. If you could change anything in the traditional high school, what would make
you successful in this setting?

f. Based upon your experiences in both schools, what practices in the alternative
school could be replicated in the traditional setting?

g. What recommendations you would make regarding improvements to your
alternative school?

h. What was your opinion of the education you received upon your completion of
the alternative program?

5. Finishing School

a. Peers and Teachers
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1. What effect have your peers had?
ii. Who has contributed most to school-related decisions you’ve made? Your
peers? Teachers at school? Family and friends?
iii. What factors going on in your life at the time had an influence on your
decision to finish school?
iv. In what ways did the school, have an influence in your decision making?
v. Why do you think you made the correct decision to finish school?
6. Concluding Questions
a. Do you have anything you would like to add?
b. Is there anything I haven’t asked you that you think is important for me to
know?

c. Is there anything that you thought about telling me, but didn’t?
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Appendix D: Audit Trail

March 30, 2015- Letter received from the Senior Associate Dean indicating approval of
study.

April 17, 2015- Phone solicited “Taylor Jenkins” (plans to contact me when she decided)

April 19, 2015- Phone solicited “Kelly Perkins” -interview established for April 21, 2015

April 21, 2015- Conducted interview with “Kelly Perkins”

April 25, 2015- Phone solicited “Taylor Jenkins” (no answer)

May 10, 2015- Professional acquaintance provided contact information for “Alyssa
Ingram”

May 11, 2015- Phone solicited “Alyssa Ingram” (no answer)

May 14, 2015- Phone solicited “Alyssa Ingram” (no answer)

June 11, 2015- Phone solicited “Thomas Palmer” -interview established for June 12,
2015

June 11, 2015- Phone solicited “Erik Cunningham” -interview established for June 12,
2015

June 11, 2015- Phone solicited “Brian Larson”- interview scheduled for June 15, 2015

June 11, 2015- Phone solicited “Rudy Williamson”- interview scheduled for June 15,
2015

June 11, 2015- Phone solicited “Jay Wilkerson” (no answer)

June 11, 2015- Phone solicited “April Wade” - declined to be interviewed

June 14, 2015- Conducted interview with “Thomas Palmer”

June 15, 2015- Conducted interview with “Erik Cunningham”

June 15, 2015- Conducted interview with “Brian Larson”
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June 15, 2015- “Rudy Williamson” rescheduled his interview for July 17, 2015

June 17, 2015- Phone solicited “Jay Wilkerson” (no answer)

June 30, 2015- Phone solicited “Michael Cooper” — interview scheduled for July 6, 2015

July 2, 2015- Professional acquaintance provided contact information for “Kay Gray”,
and “Henry Clark”

July 6, 2015- “Michael Cooper” called to reschedule interview for July 9, 2015

July 6, 2015- Phone solicited “Kay Gray” (no answer)

July 6, 2015- Phone solicited “Henry Clark™ — declined to be interviewed

July 9, 2015- Conducted interview with “Michael Cooper”

July 9, 2015- Professional acquaintance provided contact information for “Todd Banks”

July 9, 2015- Phone solicited “Todd Banks” (no answer)

July 9, 2015- Phone solicited “Kay Gray” (no answer)

July 17, 2015- “Rudy Williamson” rescheduled his interview for July 30, 2015

July 20, 2015- Professional acquaintance provided contact information for “Terrell May”

July 20, 2015- Phone solicited “Terrell May” interview scheduled for July 30, 2015

July 20, 2015- Phone solicited “Todd Banks” (no answer)

July 28, 2015- Professional acquaintance provided contact information for “Kendra
Nelson” and “Anthony Morris”

July 28, 2015- Phone solicited “Kendra Nelson” (no answer)

July 28, 2015- Phone solicited “Anthony Morris” (no answer)

July 30, 2015- “Terrell May” did not show for interview

July 30, 2015- Phone “Terrell May”- interview rescheduled for August 1, 2015

July 30, 2015- “Rudy Williamson” rescheduled interview.
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July 31, 2015- Phone solicited “Kendra Nelson” — interview scheduled for August 5,
2015

July 31, 2015- Professional acquaintance provided contact information for “Natalie Pena”
and “Terri Cain”

July 31, 2015- Phone solicited “Natalie Pena” (declined)

July 31, 2015- Phone solicited “Terri Cain” (no answer)

August 1, 2015- Phone solicited “Anthony Morris” (no answer)

August 3, 2015- Conducted interview for “Rudy Williamson”

August 5, 2015- Conducted interview with “Kendra Nelson”

August 17, 2015- Professional acquaintance provided contact information for “Rick
Fuller” and “Damon Webb”

August 17, 2015- Phone solicited “Rick Fuller” (no answer)

August 17, 2015- Phone solicited “Damon Webb” (no answer)

August 24, 2015- Phone solicited “Rick Fuller” (no answer)

August 24, 2015- Phone solicited “Damon Webb” (no answer)

August 30, 2015- Professional acquaintance provided contact information for “Trevor
Hillard”

August 31, 2015- Phone solicited “Trevor Hillard” (no answer)

September 4, 2015- Phone solicited “Trevor Hillard” interview scheduled for September
5,2015

September 5, 2015- Conducted interview with “Trevor Hillard”

September 6, 2015- Interview Recording sent for Transcription

September 12, 2015- Transcriptions Returned
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September 13, 2015- Coding process commences

October 5, 2015- Initial writing of Chapter 4 commences
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Appendix E: Coding Tree

OPEN CODES
Open Codes- Attendance
Open Codes- Dropping out
Open Codes- Family
Open Codes- Making Meaning
Open Codes- Making Meaning- Perception of Self
Open Codes- Making Meaning- Self Determination
Open Codes- Making Meaning- Self Evaluation
PRIORI CODES
Priori Code- Environmental
Priori Code- Environmental- Alternative
Priori Code- Environmental- Alternative- helpful/caring feeling
Priori Code- Environmental- Alternative- orientation process
Priori Code- Environmental- Alternative- smaller school
Priori Code- Environmental- Alternative- work and play
Priori Code- Environmental- Traditional
Priori Code- Environmental- Traditional- lack of consistant rules
Priori Code- Environmental- Traditional- overwhelming size
Priori Code- Instruction/Curriculum
Priori Code- Instruction/Curriculum Alternative
Priori Code- Instruction/Curriculum Alternative- class size
Priori Code- Instruction/Curriculum Alternative- course offerings/grades
Priori Code- Instruction/Curriculum Alternative- instructional staff
Priori Code- Instruction/Curriculum Alternative- instructional
staff- counselor
Priori Code- Instruction/Curriculum Alternative- instructional
staff- principal
Priori Code- Instruction/Curriculum Alternative- instructional
staff- teachers
Priori Code- Instruction/Curriculum Alternative-
instructional staff- teachers- negative experiences
Priori Code- Instruction/Curriculum Alternative-
instructional staff- teachers- positive experiences
Priori Code- Instruction/Curriculum Alternative- workload
Priori Code- Instruction/Curriculum Traditional
Priori Code- Instruction/Curriculum Traditional- class size
Priori Code- Instruction/Curriculum Traditional- course offerings/grades
Priori Code- Instruction/Curriculum Traditional- instructional staff
Priori Code- Instruction/Curriculum Traditional- instructional
staff- counselor
Priori Code- Instruction/Curriculum Traditional- instructional
staff- prinicipal
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Priori Code- Instruction/Curriculum Traditional- instructional

staff- teachers
Priori Code- Instruction/Curriculum Traditional-
instructional staff- teachers- negative exp.
Priori Code- Instruction/Curriculum Traditional-
instructional staff- teachers- positive exp.

Priori Code- Social
Priori Code- Social- Alternative

Priori Code- Social- Traditional
Priori Code- Social- Traditional- few friends/ didn’t seem to affect them

Priori Code- Social- Traditional- loner/negative about friends
Priori Code- Social- Traditional- popular/positive about friends
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Appendix F: Letters from Graduates

Letter #1
Dear Student:

I hear that you’re thinking about dropping out. When it comes to dropping out, it
isn’t a hard decision but it’s also not a good one. I was once a high school dropout. I
suffered with social anxiety and depression so finishing school while I was dealing with
this was not easy. My grades began dropping and I gave up. I transferred to an alternative
school and my grades were getting better. By my senior year, every report card had all
A’s and B’s. I had the teachers and also my parents motivating me. I was and [ am very
proud of myself. I went from a high school dropout to a high school graduate. If I did it,

so can you! BELIEVE IN YOURSELF!

Sincerely,

High school graduate

Letter #2

If you’re on the way to Davidson don’t be scared it’s not like everyone says it is. It’s like
regular school but smaller. There might be kids there who have gotten in trouble but it
helps them because it’s about discipline respect and then trying to turn a path. Nobody
over there has clicks, everybody stays together. You might next have classes you want
but they will be secondary classes you can take. Lots of differences between alternative
school and traditional but not by much. The only thing I loved about Davidson was

everybody got along, nobody made fun of you or didn’t talk to you because of popularity.
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Letter #3

Dear Student in my old shoes.

When I was in high school, it was rough for me. Between the drama and the teachers it
was a awful. Never let anyone tell you, you can’t do something! I had my principal tell
me to drop out and quit because of grades and me not understanding things. Always let
your parents push you. I know it may be quite annoying but in the end it’ll be worth it!
Always think about the ways you can better yourself and push yourself to the limit,
because one day you’ll look back and wish you did. I hope this helps.

NEVER GIVE UP!

Letter #4

If you are thinking of dropping out—don’t. Robinson is not as bad as people say.
Yes, there are some people who have big egos ad say they are a city thug. Don’t believe
them. You are safer there than at any other high school. Finishing high school will be
your 1% stop of finding a good job. It’ll make it easier than if you don’t. Hope this helps

with your worries of attending the alternative school.

Letter #5

Now I know you hate school and so do I but where your about to go is so much
easier. You won’t have as much work to do as the things they do give you are basic and
easy to complete. I hated school but I liked this one because it was smaller and easier

than regular school.
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Letter #6
Dear Student,

I don’t know why you’ve ended up like I did but don’t panic. As long as you stay
strong and focus on where you want to go you’ll be able to finish what you started. I was
scared to start with because of all of the horror stories you hear about Harrison, but none
of them are true. Most of the kids here just don’t care about school and just want to start
their lives early. Some may make it but not all and that’s why you need to be focus and
work hard so you can walk across that stage with your head held high. You may also be
angry at the school or maybe just a teacher or teachers who may have gotten you in
trouble but understand this is their job. Sometimes it hurts them more than it does you to
send you away like that so don’t blame them for your being there. Stay strong and

persevere and I know you’ll make it through this with ease.

Letter #7
If you are struggling with you grades, you should go to Norton. I was behind a year and I
was able to catch up with my grade class. It’s a good school. The teachers there are nice

and the classes are smaller so you have more time with the teacher if you need any help.
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