
 

Abstract 
 
 

CARPER, ANN BARBARA.  Bright Students in a Wasteland:  The At-Risk Gifted.  A 
Qualitative Study of Fourteen Gifted Dropouts.  (Under the direction of Dr. Paul Bitting.) 
 
 The purpose of the research has been to examine the perspectives of school from 

fourteen academically gifted students who dropped out of high school.  The application 

of  this research would be for schools to analyze the implications these perspectives 

provide to design and implement strategies to enable students to finish high school.  The 

research involves interviewing the fourteen participants and analyzing the text of the 

interviews to determine common themes concerning barriers to successful completion of 

high school.  The major themes that emerged from this study were health problems, 

dysfunctional families, poor decisions regarding peer relations, school issues and the 

feeling of isolation or disconnection from school.   Several of the students had severe 

health problems or pregnancy and had difficulty reentering school after lengthy absences. 

Some of the students frequently skipped school and were involved in substance abuse.  

All of the students described being bored in classes, feeling that they could not fit in 

socially in large schools, were bothered by cliques and favoritism, and had not 

established a relationship with any adult in the school.  Twelve of the fourteen lived with 

a single parent, and several of the parents had health, substance abuse or psychological 

problems.  It is important to examine from the words of the students themselves how 

these factors interact to prevent the completion of high school.  Schools may gain from 

their stories implications to support students with similar problems, and to improve the 

school culture to provide motivation for students to stay in school.
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Bright Students in a Wasteland:  The At-Risk Gifted 

 

General Purpose: 

 “Over the last decade, between 347,000 and 544,000 tenth through twelfth grade 

students left school each year without successfully completing a high school program"  

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2001).    Many dropouts start school with the 

aptitude and desire to succeed very well.  In some districts they are identified for gifted 

programs by IQ tests and by the observations and recommendations from their teachers.  In 

these gifted programs they receive enrichment and differentiated instruction.     However, 

despite these advantages and special treatment, there are many gifted students who, in high 

school, do not do well and either drop out or graduate with mediocre achievement.  

According to Rimm (1995), “Millions of children who have no actual learning inabilities -

children with average, above average, and even gifted intellectual abilities, including those 

from homes where education is valued-are simply not performing up to their capabilities” 

(p.4).  To understand the complexity of the factors which influence an intellectually gifted 

student to perform below his tested abilities, it is important to investigate how these factors 

interact for the individual student.  To allow some of the brightest students to drop out of 

high school is a loss to society and a personal loss to the students.  This study is intended to 

address this problem.  
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The Imperatives of this Study: 

It is imperative to examine high school from the perspectives of gifted dropouts for 

three reasons.  First, the large number of students in this country who do not complete high 

school is a tragic problem for which solutions must be found.  Many of these dropouts have 

the intellectual capacity to be productive citizens, but without a high school diploma, their 

choices are limited . Second, in order to find solutions to the dropout problem, it is first 

necessary to understand what the students experience that lead to their dropping out.  Third, 

the previous research on students who drop out of school has not examined specifically gifted 

students in qualitative studies. Several researchers have expressed the need for more study in 

this area. 

 The National Center for Education Statistics (reported on the web site for the 

National Dropout Prevention Center and Network, 2001) reported that only 76.8 percent of 

the 18 through 24 year olds who were not still enrolled in high school held regular diplomas.  

National, state and local educational systems have included goals for reducing this trend.  For 

example, one of the eight goals adopted by the National Education Goals Panel formed in 

1990 is high school completion (National Education Goals Panel, 2001). Despite the 

attention to the issue of high school dropout, educators have generally failed to examine root 

causes and have failed to implement effective intervention strategies which reverse 

underachievement.  Researchers have attempted to explain underachievement from the adult 

perspective and from the accepted social contexts. In the words of Emerick (1992), “It has 

been suggested that reversing the underachievement pattern among the gifted has no t 

progressed because researchers failed to understand the individual sufficiently and failed to 

investigate systematically all aspects of the problem” (p.140).   Unless adults are willing to 
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reexamine the school environment from the students’ perspectives and to establish a fresh 

resolve to meet their needs, they will continue to witness unused potential with economic and 

social consequences.  Several researchers have called for further research in this area.  For 

example, Hamilton and Franks (1994) investigated the level of moral reasoning, ego identity 

formation and gender role socialization among gifted adolescents. They conclude their 

recommendations by stating, “More studies should be conducted on the psychosocial 

development of gifted adolescents …. so that gifted students can pursue their career and 

academic ambitions without being stigmatized, socialized, or stymied by society”(p.190). 

Similarly, Dowson and McInerney (2001), after studying work avoidance goals of 

adolescents conclude, “Future research should address the ways in which differing social 

goals interact with each other and with students’ academic goals” (p.41). 

Several authors have suggested further research in school related issues facing gifted 

students.  Gentry, Rizza and Gable (2001) have compared perceptions of school among rural, 

urban and suburban gifted students.  They find that, “Further study is warranted to determine 

whether gifted students perceive that their interests in these (content) areas are met with 

appropriate challenges” (p. 126).   Kolb and Jussim (1994) examined how teacher 

expectations can contribute to gifted underachievement.  In their conclusion they state, 

“Research that directly focuses on the role of teacher expectations in gifted 

underachievement is sorely needed” (p.30). 

Peer relations are critical in the development of adolescents and several researchers 

emphasize the usefulness of further understanding in this area.  Cornell (1990) studied high 

ability students who are unpopular and conclude, “It is critical to study the characteristics of 

high ability students with poor peer status in more detail.  What are the factors that contribute 
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to the poor social self-concept of these students”(p.160)?  Coleman (2001) studied social 

relationships among gifted students in one high school.  She suggests, “Finally, for those who 

want to understand more about the experience of being gifted in any setting, I recommend 

listening to the students because they have much to share with us about their own 

development and we have much to learn” (p. 173). 

These examples clearly show that it is imperative to understand the interrelationship 

of factors contributing to underachievement from the perspective of the students.  I used a 

qualitative, interpretive approach to this study.  By listening to the voices of the students, I 

attempted to gain an understanding of school from the histories and social lives of students 

who appeared to have every reason to succeed, but did not complete public high school.  I 

considered the school community from the point of view of the students themselves. “The 

situation must be seen as the actor sees it, the meanings of objects and acts must be 

determined in terms of the actor’s meanings, and the organization of a course of action must 

be understood as the actor organizes it”  (Mead quoted by Crotty 1998, p. 75). 

 Quantitative studies have revealed that factors characterizing the at-risk gifted student 

include such factors as poor attendance, course selection, onset and duration of at-risk 

behavior, social and emotional problems and gender differences (Davis and Rimm, 1998; 

Colangelo, Kerr, Rimm, 1995; Davis and Rimm, 1998; Lupart and Pyryt, 1996; Peterson and 

Colangelo, 1996).   These are superficial descriptions of patterns found among the identified 

students that do not reveal the depth and complexity of the factors involved in students’ lives 

and decisions.  If we are to find solutions to the problems, it is crucial to understand what the 

child’s perceptions of school are which create these indicators. Bogdan and Biklen (1998) 

state, “Qualitative studies reveal the assumptions that people have about what is important 
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and what makes the world work” (p.28).  Identifying the problem is a small part of finding a 

solution.  It is also necessary to see the problem from the inside.   

 Other quantitative studies have compared high achieving gifted to low achieving 

gifted and found differences in characteristics that form a profile of the underachieving gifted 

(Lupart & Pyryt, 1996).   Peterson and Colangelo (1996) examined the attendance and 

achievement data in students’ school records to determine if school counselors could use 

those records to identify gifted students who were at risk for low achievement. These 

students were identified as gifted primarily by the Wechsler score at or above 130 and the 

Otis & Lennon at or above 132.  They found that the at-risk group had grade point averages 

well below 3.0 in high school. However, the authors call for further research into potential 

personal, family and transitional causes.  

 Although these studies identify the problem and characteristics of these at-risk 

students, they do not explain the way that the characteristics are linked.  They do not attempt 

to provide the students’ perspectives about school, nor do they describe how school and 

social settings affect student low achievement.  The purpose of this qualitative study was to 

discover, through interviewing high ability students who dropped out of school, their 

perceptions of school and the implications for schools that may affect changes in support of 

students like these in the future.  The purpose of the study was also to discover patterns of 

perceptions among participants, which may be of interest to school personnel for further 

study.  My research questions therefore were: 

 What was school like for these selected former students? 

 Why were they not able to achieve to their potential? 

 What was important to them as students? 
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 What worked and what didn’t work about school? 

 How did family and social culture affect school performance? 

 What factors influenced them to drop out? 

 I conducted a pilot study in which I interviewed five former students who fit the 

profile of at-risk gifted students.  Two of these students were high school drop-outs and three 

graduated with less than a 2.2 GPA.  This study revealed that there are patterns that emerge 

common among all of the students interviewed. The study indicated that family, social, 

cultural, and curricular issues interrelate and mesh over many years.  By describing these 

relationships, I paint a more complete portrait of the gifted at-risk individual. 

 There is much controversy about how students are identified as gifted (Sapon-Shevin 

1994).  Of particular interest are the “hidden gifted”, the minority gifted, and female gifted 

(Lupart & Pyryt, 1996).  It is my hope that by revealing implications for the identified at-risk 

gifted, programs and policies will be examined which will benefit all students who have a 

discrepancy between potential and achievement. 

Conceptual and Theoretical Framework: 
 
 I have framed my study on theories developed by John Dewey, Jean Piaget and John 

Goodlad.  First and most basic is that learning is interactive with experience and 

environment.  Thus, students learn most readily when they are involved, interested and 

stimulated, and when they are active participants.  Subsequently, a student must view his 

education as relevant to his future. 

 I agree with Dewey that learning is interactive with one’s experience and 

environment and that learning takes place when it is relevant to the individual.  New learning 

is connected to prior experiences and is therefore determined for each individual by these 
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experiences.  As Dewey (1938) states, “Every experience enacted and undergone modifies 

the one who acts and undergoes, while this modification affects the quality of subsequent 

experiences” (p. 26).   Learning cannot be separated from environment.  Dewey also 

discusses the “continuity” of experiences that affect for better or worse the quality of future 

experiences by making it easier or harder to act.  This continuity may operate so as to leave a 

person arrested on a low plane of development in a way which limits later capacity for 

growth.  He further states, however, that an experience may arouse curiosity, strengthen 

initiative and set up desires and purposes that are “sufficiently intense to carry a person over 

dead places in the future” (p.31).   Dewey relates that it is the role of the educator to set up an 

environment that is conducive to positive growth.  He adds that experience does not occur in 

a vacuum.  He recognizes that there are sources outside an individual which give rise to the 

experience.  The student’s family and social environment, as well as his school environment, 

are all relative to the meanings he derives from his education. According to Dewey, the 

maturity and experience of the educator put him in a position to evaluate the experiences of 

the young.  The educator must have a sympathetic understanding of what is actually going on 

in the minds of those who are learning. 

And yet, as Goodlad (1979) emphasizes, “qualitative appraisals of what goes on in 

school is a little explored terrain.”  He finds that, “How a student spends precious time in 

school and how he feels about what goes on there is of much greater significance than how 

he scores on a standardized achievement test”(p.61).  I would go further to add that how a 

student scores on achievement tests will be significantly influenced by how he feels about 

how he spends his time in school.  In addition, how a student feels about his school 
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experiences will have an impact on the importance he places on school relative to family, 

social, and psychological factors. 

 Equally important to the relevance the student places on his studies are his active 

participation and interest in his studies.  The student must interact with the curriculum by 

participating in what he learns and in how he learns it.  As Dewey (1944) states, “By doing 

his share in the associated activity, the individual appropriates the purpose which actuates it, 

becomes familiar with its methods and subject matters, acquires needed skill, and is saturated 

with its emotional spirit”(p.22).  He further states that thinking requires active experimental 

testing. 

 Piaget (quoted in Ginsburg & Opper, 1979), in his theory of cognitive development, 

likewise addresses the need for teachers to assess the level of students’ thinking and  

knowledge.  “Children’s knowledge, beliefs and ways of thinking and solving problems will 

not always match their (teacher’s) own” (p.47).  He emphasizes the child as an agent of 

active, personal knowledge construction. Instruction will only be effective when the student 

is actively involved.    

 I also agree with Dewey and Goodlad that the purpose of school is not merely to 

dispense sets of knowledge, but to facilitate the acquisition of attitudes and skills to enable 

future learning and problem solving.  Dewey (1938) says that, “To have a mind to do a thing 

is to foresee a future possibility” (p. 103).   However, Dewey (1944) also says that 

“knowledge is frequently treated as an end in itself, and then the goal becomes to heap it up 

and display it when called for” (p.158).  In contrast, Goodlad (1979) dreams of education as a 

way for society to become its most noble vision of what it could be.  “It prepares not just for 

society as it is, but for a changing civilization; it provides not merely for present satisfactions 
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but makes possible a lifetime of enjoyment” (p.35).  What we need, says Goodlad, is to “turn 

toward approaches to learning rich in opportunities to derive varied meanings and to devise 

creative, individual approaches to understanding and problem solving” (p.63). 

 In summary, it is crucial for educators to understand the complex interactions of 

internal and external experiences for each student and to modify the educational environment 

to enable and to stimulate positive growth.  It is the role of educators to engage students in 

activities that will promote desirable future experiences.  In his evaluation of traditional 

education, Dewey (1938) reveals,  

If the pupil left it instead of taking it, if he engaged in physical truancy, or in the 

mental truancy of mind-wandering and finally built up an emotional revulsion against 

the subject, he was held to be at fault.  No question was raised as to whether the 

trouble might not lie in the subject-matter or in the way in which it was offered. 

(p.46) 

Considering the theory of interaction and continuity of experiences, it is clear that the failure 

of educators to adapt to the needs and capacities of students creates barriers to learning as 

much as the failure of the student to adapt himself to the system. The result is often 

underachievement, sometimes to the extreme of dropping out of school. 

Role of the Researcher 

  My role in this study is both professional and personal.   As a high school 

administrator I have adopted a goal of reducing the dropout rate.  Through years of 

professional experience I have observed that many students who drop out of school are 

highly intelligent.  I became more personally concerned about this issue as a parent of a 

gifted child who, although he graduated, attended school without any interest.  
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 I have been interested in the subject of the at-risk gifted student for many years.  I 

have been in public education for 19 years and have known many students who are 

intelligent, seem to have been provided all the advanced instruction that schools can offer, 

and yet experience difficulty when they reach high school.  My interest intensified when my 

own son became one of these drop- ins (students who maintain attendance, but, in spirit, drop 

out).  He was identified as academically gifted when he was in the third grade.  He made 

good grades, participated in the gifted pullout programs, loved to read and participated in 

school plays and sports.  In high school his grades began to drop and he developed a negative 

attitude toward school.  This was extremely frustrating and painful as a parent/educator, 

compounded by the fact that he was also frustrated and unhappy. It must be even more 

difficult for parents who are not educators.   In my professional life I have had conversations 

with many parents who have experienced this frustration. 

 I am an assistant principal of instruction in a high school and have held this position 

for four years.  Prior to that, I was a classroom teacher for 15 years.  Throughout my career I 

have observed the troubling occurrences of very bright students, who have (apparently) all 

that is necessary to succeed, and yet they do not.  It is part of my job to talk to students and 

listen to their concerns.  In my occupational role, I have been essentially doing an informal 

study of this topic.  I therefore have acquired a sense of what goes on with these students, so 

I am beginning this formal study with hunches about their feelings.  However, I also sense 

that there are many complex and interrelated factors contributing to the loss of interest in 

school for these gifted students. 

 In my role as assistant principal of curriculum, I consult frequently with students, 

teachers and parents in an effort to improve curriculum.  I attend workshops and lectures and 
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read curriculum related literature.  It is my philosophy that students must be actively engaged 

in their learning and that this learning must be relevant and thought provoking.  As 

Dewey(1944) states, “To fill our heads, like a scrapbook, with this and that item as a finished 

and done-for thing is not to think.  It is to turn ourselves into a piece of registering apparatus” 

(p. 169).  Piaget( quoted in Ginsburg & Opper, 1979), likewise, states that, “The child is 

always active and does not just absorb like a sponge, but attempts to understand the structure 

of experience” (p. 214).  

 However, in many classrooms that I observe, teachers lecture and students take 

notes. The objectives seem to be to cover material.  Goodlad (1984) in his observations of 

1,000 classrooms found,  “Inside the classrooms we observed, teachers lectured and 

questioned, students listened, textbooks were the most common medium for teaching and 

learning-there was much pedagogical conformity” (p.247).  Indeed, it is a difficult problem to 

turn a square classroom into an active learning environment; as Dewey (1944) also says, 

“The physical equipment and arrangement of the average school room are hostile to the 

existence of real situations of experience” (p. 182).  I believe that it is essential to hear how 

students, especially intellectually capable students, perceive these classroom experiences, and 

what were the effects on their attitudes toward school.  I wanted to know from them what 

intrigued them and what did not.  I also wanted to gain an understanding of why they did not 

succeed, if they, in fact, feel that they were unsuccessful.  

Their perceptions provide implications for schools that will affect all students.  

Difficulties described by gifted dropouts are not exclusive the academically gifted, but may 

extend to students of diverse abilities.  Therefore, improvements suggested by what I learned 

from gifted dropouts will benefit all students who experience similar difficulties.  Regarding 
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gifted students, Sapon-Shevin (1994) warns about making the following educational 

assumptions: 

1.   What is inappropriate for gifted students is appropriate for everyone else. 

2.  What is inappropriate for nongifted students is not the same as what is                   

inappropriate for gifted students 

3.  What is good for gifted students would not be good for everyone. 

4.  What is good for education in general will not be good for the gifted. 

 ( p. 25-27) 

 
It seems more rational to assume that undesirable situations that the gifted face extend to 

other students as well.  While my focus is on the gifted, the school wide changes that may 

result from this study should be designed to meet the needs of all students. 

 I also sought to gain an understanding of what other factors in these students’ lives 

led to apathy and dissatisfaction with school.  In the previously mentioned pilot study in 

which I interviewed five former students who fit the at-risk gifted profile, I learned that there 

are many factors that seem to be interrelated which affect not only the students’ attitudes, but 

also their ability to cope with school life.  This study may lead to implications for schools in 

terms of what support systems may be initiated to enable this type of at-risk student to 

continue to succeed in school. 

 For example, I wanted to understand if students quit attending school because their 

grades are so poor that they give up, or if there are factors that cause the poor attendance and 

the grades drop as a result. The gifted dropouts and low achievers that I interviewed in the 

pilot study revealed that poor attendance was a common factor among these students, but for 

each individual there were different reasons and a different sequence of events leading to 
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their poor attendance. These interviews illustrate that there is no single cause for which a 

simple solution may be found; however, understanding the complex problems associated 

with poor attendance may provide implications to enable schools to provide the interventions 

necessary for individual students.  Crotty (1998) says “Interpretivist research provides 

understanding the whole by grasping its parts and comprehending the meaning of the parts 

through dividing the whole” (p.92).  Therefore, by  understanding  school through the 

perceptions of former students, I  provide an understanding of the whole school. 

 My professional judgements concerning the academic reasons for the at-risk students’ 

poor achievement were critical of teaching practices.  I felt that if teachers provided  more 

challenging lessons, these students would not be bored and therefore would like school and 

be successful.  Goodlad (1984) states, “Customary teaching procedures rarely provide 

opportunities for students to practice the full range of learning behaviors implied in our goals 

for education in schools” (p.299).  The interviews with students in the pilot study confirmed 

these ideas.  They described boredom and hours of sitting and taking notes with no 

opportunity to express themselves or to be actively involved in their classes.  However, the 

students expressed empathy for the teachers.  They stated that the teachers were restricted in 

what they could do by the pressures of state testing and the rules and regulations of the 

school and district.  Their perspectives changed my perception by allowing me to look at 

school from a different view and shed new light on academic issues and on where we might 

begin to reform.   In discussing the dialog between the researcher and the subject, Bogdan 

and Biklen (1998) state “When qualitative researchers do research they engage in a kind of 

dialog with their informants…  Their perspectives are shaped by what they learn from the 

informant” (p.31). 
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 In order to gain such perspective, we must treat each student as an entity.  We cannot 

simply say we are going to improve the school, or improve attendance, or decrease the 

dropout rate.  We cannot understand the school by looking at statistics.  It is essential that we 

gain an understanding of the social reality of the school from the perspective of those for 

whom the school exists. “For Weber (quoted by Crotty, 1998), any understanding of 

causation comes through an interpretive understanding of social action and involves an 

explanation of relevant antecedent phenomenon as meaning complexes”  (p.69). 

 Our real goals are not to make a better school, but to help each student be successful.  

To do this we must in Stake’s (1995) words, “know the uniqueness of the individual lives. … 

Understanding each one requires an understanding of other cases as well as each one’s 

uniqueness”  (p.44). There is a tendency for professional educators to define needed school 

reform from adult perspectives.  “Human beings act toward things on the basis of the 

meanings that these things have for them”  (Crotty 1998, p. 72).  In order to apply theory to 

school reform we must be able to understand the meanings that the students have for school. 

“Only through dialog can one become aware of the perceptions, feelings and attitudes of 

others and interpret their meanings and intent” (Crotty 1998, p. 73).  It is for these reasons 

that I conducted a qualitative interpretivist research study to find out from the at-risk gifted 

themselves what school was like for them.   

Definition of terms : 

 I use the term “gifted” to refer to individuals who have been identified by their school 

districts as having superior intellectual ability.  Although the methods for choosing gifted 

students are controversial, I accept this definition for the purpose of selecting participants 

who were expected to achieve and, since they were identified, received attention or special 
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educational programs to enable them to excel.  Scores on an IQ test, usually the Stanford-

Binet or the Wechsler, generally define intellectually gifted students  (Davis & Rimm, 1998, 

and Clark, 1979). 

I have chosen to use the term “at-risk gifted” to define the participants in this study.   

In the literature reviewed, researchers use other terms; for example, “underachievers” and 

“work inhibited”. These terms are defined as a discrepancy between tested ability, such as on 

IQ tests, and actual performance, particularly grades.   

Limitations of the study : 

 In this study I interviewed a small number of respondents, fourteen. I was not 

attempting to discover general characteristics of a large sample of students, but rather to gain 

a richer understanding of what school was like for these few individuals who did not meet the 

expectations of their teachers and parents. The small number provided more in-depth 

perspectives and richer data from each participant. 

 There were sampling limitations as well, since all of the participants in the study were 

from one state.  I attempted to diversify this sample by selecting students from different 

demographic areas, such as metropolitan, small town and rural.  This diversity exists within a 

reasonable distance from me and I have school contacts in each of these areas.  I also 

attempted to diversify the sample by gender and race. Ten of the participants were white, 

four African American, ten female and four male. 

  There are many contributing factors to the behaviors of the at-risk gifted and no one 

individual has the same combinations of factors.  The literature describes an abundance of 

characteristics of these students and no one will possess all of the described characteristics.  

However, it is the purpose in this study to discover the unique perspectives of these particular 
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participants and to discover how any combination of the factors and characteristics may have 

influenced their school lives. 

 An additional limitation of the study is the controversy surrounding the identification 

of and special education for “gifted students.”  I  purposely limited the study to students who 

were identified early as gifted by the common practices used by school districts, were 

expected therefore to excel, and were given opportunities beyond what other students had to 

assist them in reaching their perceived potentials.  I describe the substance of the controversy 

simply to illustrate the fact that there are probably many other students who could excel, but 

don’t because they are never identified.   

Sapon-Shevin (1994), for example, states that “We can see the category of 

“giftedness “ as a social construct, a way of thinking and describing that exists in the eyes of 

the definers” (p.16).  Margolin (1994) is also critical of identification of some students as 

“gifted” as being a means of positive social control.  “Because being gifted, being upper 

middle class and being white each share the predicament of ‘superiority’, the linkage of these 

concepts appeared reasonable, particularly in view of the fact that gifted child consumers 

were themselves upper middle class and white” (p.32). 

 Intelligence testing, one of the primary means of identifying gifted students, has come 

under serious attack as both unreliable and culturally biased (Sapon-Shevin, 1994; Colangelo 

& Davis, 1991; Davis & Rimm, 1998).  In addition, the most commonly used method for 

screening students for testing for gifted programs is teacher recommendation.  Thus students 

selected by teachers are those that meet particular beliefs and attitudes of the teachers.  One 

study done at the Junior High level found that teachers most often choose children like 

themselves as gifted (Clark, 1979). 



17 

  

  The substance of these arguments is that many students who have superior ability are 

excluded from special gifted programs.  The critics do not argue that those who are identified 

are not superior in intellectual ability or talent.  Davis and Rimm (1998) state that, “Despite 

all the faults and problems related to testing, despite test unreliability and measurement error, 

and despite all biases that need to be considered related to low test scores, it seems apparent 

that children cannot score extraordinarily high on tests purely by accident” (p.278).  

Therefore, by selecting participants who were identified as gifted by their schools, I believe 

that I have selected participants who do have exceptional ability and do not succeed in 

reaching their potential for reasons other than intellectual ability. 
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Literature Review 
 

Introduction 

 There are three purposes of my literature review.  The first purpose is to describe 

research that has been previously done conerning at-risk gifted students and high school 

dropouts. Specifically, I have found quantitative studies concerning characteristics and 

identification of at-risk gifted students, family characteristics, school characteristics, and 

counseling strategies. I have also found literature that discusses the unique nature of gifted 

students and the differentiated instruction needed for them. There have been many studies of 

high school dropouts.  While I have found a few qualitative research studies, that describe 

school life from the perspective of the at-risk gifted students,  these studies have been limited 

to sub-populations of at-risk gifted or to specific geographic areas of the world.   

The second purpose of this literature review is to examine how gifted students are 

identified and what their characteristics are, such as learning styles, and social and emotional 

development.  I feel that it is necessary to have this background knowledge in order to better 

understand and analyze what the subjects tell me in interviews.  In addition, identification of 

gifted students is an imperfect science:  many gifted students, especially minority students, 

are not identified and thus disappear into the mainstream of average school life.  Although 

these hidden gifted are not part of my study, there are potential implications in examining the 

way we identify students and in providing improvements in the educational environment for 

all students. 

The third purpose of the literature review is to discover how my research will 

contribute to the existing literature.  The implications for school reform gained from this 

research will either confirm existing knowledge or offer further validation for school reform 
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efforts currently under way, or it will refute some existing theories and policies and call for 

new action.  North Carolina is currently initiating reform in gifted education and academic 

programs supporting it.  However, I believe that the state’s educational establishment has 

ignored several important issues that were revealed in my pilot study and in the existing 

research.   

Existing Research of At-Risk Gifted Students and High School Dropouts: 

 There is an abundance of literature concerning gifted students, gifted education and 

under-achieving gifted. There have been a few qualitative studies that have focused on 

specific sub-populations or specific geographic areas.  

 In his book, Invisible Children , James Pye(1998) conducted eight case studies of 

underachievers.  He did not identify these students as gifted, but as students who had ability, 

but basically disappeared in school.  He began by describing students he had encountered in 

his profession as a teacher in Scotland.  These were students who got his attention for various 

reasons, but he came to the realization that there were countless numbers that he could not 

remember at all.  From this insight he formed the hypothesis that in every classroom there are 

invisible children whose talents and intelligences go ignored.  As well, he encountered 

students who had dropped out of school and later enrolled in what correlates to community 

college as adults and were doing well.  He chose eight from this group as the subjects of his 

case studies. 

 The interviews that Pye conducted revealed that all these students had in common a 

lack of clear achievement.  They used their intelligence to avoid being noticed.  Some did not 

feel that they fit in socially.  They did not feel that they got along with their teachers and they 

did just enough to get by.  Their disengagement was accepted and never challenged.   
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 Pye conducted his study in Scotland, and all of his subjects were Scottish.  Social 

norms and expectations of parents and teachers may not be identical to those of this country, 

and especially of the Southeast.  It is necessary, therefore, to examine the perspectives of 

school from students in another demographic area such as the Southeastern United States. 

Linda Emerick (1992) conducted a qualitative study of ten students who had reversed 

a pattern of underachievement to determine their perceptions of the factors that created the 

reversal.  These ten students, from schools in the Northeast, ranged in age from 14 – 20, eight 

white and two blacks.  Her analysis revealed six themes consistently addressed by all ten 

subjects: out of school activities, parents, class, goals, teacher, and self.  Two themes were 

identified as of primary importance by all ten subjects, teacher and self. 

Thomas Herbert and Teresa Beardsley (2001) found similar themes in a critical case 

study of a gifted black child living in rural poverty who remained creative and resilient 

despite his environment.  In this case several adults intervened with this child to help him 

overcome behavioral problems, teachers’ low expectations of him, and family history.  He 

became an avid reader and an academic achiever. 

It is important to parallel these studies with a qualitative study of underachievers who 

did not reverse this pattern, and dropped out. It will be meaningful to discover whether some 

of the same themes emerge as negative factors for students who did not achieve. 

Herbert (2001) examined through a qualitative study the experiences of six high-

ability, underachieving males from urban schools.  His major findings included school and 

curricular issues as well as family, peer and environmental influences.  A similar study needs 

to be done with students in rural and suburban schools and particularly with females. 
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   Most of the existing literature is based on quantitative studies conducted by 

questionnaires and data collected through record searches. 

 Kruger (1990) compiled works by several authors to provide practical approaches in 

promoting success with at-risk students.  One of these studies was done by Barbara Hanna 

Wasik (1990), using socio-metric measures to identify at-risk students.  Her hypothesis was 

that social status is a predictor of academic success.  She used questionnaires of students in 

elementary school as well as observations by their teachers.  She found a close relationship 

between social success and academic success.  This study has important implications for 

identifying at-risk students and intervening early with these students.  She finds that, 

“It is equally important, however, to work towards identifying important subgroups 

of children within the at-risk categories.  Furthermore, we must recognize that the 

identification of a subgroup does not readily lead to appropriate interventions.  Within 

such groups, the particular problems of individual children must be identified before 

decisions can be made on appropriate interventions.”  

( p. 20)   

Quantitative studies such as this one confirm relationships between academic success and 

other factors; however they do not provide any understanding of how the students perceive 

the factors in relation to their school existence. 

 In his study of work- inhibited students, Bruns (1992) also uses a quantitative 

approach combined with document analysis to identify characteristics of these students.  His 

approach provides valuable information to educators and parents to determine what general 

approaches to use for intervention with these students. Bruns studied school records, report 

cards and notes from parent teacher conferences to identify students who are work- inhibited.  
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His sample included students from grades three through twelve.  He did not specifically 

target gifted students; however, his sample was skewed to the upper end.  He found that 71% 

of the students he identified as work inhibited scored above average to superior on 

intelligence tests, and 14% were very superior in academic and intellectual abilities. After 

identifying the work-inhibited, he conducted three inventory type questionnaires with these 

students: the Individual Achievement Response Questionnaire, the School Sentiment Index, 

and the Self-Appraisal Inventory.     

    These data again provide useful and interesting information that characterize the work 

inhibited, but they give only a general description that can be used as a starting point in 

understanding these students.  For example, his survey of school sentiment shows that work 

inhibited students generally have negative attitudes toward school compared to non work 

inhibited students.  A qualitative study provides more in-depth understanding of what about 

school is negative for particular students and what importance they place on these factors in 

their decisions to drop out of school. 

 Ross & Broh (2000) also conducted a longitudinal study composed of questionnaires 

and achievement scores for students in grades eight, ten and twelve to determine the effects 

of personal control and self-esteem on academic achievement.  This study did not target 

gifted students, but since lack of self-esteem is one common characteristic found among 

underachieving gifted students by other researchers, I found this study interesting in 

understanding the relationship between self-esteem and academic achievement.  These 

researchers found that personal control is more important to academic achievement than is 

self-esteem.  They found that some of the students have self-esteem, feel good about 

themselves as persons, but do not see the relationship between effort and outcome, or lack 



23 

  

personal control.  Once again we have a general description of this characteristic.  A 

questionnaire provides limited information.  Students are limited to answering questions on a 

scale such as always, occasionally, or never.  A qualitative study can provide in-depth 

explanations and follow-up elaboration by subjects. 

 Peterson & Colangelo (1996) studied the cumulative files of gifted high school 

students from a Midwestern high school through years 1990, 1991 and 1992.  They found 

that school records provide information useful in identifying at-risk gifted students.  The 

common characteristics which separated the achievers from the underachievers were number 

of absences and tardies, number of difficult elective courses selected, lower ACT scores, and 

drop in grade point average.  This study shows that school records can be more effectively 

used to screen students needing intervention; however, face-to-face interviews will provide 

greater understanding of why these at-risk characteristics developed. 

 Ralph Pirozzo (1982) described counseling strategies used for gifted underachievers 

who exhibited low self- images.  These strategies included conferences with the students 

along with analysis of school grades.   He found that the students’ grades improved as a 

result of individual counseling.  He also found that family counseling provided some positive 

results in school grades, but that group counseling had no apparent effect. The purpose of this 

study, however, was to describe the counseling programs and their effects on grades, not on 

how the students feel about school. 

 Owens, Morris & Lieberman (2001) conducted a study of school dropouts in a rural 

Florida school district.  Their purpose was to provide a predictive model for profiling 

potential high school dropouts during middle school years.  The participants were 208 

students grade nine through twelve.  The researchers collected data from the district data base 
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records.  The profile of potential high school dropouts based on these data include being 

retained in a grade more often, being average, receiving more D’s and F’s, having poorer 

attendance, being suspended and receiving free and reduced lunch.  The strongest predictor 

was being retained. 

 In contrast, Kortering, Konold, and Glutting(1998) surveyed students to determine 

their motivations for coming to school.  They felt that by identifying why students come to 

school, these reasons would help educators understand interventions that might motivate 

students to stay in school.  The authors used a 74 item survey of 285 students and compared 

the reasons given by dropouts and nondropouts.  Five major factors were found to explain 

reasons for coming to school.  The most influential motivation was personal development.  

The other influential reasons included socializing with peers, having something to do, 

participation in extra curricular activities and finally, pleasing an apparent authority figure.   

 The authors found no difference in the responses of dropouts compared to  

nondropouts.  They suggest, however, that while dropouts perceive socializing and 

participation as desirable, they may fail at becoming engaged. 

Identification and characteristics of at-risk gifted students     

 The subject of the at-risk gifted students is complex and complicated.  There is 

controversy about definitions and identification of gifted students.  There is difficulty in 

determining what constitutes under-achievement. Are students with an IQ of 129 not gifted 

while those with an IQ of 130 are?  Do we define a grade point average of 3.0 as 

achievement and that of 2.8 underachievement?   In order to provide background and 

understanding of this complexity and to gain an understanding of the characteristics of the at-

risk gifted, I will discuss the literature by categories including: identification of gifted 
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students and identification of under-achieving gifted students, onset of under achievement, 

characteristics of at-risk gifted students, attitudes and emotional development, family 

characteristics, school issues and social influences. 

Identification of Gifted Students 

 In this study of at-risk gifted students, I interviewed students who were identified as 

gifted in elementary school, who at some point began to underachieve, and who,eventually, 

dropped out of high school.  When these students were in elementary school, parents and 

teachers held great expectations for their school achievement.  To understand why high 

achievement is expected of some students, it is necessary first to understand how students are 

identified as gifted. 

 In most school districts, gifted students are identified by a combination of teacher 

and/or parent recommendation, by IQ scores and by grades and achievement scores. IQ is 

measured most commonly by the use of the Stanford-Binet in which students scoring 132 or 

above are considered intellectually gifted and constitute about 2% of the population or by use 

of the Weschler Intelligence Scale for Children (Clark 1979).  Teacher recommendations are 

subjective but are based generally on early reading ability, inquisitiveness, and exceptional 

ability in any one academic area or talent in the arts.  

Identification of Underachieving Gifted Students 

 Because a child’s special abilities are recognized, nonproductiveness often leads to 

frustration for parents, teachers and even the child.  The child has the potential for high 

achievement and significant contributions but is not using that talent in productive ways.  

Sylvia Rimm (1997) states that underachievement is defined as a discrepancy between the 

child’s school performance and some index of his or her actual ability, such as intelligence, 
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achievement, creativity scores or observational data.  She further states that the chief index of 

actual ability is test scores. High test scores indicate special abilities not apparent in the 

underachieving child’s schoolwork. 

 Similarly, Ralph Pirozzo (1982) defines at-risk gifted as individuals who demonstrate 

well above average intellectual and academic ability on intelligence and aptitude tests, but 

fail to develop and perform at levels expected or predicted.   

 Peterson and Colangelo (1996) offered more specific parameters.  In a study to 

determine if school files contain evidence of patterns of underachievers, they identified 

underachievers through school records as students identified as gifted by the school district 

who had grade point averages of less than 2.8 or who had uneven achievement.   Gifted 

achievers, by comparison, consistently had grade point averages of 3.0 or better. 

 Lupert and Pyryt (1996) studied the prevalence and profiles of “hidden gifted” 

population (gifted underachievers).  They found that achievement scores on the Woodcock 

Johnson Test were higher than the course grades.  They also found a decline in achievement 

as these students progressed from grades 4 to 7 to 10.  They also used a formula to identify 

the underachievers in which they subtracted actual achievement from IQ or expected 

achievement. Of the population studied, 21% of the gifted were identified as underachievers. 

 Colangelo and Davis (1991) state that underachievement is seen as a discrepancy 

between an assessment of potential and actual performance.  Discrepancies exist between: 

  two standardized measures; for example, IQ and achievement tests 

a standardized measure and performance; such as IQ and grade point      

averages 
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two nonstandardized measures; such as teacher expectation and performance 

on daily assignments. (p.278) 

Onset of Underachievement 

 For students who are identified as gifted and in the early grades have a high degree of 

success in achievement, it is important to identify when underachievement begins in order to 

understand when interventions are needed.  Jerome Bruns (1992) says that for some students 

the pattern of difficulty in completing work begins in the primary grades and is frequently 

obvious by grade four, especially for boys. Grade seven is also significant, especially for 

girls.   The earlier the work-inhibited behavior occurs, the more serious it usually becomes 

and the more difficult it is to change. 

 Peterson and Colangelo (1996) found that gifted students accept their gifted status in 

elementary school and often reject it in middle school when peer culture becomes the 

primary group.  They identified the onset of underachievement in Junior High School with 

the greatest number beginning at grade 7.  They also found that the majority of these 

underachievers did not experience improvement during high school.   

 Ross and Broh (2000) examined correlations of academic achievement in the eighth 

grade on the academic achievement in the twelfth grade.  They found that the best predictor 

of academic achievement in the twelfth grade is earlier academic achievement.  These 

findings indicate that students, whose academic achievement begins to drop in eighth grade, 

will continue to underachieve throughout high school.   

Characteristics of At-Risk Gifted Students 

 Identifying these at-risk students by discrepancies and determining when the onset of 

underachievement begins is only part of the total picture of these students.  It is important at 
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this point to consider other characteristics of these students.  In a longitudinal survey study of 

high school underachievers into adulthood, McCall, Evahn, and Kratzer (1992) found that 

underachievers come from all socio-economic classes.  As well, a number of traditional 

markers do not seem to apply.  These researchers found no differences in race.  Birth order 

showed no consistent differences.  Family size showed no influence.  Underachievers came 

from both small towns and large cities.  The researchers found no consistent differences in 

whether the students’ mothers worked outside the home.  No differences were observed for 

the divorce rates, although the researchers acknowledge that other literature asserts that 

single-parent families are disproportionately represented among underachievers. 

 What McCall, Evahn, and Kratzer (1992) found were differences in personal 

characteristics.  The underachievers had poorer self-concepts and lower perceptions of their 

educational abilities.  They had lower occupational aspirations and thought less about their 

futures.  They participated less in high school activities, held fewer offices, but tended to date 

more. 

 Davis and Rimm (1998) observe that the characteristic found most frequently and 

consistently among underachieving children is low self-esteem.  These students do not 

believe they are capable of accomplishing what their family or teachers expect of them or 

what they should expect of themselves.  Related to low self-esteem is low personal control 

over their own lives.  They do not see a relationship between effort and outcome.   

 Bruns (1992) used the term “work inhibited” to describe underachievers.  He found 

that in spite of a history of work inhibition, these students frequently have good academic 

knowledge and skills.  Most likely, weaknesses are in spelling, math computation and written 

composition.  They enjoy learning and frequently engage in classroom discussion. They 
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display poor penmanship and generally turn in sloppy work.  Work inhibited boys do not 

often display athletic proficiency. 

 Peterson and Colangelo (1996) in examining school records of gifted students found 

that 37% of the underachievers had ten or more absences per year compared to 17% of 

achievers.  There was a significant difference in the number of demanding electives chosen 

by the underachievers as opposed to the achievers.  ACT scores, which measure mastery of 

curriculum, showed a significant difference between gifted achievers 93rd percentile, as 

compared to 86th percentile for underachievers.  This difference contradicts the stereotyped 

belief that gifted students learn the curriculum whether or not they receive good grades.   

Attitudes and Emotional Development 

Intelligence alone does not guarantee success in school.  Attitudes and emotional 

factors must also be in place to enable the student to use intellectual potential.  Peterson & 

Colangelo (1996) describe the at-risk student as lacking the resiliency to deal with failure.  

Schoolwork is easy for them in the early elementary grades, and these students are able to 

excel with little effort.  When they reach a level of schooling where the work is more 

challenging and difficult these students tend to give up or to develop defense mechanisms.  

“Procrastination, fear of failure, and an all-or nothing mindset are consistent characteristics 

found among these students” (Davis & Rimm 1998, p. 398).  Many set low goals or 

rationales for failure.  Low goals are consistent with a poor self- image and low self-

confidence.  Expecting low grades lowers the risk for failure (Davis & Rimm 1998). 

In her qualitative study of students who reversed their underachievement, Emerick 

(1992) found that three of the six factors were related to attitude: out-of school interests, 

goals associated with grades, and self concept.  For these factors to contribute to reversal of 
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underachievement she found that out-of-school interests were intellectual in nature and 

provided a sense of self worth as well as a means of escape from the routine of school work.  

For goals to have a positive impact they had to be personally motivating and directly related 

to academics.  All of the students related a change in their self concepts and attitudes, and 

that success in school became a source of personal satisfaction. 

Chapman and McAlpine (1988) conducted a quantitative longitudinal study of sixth 

grade students in New Zealand to compare 29 gifted mainstreamed students with 71 average 

students in the areas of perception of ability and school satisfaction.  Ability scales were 

used.  They found that the gifted students had more positive academic self-concepts than the 

average students, and that these concepts did not change over time.  They also found that 

school satisfaction was not different between the two groups and decreased for both groups 

over time. 

This study did not address underachievers.  The question for further study arises: if 

gifted academic self concepts form early and do not change, then gifted underachievers either 

form negative academic self concepts early, or the issues for underachievement are not 

related to self concepts at all. 

 Ross & Broh (2000) have studied the roles of self-esteem and sense of personal 

control in the academic achievement process.  They sampled students when they were in the 

eighth, tenth and twelfth grades using questionnaires about schoolwork, relationships, 

attitudes, and behaviors. They also compared achievement test scores of these students. They 

found that the sense of personal control affects subsequent academic achievement.  Sense of 

control results from successful behaviors, achievements, and accomplishments.  “Personal 
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control increases effort, motivation, and persistence in problem solving, which improve 

academic performance” (p.273).  

  Bruns (1992) conducted a series of studies of work- inhibited students and found that 

the majority have trouble completing assignments in all or most classes.  The difficulties are 

not tied to one teacher or to a particular dislike of one subject. He found that these work 

inhibited often become verbal lawyers.  They are articulate in reasons why assignments are 

irrelevant and often identify loopholes in the rules that would exempt them from the 

requirements.  They tend to have poor tolerance for frustration and give up easily when tasks 

become difficult. 

Family Characteristics 

 One might expect to find that the at-risk-gifted child would come from a home where 

education is not given a high priority.  This may be the case for students who are not 

identified as gifted because they enter school without showing the usual signs of intellectual 

ability.  However, Davis and Rimm (1998) state that of the students identified as having 

exceptional ability, the ones who underachieve come primarily from homes where 

educational success is emphasized and where the parents are educated.  There are, however, 

some consistent differences in family characteristics of the underachievers versus the 

achievers.  Davis & Rimm (1998) found that these “students are from families where the 

family morale is poor and where there are family disruptions caused by death or divorce.  

Parent overprotection and excessive permissivism are consistent characteristics” (p.288).  

They found that there are often inconsistencies in expectations between the two parents of 

these underachievers.   Bruns (1992) also found that the work inhibited students tended to 

have over protective or over empowering parents.   
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  Clark (1979) found that in families of underachieving gifted students, the student is 

more dependent on the mother.  The father is rejecting, domineering, and gives little warmth 

or affection. Parents set unrealistic goals for students, and the students imagine that they are 

only as valuable or “good as their accomplishments”.  The students’ achievements present a 

threat to the parents and their adult superiority.  Parents are often more restrictive and severe 

in their punishment. 

 Colangelo and Davis (1991) also found differences between families of the 

underachievers and achievers.  

In the families of underachievers, the modeling of intrinsic and independent learning, 

positive commitment to career, and respect for school were remarkably, although 

unintentionally, absent.  The enrichment and fun of early childhood were often 

replaced by a plethora of activities and lessons that were so time consuming that they 

left little energy for continued home learning, independent projects or family game 

playing. (p.330)   

Consistent and predictable expectations for conduct were absent in the homes of the 

underachieving children. 

 As mentioned previously, many students underachieve because they are not identified 

as gifted.  Scott, Perou, Urbano, Hogan and Gold (1992) sent surveys to the families of 

white, Hispanic and black parents of children in a gifted and talented program to determine if 

there was a difference between the groups in the percentage that requested an evaluation of 

their child for the program.  They found that there was a significant difference between the 

white parents and the two minority groups.  A qualitative study is needed to determine why 
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they did not request evaluation in order to provide for better identification of the hidden 

gifted. 

School Issues 

      Researchers have also found consistent school characteristics among 

underachieving gifted students.  Davis and Rimm (1998) state that all students have good 

years and bad years.  Renzulli (reported by Davis and Rimm 1998) found that 42 percent to 

62 percent of teachers had no exposure to methods for teaching the gifted.  According to 

Renzulli, some students are not resilient enough to overcome the bad years and this initiates 

or accelerates underachieving behavior patterns.  School climate characteristics, which cause 

and support underachievement, are lack of respect for the individual child, a strongly 

competitive climate, emphasis on outside evaluation, inflexibility and rigidity, exaggerated 

attention to errors and failures, an “all controlling” teacher or an unrewarding curriculum.  

 Colangelo and Davis (1991) find the school environment plays a significant role in 

the success or lack of success of students. They find that students with superior intellectual 

ability are not encouraged to achieve in an “anti- intellectual atmosphere that sets high 

priorities for athletics or social status, but not for intellectual attainment.”   Similarly, an 

“anti-gifted atmosphere that considers gifted programming to be elitist and emphasizes the 

importance of all students being adjusted and fitting into a mold “encourages mediocre work.  

A rigid classroom environment that encourages all children to study identical materials at 

similar speeds or in similar styles creates boredom for students who can excel” (p.329).  

Finally, teachers who “rigidly do not see the quality of children’s work either because of 

different values, personal power struggles, or cultural or racial prejudice” (p. 329) may not 

encourage all children to reach their potential.   
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Gentry, Rizza and Gable (2001) developed an instrument, My Class Activities, to 

measure student attitudes toward classroom activities.  This study included a comparison of 

students in rural, urban, and suburban schools.  They found that the elementary students had 

higher perceptions of enjoyment of school than middle school students.  However, the 

elementary students from rural school districts also reported less challenge and interest than 

the urban and suburban students.  In addition, the middle school students in rural schools also 

reported feeling unchallenged and bored in school.  These authors call for further study, 

especially in content areas, to determine if gifted students in rural areas perceive that their 

needs are being met. 

In her qualitative study of ten students who reversed their underachievement, Emerick 

(1992), identified through an open-ended questionnaire and in-depth interviews with each 

subject, six themes that were consistently addressed by all ten subjects as related to the 

reversal of their underachievement.  Three of the six were school related: class, teacher and 

goals.   

  The characteristics of classroom experiences as described by Emerick's subjects 

include opportunities for intellectual challenge and advanced studies, opportunities for 

independent study in areas of interest, personal involvement in subject matter through student 

discussions, relevant or real assignments, and classes in which the learning process included 

feedback and opportunities for revision. 

Students who participated in Emerick's study believed that "a specific teacher was the 

single most influential factor in the reversal of the underachievement pattern" (p.144).  The 

teachers who motivated them to learn were those who cared for and sincerely liked the 

students and who were willing to communicate with the student.  These teachers were seen as 
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enthusiastic and knowledgeable about the topic taught and demonstrated a personal desire to 

learn more.  They used a wide range of resources and teaching strategies and had high 

expectations for the students' academic achievement.  In Emerick's words, "This study 

suggests that the role of the teacher and the effort to link the underachiever's areas of interest 

to academic pursuits need to be investigated further" (p.144).  Clearly it is necessary to 

investigate if underachievers who do not reverse the trend had been exposed to teachers who 

displayed any of the characteristics described by Emerick's subjects.  

 Delisle (1984) sent questionnaires to gifted children ages 9-13 concerning their 

feelings of giftedness and their perceptions of school.  These were children who were 

identified and placed in gifted programs, therefore supposedly given the most accelerated 

education their schools had to offer.  A few of their comments follow. 

 Oh what a bore to sit and listen, 

 To stuff we already know. 

 Do everything we’ve done and done again, 

 But still must sit and listen. 

 Over and over read one more page 

 Oh bore, oh bore, oh bore. 

 Sometimes I feel if we do one more page 

 My head will explode with goreness rage 

 I wish I could get up right there and march right out the door.    Girl, 9, NY  

 (p.72) 
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My typical school day is boring.  I am lazy and do average.  I try to do my work late 

and I still pass.  I take advantage of being gifted.    Girl, 11, NY 

( p. 73) 

 

What do you do when you get bored?  I listen but I think about something else.  

When I get bored in math I pretend I am a computer doing the math.  In social studies 

I pretend I am one of the people in that country.  Girl, 11, NY 

 (p.81) 

Social Influences 
 
 Peer relations are an important factor in the lives of adolescents.  Several studies have 

been conducted to determine peer relationships for gifted students and the effects on 

emotional growth and academic achievement. Results have been conflicting.   

 Dauber and Benbow (1990), for example, conducted a quantitative study of 400 

thirteen year olds by means of a mailed questionnaire.  This was a self- report study to 

determine gifted students’ perceptions of how their peers view them.  The researchers 

examined how exceptionally gifted students differed from modestly gifted students and how 

mathematically gifted differed from verbally gifted.  The results of this study showed that the 

modestly gifted students had the most favorable results in terms of personality and peer 

acceptance.  In addition, the verbally gifted had lower feelings of acceptance and social 

standing than the mathematically gifted. The authors concluded that it may not be enough to 

provide enriched academic programs for the exceptionally gifted, but it may be necessary to 

provide emphasis on peer interaction skills.  
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 Brown and Steinberg (1990) found similar results in a study of 8,000 gifted students 

in California and Wisconsin done through questionnaires and interviews.  They found that 

there is a tension between academic achievement and social acceptance. Among the several 

diverse peer groups within a high school, the brains are associated with nerds (losers in peer 

social system).  The high achievers had to either hide their grades from peers or suffer verbal 

and sometimes physical abuse.  The authors observe that, “It is frightening that many of the 

most intellectually capable high school students strive to be less than they can be in order to 

avoid rejection by peers” (p.60). 

 Cornell (1990) studied 319 students attending a summer program for gifted students.  

Questionnaires were used to study the relationship between peer status and academic 

achievement, family social status, self-concept, and emotional maturity.  Unpopular students 

were found to differ from popular students in family social status, self-concept, and academic 

self-esteem.  This study showed no difference in academic achievement between popular and 

unpopular students.  Cornell said that it is critical to further study the factors that contribute 

to poor social self-concept for these students and to help them improve their social 

competence. 

 In contrast to these self-report surveys, Luftig and Nichols (1990) investigated social 

status of gifted students as seen by their peers.  They used a sociometric nomination 

instrument to rate classmates as popular, rejected, neglected and controversial.  Subjects 

consisted of 496 students, 64 gifted and 432 nongifted.  In this study, gifted boys were rated 

as the most popular while gifted girls were rated as most unpopular.  They determined that 

gifted students in general were not more likely to be rejected by their peers than nongifted.  

However, they found that gifted girls, “comprise an at-risk population in terms of their 
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continuing academic achievement, emotional and mental health functioning and affective 

social functioning” (p.114). 

 Gifted female socio-emotional development was also studied by Callahan, 

Cunningham and Plucker. (1991)  Through interviews and observations of five middle school 

gifted females, the authors found characteristics present which have been identified as 

inhibitors to success.  They found examples of conformity rather than suppression of abilities 

and use of social manipulation as problem solving techniques.  Each of these girls stated that 

school was not challenging and that she was bored.  However, each had developed adaptive 

strategies and did not challenge her teachers.  The fear is that these characteristics will lead to 

lower achievement as these young women get older. 

 Each of these studies leaves unanswered questions concerning the impact of social 

development and competence on underachieving gifted students.  Of particular concern are 

the social pressures felt by black and female gifted students, who according to these studies 

experience greater social rejection than white male gifted students. 

Contributions  

 This study contributes to existing literature and research in two ways.  First, it  

provides the student perspective to the issues of at-risk and underachievement.  Second, it  

confirms some of the data provided by quantitative studies regarding characteristics, and in 

some cases refutes data regarding characteristics.  The implications for schools from studies 

generated by quantitative data are not specific enough.  Through this qualitative study I  

reveal interrelationships and personal experiences for a greater understanding of what it is 

like to be a gifted individual who drops out of school.  I also provide issues that cannot be 
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found in school records, test scores or questionnaires.  In addition, I provide explanations in a 

format that I have not found available in studies of gifted students who have dropped out.   

 Wasiks (1990) conducted a quantitative study of kindergarten children through use of 

questionnaires. She asked questions such as “Would you rather play with Mary or Jane?”  

and “Would you rather work with Larry or Bill?”  She found a relationship between students 

who were rejected by their peers and their academic success.  A qualitative study adds to this 

literature in that the students describe for themselves what it is like to feel rejected by peers 

and how that affects academics. I believe that understanding what school is like for these 

students will enable schools to assist them in succeeding. 

 Bruns (1992) says of his study of work- inhibited students, “The scores definitely 

support the hypothesis that, in comparison to students who complete their schoolwork, work 

inhibited students have poor self-concepts and negative attitudes toward school” (p.198).  

This study does not determine whether the negative attitudes, for example, caused the work 

inhibition or the work inhibitions caused the negative attitudes.  Interviewing students adds to 

a greater understanding of the interrelationship of such factors.  

 Peterson and Colangelo (1996) showed that school records are useful sources for 

identifying at-risk gifted students.  I analyzed school records as part of my study for this 

purpose.  However, I also wanted to hear from the participants why their attendance was poor 

and why they selected easy electives and why their grades dropped.    

 McCall, Evahn, and Kratzer (1992) found that characteristics of underachievers 

persist for at least thirteen years after high school.  They say that it is a myth that bright 

students will learn in spite of the school and that underachievers will eventually outgrow 

their underachievement.  They found that thirteen years after high school, the majority of the 
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underachievers in their study had fewer years of formal schooling, made less money, 

changed jobs more often and divorced more frequently than their peers with the same ability.  

The implication of this study is that students who are chronic underachievers do not outgrow 

it, and underachieving becomes a way of life for most of them. 

If the purpose of schools is to prepare students for adult life and careers, we are not 

successful for some of these very capable students. Through my qualitative study I provide 

insights into how these students perceive that school has prepared them fo r careers. The 

students in this study did not complete high school and are attending a GED program, 

working or doing nothing.  As they reflected on their former school years, the students 

explained how their past school experiences affected their current lives.  Schools might infer 

from their interpretations when and how to intervene. 

Conclusion 

 The existing literature does not focus specifically on the perceptions of former 

students who were identified as academically gifted and who had no identified learning 

disabilities.  Since these students seemed to have no reason, from the adult perspective, not to 

succeed throughout their public school experience, it is important to learn from them what 

experiences became barriers to their success.  Furthermore, there have been very few 

qualitative studies that attempt to discover how students spend their time in school and how 

they feel about how they spend their time.  This qualitative study will provide useful 

implications for schools in addressing the concern about the wasteland in which many gifted 

students spend their formal school years. 
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Methodology 

Design 

 This qualitative study was conducted in a southeastern state of the United States. 

 In order to gain understanding of school from the perspective of students who are 

identified as academically gifted, but who lose interest or even drop out, I interviewed 

students meeting these criteria.   From these interviews I gained insight into how the students 

perceived school and what issues influenced their decisions to quit.  I began with criterion-

based sampling (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993) in which I identified the qualities of the types 

of students that I would interview.  The criterion I included were (a) the students were 

previously identified as academically gifted, (b) had high grades in elementary school, (c) 

had poor grades in high school and /or dropped out of high school.  I limited the number of 

participants to fourteen.  I included both genders, ten females and four males, as well as 

racial diversity, ten white and four African American.  The subjects interviewed in my pilot 

study were former students of one high school and I knew all of them as former students.  In 

order to gain a more general description of high school for this study, I located subjects who 

met the criteria, and who were from schools in five different demographic areas, two large 

cities, two small towns and one very rural area. I also included participants who had attended 

schools which ranged from a small k-12 school to a very large 2400 student metropolitan 

school.   

 In order to locate the participants who met the criteria, I first contacted administrators 

and counselors in other schools and community colleges to gain access to school personnel 

and records.  I used a snowballing technique (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982) by asking teachers 
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and counselors if they knew the names of former students who fit the criteria.  I then 

searched the students’ records to determine if they fit the criteria and to find other 

educational information, that provided understanding of the participants’ school lives. 

 In order to get the interviews, I sent an introductory letter to each identified former 

student, explaining my study and requesting an interview.  I then contacted each participant 

by telephone to schedule the interviews.  I conducted the interviews in neutral settings such 

as a library, conference rooms of schools, and homes of the participants.  These interviews 

consisted of audio-taped personal interviews, which later I had transcribed verbatim by 

Rogers Word Service. 

 I expected to experience some difficulty in locating subjects and in getting interviews 

with them.  Therefore, I attempted to contact fifteen or more subjects in the hope that I would 

then get ten interviews.  I actually was provided names of 60 students.  The difficulty then 

was to determine which ones actually met the criteria.   The teachers and counselors that I 

interviewed for snowball sampling had developed a good relationship with the students they 

referred and therefore helped me achieve credibility with them..  In addition, I contacted 

directors of the adult high school programs at two community colleges who assisted me in 

finding and interviewing students who dropped out of high school and now are attending the 

adult high school. I contacted 16 students and 15 responded and granted me an interview. I 

eliminated one of those after the interview when I discovered that he did not meet the 

criteria; (he had dropped out of school and was recommended to me because he did well in 

community college; however, he had not been identified as gifted at any point in school, 

rather, his records showed that he had been identified as learning disabled.)  The 16th student 

never replied to my letter and I was never able to reach her by telephone.    Five of the 
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participants attend an experimental high school for dropouts in a large metropolitan area.  

The principal of the school selected those students based on the criteria I had given him, and 

he set up a group interview with all five students at the school because it was most expedient 

for his school.  He also stayed in the room while I interviewed the participants and at times 

joined in the discussion.  This was not what I had planned, but it was a productive interview 

and I have included these participants and their comments.  Prior to the group interview, I 

interviewed the principal of the school for about one hour.  I also informally interviewed a 

teacher at the school for about fifteen minutes. 

 I also expected some difficulty in gaining access to student records, since these are 

confidential. Therefore, I contacted administrators who know me professionally and trust me. 

I also secured permission for the research from the Superintendent of Schools.  

Collecting the Data 

 In this study, data was collected primarily through face-to-face interviews and 

secondarily through document analysis.  Since the purpose of the study was to gain an 

understanding of subjects’ perspectives about school, the interview was the best method to 

gain this understanding.  According to Patton (1990),  “The purpose of interviewing is to find 

out what is in and on someone else’s mind” (p. 196).  “Contemporary researchers believe that 

the beliefs and interpretations of those studied are just as important as, even if wildly 

different from, those of the researcher” (LeCompte & Preissle 1993, p.161).  Every effort 

was made to preserve the voices of the participants by using direct quotations. 

 I interviewed fourteen participants chosen by criteria discussed previously.  

Interviews lasted approximately one to two hours.  An interview guide was used in all cases, 

with flexibility to provide for participants’ interests. The interview questions served as a 
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guide to assure that all participants responded to the same issues.  Thus, themes emerged 

from their common experiences.  However, questions and probes changed as each interview 

progressed and new issues emerged.  Different perspectives were illuminated from similar 

circumstances. Interviews were tape recorded with the consent of the participants and later 

transcribed verbatim by Roger’s Word Service. 

 The interview process followed a life or career history approach.  This approach is 

useful to illuminate how people, particularly those from oppressed groups, construct their 

identities over time. (LeCompte & Preissle 1993).  I used Patton’s (1990) general interview 

guide approach, asking the same questions and probes of each respondent, but the order 

changed according to how individuals reacted.  This allowed me to be more natural and 

responsive (LeCompte & Preissle ,1993).   

Interview Questions  

 Interview questions were of several general types explained by Patton (1990).  

1.  Experience and behavior questions- what respondents do or have done. 

2.  Opinion and value questions- how respondents think about their behaviors and 

experiences. 

3.  Feeling questions - how respondents react emotionally to or feel about their 

behavior and experiences and opinions. 

4.  Knowledge questions- what they know. 

5.  Background questions - descriptions of themselves. 
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  I also interviewed two guidance counselors, a social worker, two mothers, the 

director of a high school diploma program at the community college as well as the principal 

and a teacher at the high school for dropouts. 

 In addition, data were collected through document analysis.  I examined school 

records to verify grades, attendance, discipline referrals, test scores, gifted identification, 

health records, teacher comments and samples of work.  In addition, report cards left in files 

provide space for teacher comments.  

Data Analysis 

 I used a constant comparative method of data analysis. (Glaser 1994)  As I indicated 

earlier, I audio-tape recorded interviews with participants and had the interviews transcribed 

verbatim.  Analysis of data began with the transcriptions. I made analytic memos as the 

transcription proceeded.  I read the transcriptions and coded them immediately after each 

transcription. As I coded the data, I looked for relationships and patterns and attempted to fit 

them into categories. 

 After I collected and transcribed all data, I reread the transcriptions comparing the 

responses of all of the participants that I interviewed.  I searched for similarities and 

differences in key words or phrases, time, relationships, feelings and perceptions.  I analyzed 

concepts for how and why the participants perceive school now, as well as how and why they 

performed as they did while they were students.  I recoded and recategorized as new concepts 

emerged.  As themes emerged, I began to interpret the data and developed theories. 

 I stored data on note cards in file boxes by themes.  I made copies of transcriptions to 

preserve the original, and conducted coding and recoding, cutting and pasting on copies.  I 

stored and labeled tapes by dates and participant code names. 
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 Lecompte and Preissle (1993) observe that, “Theorizing is a formulized and 

structured method for playing with ideas and data” (p.249).    I  “played” with the ideas and 

data to decide how it was to be used in relation to the initial research questions.  I continued 

to use the constant comparison method as I continuously built theory.  Glaser (1994) states, 

“This constant comparison of the incidents very soon starts to generate theoretical properties 

of the categories” (p. 186).  

Validity:  
 
  Validity refers to the trustworthiness of a description or conclusion (Guba and 

Lincoln, 1981).  In qualitative research, the strength of the research is that the case accurately 

describes and portrays the lived experience of those studied.  I minimized problems of 

validity in this study by the length of time of the interview and the depth of explanations 

given by participants.  The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of the 

participants’ perceptions of school. Trustworthiness, therefore, in this study refers to how I 

described and interpreted the words of the participants. 

 One purpose of the pilot study I conducted was to assure validity of the real study.  

Glesne (1999) describes the use of a pilot study to test several aspects of the proposed 

research.  She says that the pilot study is done to learn about one’s research process, 

observation techniques, and interview questions and to inform oneself about the research 

topic.  Through my pilot study I was able to “practice” and refine techniques and to revise the 

kinds of questions that I want to ask.  In addition, I found that my topic is important and 

relevant, and I became even more determined and motivated to find out more.  

Interviewer bias is a threat to validity, and I described my own preconceptions in a 

previous section.  However, my purpose was to gain greater understanding from a different 
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perspective: that of the student, and I was thus seeking information beyond my own 

understanding and was less likely to rely on my preconceptions.  LeCompte and Preissle 

(1993) state that one of the criteria for determining trustworthiness of a study is “ontological 

authenticity, a fresh, more sophisticated understanding of something”(p.324).  In other 

words, I was not trying to prove a preconceived theory, but rather trying to find out what the 

theories are according to the participants. 

To avoid the threat of selecting data that matched my preconceptions, I recorded all 

interviews on audiotape and listened carefully to the individual phrasings and descriptions of 

the participants.  I transcribed these recordings verbatim, and in the text of the study I used 

direct quotations of the participants in order to avoid misinterpretation.   

One of the threats to validity is that because of the preconceptions mentioned above, I 

may ask leading questions.  Indeed, the questions one composes are born of the existing 

theories and conceptions of the interviewer.  I very carefully and thoughtfully composed 

questions that avoided leading participants in any particular direction and that left open areas 

for discussion that I had not conceived.  I had these questions checked by an unbiased editor 

to eliminate leading questions or to assist me in rewording questions where necessary 

(Glesne, 1999). 

Threats to validity were also minimized by selection of participants.  I interviewed 

participants suggested to me by teachers and counselors in school districts in which I am not 

employed.  These issues were a concern in my pilot study.  I knew the participants, had 

taught several of them, and most of them know my children.  In addition, I work in the 

school these students attended and in the community where their families live.  I was 

concerned that some of the information may have been carefully stated to give me what I 
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wanted or what they thought I wanted, and even though I promised confidentiality, I felt that 

they may have guarded their words- just in case. 

I wrote analytical notes regularly after my interviews and reflected on my 

subjectivity, addressing preconceived opinions and biases.  My nearly twenty years as an 

educator enabled me to understand the complexity and interaction of the various components 

of school life which the participants described.    Glesne (1999) states that, “when you 

monitor your subjectivity you increase your awareness of the ways it might distort, but you 

also learn that it is the basis for the story that you are able to tell.  It is the strength on which 

you build” (p.109).  Therefore, by acknowledging my beliefs and biases and monitoring for 

them throughout the interviewing process, I was able to build on them and gain new insights 

from my participants.  

I also avoided some validity issues by triangulation of data.  I was not attempting to 

check the correctness of information given by the participants, but sought additional 

information and insights by document analysis in the form of studying student records of the 

participants and by using multiple, purposefully selected informants. 

 I recognize that this study was limited to a few participants.  This limitation did not 

lead me to a generalized “truth” or correct description for all at-risk gifted students.  Rather, 

the truth is as the participants interpret the truth.  My hope is that by listening to the voices of 

these participants, the reader will better understand what school was like for them which may 

benefit students in similar circumstances. 

Triangulation 

 I used multiple methods to triangulate this study. I used multiple perspectives through 

snowball sampling in which I interviewed teachers and parents.  Using multiple subjects 
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selected by the same criterion and using the same questions on the interview guide also 

served as a type of triangulation.  Although the responses were different for each subject, this 

was useful for determining how people in similar circumstances respond to settings, events, 

or innovations. (LeCompte & Preissle,1993).   

Document analysis of student records and saved work also provided triangulation.  

The purpose of the study was to gain understandings of the subjects’ perceptions; therefore, 

triangulation in this study was not to verify correctness of what students said or perceived, 

but rather for the purpose of adding to the perspective and comparison of the subjects’ 

perspectives with how they were perceived by others. Through student records I was able to 

verify test scores, grades and attendance, but I also gained some insight into when the 

changes in behavior began to occur.  Teacher comments on report cards helped me to 

understand how these students were perceived at the time.  Saved work, especially written 

work or art, illuminated what the students were thinking at the time and what was important 

to them.  These documents also enabled me to assess, to a limited degree, their abilities and 

thinking skills when they were in school.  These sources therefore expanded my 

understanding of these students. 

Generalizability: 

In qualitative research generalizability does not apply in the same way that it does in 

quantitative research.  The qualitative researcher’s purpose is to describe a unique case or 

unique cases to provide better understanding of just that case.  Case studies allow us to 

experience vicariously unique or unusual situations. 

 The participants in this study are unique in that they come from different family 

backgrounds, attended different schools, have different characteristics, and have had different 
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social experiences.  Therefore, their perceptions of school are not the same as any other 

student because all of these factors influenced what they did in school and how they perceive 

it now. 

 While each case is unique, patterns emerged from several cases, indicating some 

similarity in categories.  From these patterns schools may generalize to the student 

population as a whole and design programs for intervention.  Becker (1990) says that one can 

develop generalizations by seeing how each case, potentially, represents different values of 

some generic variables or processes. For example, if all of the participants interviewed 

described the curriculum as irrelevant for their future, then schools may assume that there is a 

general need to provide more meaningful curriculum that will benefit all students.     

Ethical Concerns  

 Qualitative research captures the human dimension of education and therefore is 

subject to ethical concerns such as deception, harm to participants, contract obligations, 

social rights and informed consent.  Some ethical concerns in this study were eliminated by 

full disclosure. The participants were provided a letter describing the study and how it is to 

be used.  Anonymity was assured. Participants gave consent to participate and were asked to 

collaborate to an extent.  It was explained that they could discontinue participation at any 

time if they felt uncomfortable.  Copies of letters and copies of consent forms are included in 

the appendix. 

 There was a potential risk of social embarrassment to the subjects because of personal 

or sensitive information revealed. For example, some of the participants discussed 

embarrassing family situations that they did not want generally known.  Confidentiality was 

assured and maintained, just as it is in my job as a school administrator.  Confidentiality was 
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also maintained through the use of pseudonyms for the subjects as well as for the teachers 

and schools that these participants discussed.   Transcripts and tapes are kept locked, 

accessible only by the researcher. 

 I attempted to establish rapport by convincing the subjects that their responses are 

important and their honesty is valuable.  Establishing rapport was somewhat difficult because 

I interviewed strangers.  However, my manner is nonthreatening and I am accustomed in my 

job to interviewing students and have established subtle techniques which usually are 

successful in easing tension. In addition, the participants expressed the desire to talk about 

their school experiences and seemed comfortable in doing so. 

 I eliminated the ethical dilemma of receiving information about teachers I supervise 

by selecting participants who attended schools in districts in which I have no authority.  I 

analyzed documents of most of the students’ school records.  This did not pose an ethical 

problem, since as a school administrator I have access to school records and confidentiality 

of these records is a matter of professional ethics in my position. 

 Lincoln (1990) reveals ethical issues concerning obligations of the research project 

because of funding sources or professional time spent doing research.  These issues were 

minimized for this project because it was funded entirely through my personal funds and was 

conducted on my personal time.  Therefore, I was not obligated by time or results to another 

agency, nor did I have to justify time away from my job. 

 One of the most important ethical issues concerns how the study will be used.  This 

study may not benefit the participants directly since they are no longer students in public 

schools.  Certainly one of the results of the study is to provide implications to schools, which 

will be impetus for change in services for at-risk gifted students.  I hope that the subjects 
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agreed to participate on the assumption that they may be of help to future students.  I also 

sense that by reflecting on their perceptions and decisions, they were empowered in their 

future actions and decisions. 
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Findings 

Participants 

 Fourteen gifted students who have dropped out of school were interviewed about their 

high school experiences.  Interview questions focused on descriptions of school, classroom 

and teachers, social life in the school setting, and support from family and friends.  

Participants were also asked to describe their feelings about the decisions they have made. 

 All of the participants were eager to talk about their high school experiences.   They 

were alert and thoughtful in their answers to my questions. Three of the students were 17 

years old; all the others were between 18 and 21 years old.  All of the participants had been 

identified as academically gifted in elementary school, and, although districts used different 

criteria for ident ification, these all included scores on IQ tests and/or teacher 

recommendation and /or enrollment in honors classes in high school.  All of the participants 

were high school drop-outs or were planning to drop out. Five of the participants were 

currently enrolled in an experimental high school for dropouts. Most of the participants said 

that they did not mind if I used their real names; however, I have chosen to use pseudonyms 

to protect their identities. 

Ashley 

I interviewed Ashley at her home in a large metropolitan city. She has lived in this 

city since birth and has relatives living nearby.  She has lived with a single mother since she 

was in middle school. She is 18 years old.  She sat on a sofa with her feet curled under her 

and arms folded.  She attended a large city school with a student population of 2600.  She 

was animated and forceful in expressing her opinions. 
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Ashley was identified for the academically gifted program in her school district when 

she was in elementary school and continued through honors classes in tenth grade.  She was 

placed on suicide watch and hospitalized when she was in elementary school.  In her tenth 

grade year she was diagnosed with a blood clot on her brain and spent time in the hospital as 

well as numerous trips to neurosurgeons. As a result, she missed most of the first semester of 

her sophomore year of high school.  She was assigned a homebound teacher who was 

unsuccessful at getting assignments from Ashley’s teachers.  Therefore, when Ashley was 

able to return to school full time, she was so far behind in her work that she was failing.  She 

was told that she would have to repeat her sophomore year the next year.  She dropped out of 

school during her sophomore year.  She has not gone back to school, but says that she intends 

to get her high school diploma from a community college. 

Todd 

 Todd is a 20 year old with bright red hair, cut in a Mohawk.  He wore earrings and 

had several tattoos on his arms.  I interviewed him at his home in a large metropolitan city 

where he has lived his entire life except for a brief period when he left home and lived “up 

north”.  He lives with a single mother.  He freely expressed his opinions, which were 

negative in tone.   He attended a large city high school with a student population of 2600.  

Todd was identified for the academically gifted program in elementary school and attended a 

magnet school for the gifted. In high school he enrolled in honors classes.  He said that he 

began to dislike school in seventh grade.  He dropped out of school during his junior year, 

which he describes as horrible.  He was diagnosed with obsessive compulsive disorder.  He 

washed his hands so much they bled.  He was also diagnosed with sleep apnea that caused 

him to lose sleep at night, so he would sleep during classes in school.  He also described 
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involvement with drugs.  He said that his friends were excellent students and that most have 

gone to college.  He got a GED from a community college, but has made no other plans for 

his future. 

Erica 

 I interviewed Erica in a group of five students who now attend an experimental high 

school for dropouts located on a community college campus.    Erica is 17 years old and lives 

with a single mom in a metropolitan area.  She has a half brother and half sister who are 

grown.   She attended a school with a population of 1800.  She had decided to drop out of 

school, but before she did, her counselor asked her to speak with the principal of the 

experimental school for drop-outs.  She decided to enroll in this school as an alternative to 

dropping out.   

Inga 

 Inga is one of the five students interviewed at the experimental high school on the 

community college campus.  She is 18 years old.  When she was six years old, she moved to 

the area  from Sweden with both parents.  When she was 12 years old her parents divorced, 

and she now lives with her single mom.  She has two brothers, one 29 and the other 16.   Inga 

said that the adjustment of moving to this country was difficult.  She said the schools here are 

different.  In addition, she spoke very little English when she enrolled in school and so was 

placed in a lower grade because of her language difficulties.  By the time she was in high 

school she was placed in honors classes.  She discussed using drugs beginning in middle 

school and was gradually becoming a more serious drug user.  She quit attending school 

because of the crowd she hung out with and the drug use.  Her mother convinced her to speak 

with the principal of the experimental high school and she decided to enroll.  She is now 
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taking college calculus at the community college and said that she has the highest grade in 

the class.  

Donnell 

 Donnell is an eighteen year old, black male living with a single mother.  He has an 

older brother and two older sisters.  He was born in Long Beach, California, moved to Long 

Island, New York when he was nine and to his present address when he was thirteen.  He 

seemed very confident and proud.  He described himself as a lover, and some of his 

discipline problems at school were related to incidents involving females at school.  He also 

described becoming involved with gangs, drugs and alcohol.  He said that he has been shot 

four times.  He lives in a metropolitan area and attended a high school of 1300 students.  He 

had quit attending high school when the principal of the experimental high school contacted 

him and he decided to enroll.  He is making mostly A’s in his classes now and intends to 

become a carpenter.  Donnell was one of the five students in the group focus interview. 

Latoya 

 Latoya is a black female, 17 years old.  She lives with a single mother and has two 

brothers, one older and one younger.  She lived in Bridgeport, Connecticut until she was in 

sixth grade when she moved to her present location.  She now lives in a metropolitan area 

and attended high school with a student population of 1300.  She was one of five students in 

a group interview at the experimental high school.  Latoya described the difficult adjustment 

of moving to the South, which she described as the “Bible belt.”  She discussed involvement 

with drugs.  She said that she just refused to do school work.  She hated school. Her 

attendance was very poor and she was failing her classes.  She had decided to drop out of 

school, but her guidance counselor convinced her to enroll in the experimental high school. 
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Summer 

 Summer is 19 years old.  She lives with her father and stepmother along with three 

brothers and one sister.  She has always lived in the metropolitan area.  She attended two 

high schools; the last one had a population of 1300 students.  She had been in honors classes 

in middle school.  She was one of the participants in the group interview.  She was very quiet 

and answered questions when asked, but did not volunteer. 

Summer said that her mother was an alcoholic.  She bounced back and forth between 

living with her mother and father.  When she lived with her mother, she could do anything 

she wanted since her mother was oblivious.  Her father tried to enforce rules, but when he did 

she would go live with Mom.  Eventua lly she left both homes and lived with “friends.”  She 

hated school when she attended and just quit attending.  Her mother moved out of state and 

she moved  in with her father and stepmother.  They heard about the experimental school and 

went with her to try to enroll.  They were able to convince her to enroll. 

Tammy 

 Tammy is a 21 year white female who is married and has two children.  She lives in a 

small town with a population of about 7,000.  She attended the local high school  with a 

student population of 1300.   Her mother is a professional and Tammy is the second of five 

children.  When she was a senior in high school her father had a serious illness and she spent 

time visiting him in the hospital.  She was diagnosed with an ovarian cyst in the same year 

and was herself hospitalized for a time. She was identified as academically gifted when she 

was in the third grade and attended the AG center in the district once a week.  She 

maintained good grades, on the A-B honor roll through her junior year in high school.  
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Because of poor attendance her senior year, her grades had dropped to failing.  She dropped 

out of school in January of her senior year. 

Joe 

 Joe is a 17 year old white male.  He lives in a small, rural town with a population of 

about 4,000.  He attended the local high school of 1300 students.  The population of this high 

school is made up of students from several small towns and a large rural area.  Joe lives with 

a single mother and he is the only child.  His parents divorced when he was thirteen and he 

and his mother moved four times in that year.  He did not have to change schools during 

those moves.  At times he lived with his father, but had transportation problems getting to 

school.  

 Joe was identified as academically gifted when he was in the third grade and attended 

the AG center in the district.  He made A’s and B’s in elementary and middle school.  In 

ninth grade he had B’s and C’s and then had no grades after the ninth grade.  He dropped out 

of school in the tenth grade.  Notes in his file from his guidance counselor stated that he 

suffered from depression.  His mother had been diagnosed with bipolar disorder and had 

been hospitalized for it twice.  When he lived with his father, he did not have transportation 

to school, his attendance was poor and he dropped out. 

 

 

Denise 

 Denise is a 19 year old white female.  She has three children.  She was 14 when she 

had her first child.  She lives with her three children in government low rent housing, works 

and attends community college.   
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 Denise lived with a single mother in a large city until she was in the seventh grade, 

when she and her mother moved to a small rural area and she changed schools as a result.  

She had been identified as academically gifted in third grade and attended the district’s gifted 

pullout program.  She also was placed in a summer math and science program for gifted girls 

and minorities.  Her grades in elementary school were A’s and B’s.  Her grades dropped in 

middle school when she changed schools.  In high school in the ninth grade she was making 

C’s, D’s and one F in English which caused her to fail her ninth grade.  She also became 

pregnant in the ninth grade and had her first child.  She became pregnant again in the 

beginning of the tenth grade and also was diagnosed with cancer of the foot.  After the birth 

of her second child she underwent surgery in which part of her foot was amputated.  She 

received homebound services for school work which she completed and received credit for 

some of her work.  She dropped out of school officially after the tenth grade. 

 Denise said that her mother was not supportive.  She never asked about her grades or 

attended any school functions.  She did not seem to care what Denise did.  Her mother did 

not go to the hospital when Denise had her babies or when she had cancer surgery.  Her 

social worker supported her through her hospitalization and they remain friends.  Denise 

finished high school at the community college and is now completing a two year degree in 

accounting.   

Claudette 

 Claudette is a black female, 18 years old.  She lives in a small town with a population 

of about 7,000. She attended the local high school that had a diverse student population of 

1300.  She lives with a single mother who was never married.  She never knew her father.  I 

interviewed her in a conference room at the community college where she is trying to finish 
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her high school diploma.  She was very willing to talk and was the most philosophical of all 

the participants. 

 Claudette was identified as academically gifted when she was in the third grade.  The 

week she was to begin attending the AG center in the district, she got into a fight with 

another student and was told that she could not go to the center.  She attempted to change  

her behavior, but each year was told that she could not be included in the gifted program.  

Her mother argued with the principal on her behalf a few times, but finally gave up.  In 

middle school Claudette was placed in standard math and language classes even though her 

teachers recommended her for the gifted classes.  The principal said that her behavior was 

not good enough.  She said that she was bored in the standard classes. 

 In high school, Claudette was enrolled in honors level classes and maintained good 

grades.  She continued to have discipline problems, fights and school disruptions.  She 

dropped out of school when she was in the eleventh grade.  

Judy 

 Judy was recommended to me by Claudette.  I interviewed her at the local community 

college.  She is an eighteen year old black female who lives with an aunt, a temporary 

arrangement.  She lives in a small town, population 7,000, where she has lived all of her life.  

She attended a high school with a student population of 1300.  She is attending the 

community college to get her high school diploma.  

 Judy was identified as academically gifted in third grade and attended the district AG 

center.  She was also a talented athlete.  She made A’s and B’s throughout the ninth grade in 

high school.  When she was in the ninth grade her father died suddenly.  This was a traumatic 

event in her life since she had been very close to her father.  Her grades began to drop in the 
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tenth grade.  Her attendance was poor; she often skipped school to go riding with friends.  

She was found with a knife in her purse and was expelled from school.  She attended the 

system’s alternative school briefly, but described the conditions there as horrible and not for 

her.  She dropped out.  Since then her mother has had several aneurisms and is in a 

permanent rehabilitation center. She visits her mother often and intends to take care of her 

when she is able to leave the hospital.  

Felicity 

 Felicity is 18 years old and lives with her twin boys and both of her parents in a rural 

area. She is an only child.  She attended a large rural high school, student population 1400, in 

a primarily farming community.   She was not identified as academically gifted in elementary 

school, but her grades were excellent in elementary and middle school and she was 

recommended to take honors classes in high school.  She was a talented athlete, played 

softball through middle school and high school.  She also was very active in VICA.  She had 

a lot of friends and considered herself popular.  

 Felicity discovered that she was pregnant during her junior year of high school.  She 

said that she had asked her mother for permission to take birth control pills, but her mother 

felt that would condone premarital sex and refused.  When it was determined that she was 

expecting twins, the doctor put her on bed rest.  Because she would be out of school, she 

would have to repeat her year of school. Homebound instruction was not offered and she did 

not know to ask for it.  She did not want to be a year behind her friends so she went to the 

district office with a plan to graduate on time.  She said that she was denied the opportunity 

to continue with her schooling.  They told her she would just have to start her senior year 
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over.  She was so discouraged that she dropped out of school.  She has since received a high 

school diploma at a community college and is enrolled in a nursing program. 

Trey 

 Trey is an 18 year old white male who lives with his grandmother and two younger 

brothers.  His mother dropped out of high school when she became pregnant with him at 16 

years old.  She never married and Trey never knew his father.  When his mother moved out 

on her own, Trey and his two brothers decided to stay with their grandmother.  He said he 

just loved his grandmother too much to leave her. They live in a small town with a 

population of 2,000.   

 Trey was identified as academically gifted when he was in the third grade and 

attended the district’s AG center.  He made A’s in elementary and middle school and A’s and 

B’s in high school.  He remained an excellent student, was in the honor society and played 

baseball.  The summer after his junior year, Trey became acquainted with a young man who 

had just moved to his town, and they began partying together.  They drank a lot, and Trey’s 

girl friend of two years broke up with him because of it.  In the fall one of his best friends 

was killed in a drowning accident.  He began spending most of his time with his new friend, 

partying and consuming a lot of alcohol.  His attendance at school became very poor, and 

eventually he just quit going.  He had a job, but he was fired because of his poor attendance 

at work.  He was notified by the school two months before graduation that he had been 

dropped from the school rolls.  
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Themes 

 Although these former students revealed different experiences in their personal lives 

and described their school experiences uniquely, several general themes emerged that were 

common to all or most of the participants.  These included: positive feelings about being 

gifted students, overcrowded schools, boredom and bookwork, mixed feelings about 

teachers, influences of social life and peer groups, drug and alcohol abuse, attendance 

problems, illness and/or pregnancy, lack of school support, lack of family support, effects of 

rules and discipline, and regrets fo r their decisions.    Interviews with the participants 

confirmed that the interactions of many of these complex factors affected their school 

experiences and their noncompletion of public high school.  Their experiences support 

Plummer’s (1998) proposal of the phrase “students in at-risk situations” rather than “at-risk 

students” because their problems seem to originate more from particular situations than from 

the students themselves (p.19).    

Gifted Students 

 When the participants were asked to describe their experiences and feelings about 

being identified as gifted, they all spoke very positively.  Being singled out made them feel 

smart and gave them confidence.  They did not describe the classes as more difficult, but 

more fun.  There was variety and student participation.   

  Todd was identified as gifted and was placed in classes for the academically gifted.  

He does not remember being tested for it.  The students in his class were given different work 

from the other students.  He said, “Actually, I was kind of excited about it.”    

Denise said that she was placed in a pullout program for academically gifted.  She 

said that she was best at math and science and made good grades.  “I thought it was fun-I was 
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little, you know-because I was smart.”  She remembers classes such as tap dancing and 

acting.  They also took trips to Georgia to visit a college and to the mountains.  “I loved that 

school.” 

Judy attended the district center for academically gifted in elementary school.  She 

also made good grades in middle school.  “In seventh grade I was taking pre-algebra and in 

eighth grade I took algebra.  So, like, I was ahead on math and English.”  She said,  

I felt like any other kid, but just like when they gave some people the test and certain 

people passed, that’s when I felt like I was smart, like I really had a gift towards 

them.  It just made me feel smarter than everybody else, made me feel like I could do 

something with my life.  

Two of the participants attended the center for the academically gifted in one county. 

They described their classes as being more advanced than in regular school. They worked 

with computerized legos, experimented on a variety of musical instruments, and dissected a 

shark.  Tammy said about the classes at the center, 

You’re in elementary school and they do things that maybe high school students 

would do, but they do it on your level. They did higher level thinking things at a 

faster pace, which you always had to pay attention, and it was fun because you were 

just always learning something new. 

 Joe had similar experiences at the center and described his feelings about his classes, 

“I liked it a lot.  I mean I had fun when I went over there.  I just liked to learn doing that kind 

of stuff.” 
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Goatherders  

 In high school these students were enrolled in honors level classes, which at their 

schools was the only differentiation for gifted students.  They described life at school as 

crowded and rushed.  Classes were too large and teachers and counselors were responsible 

for too many students.  They felt that it was very impersonal and that an individual student is 

invisible except for the few who got all the attention.  They described the classes as lecture 

and note taking.  Several felt that the State Testing Program prevented teachers from making 

classes interesting.   

Tammy said, “A lot of times it comes out as kind of hectic.  You are rushing to 

classes all day and then you finally sit down and get your stuff out and it’s time to go…and 

everyone just running around like it’s a big old maze, and the teachers are in the hall like 

goat herders herding you where you have to go, and it’s just hectic, that’s how it was for 

me.” 

 Inga, who moved to the Southeast from Sweden when she was in elementary school, 

compared her high school here to the school she remembers in Sweden.   

Well, it probably, like I’ve hated school ever since I moved here from Sweden.  It 

was just the worst ever, and that was in sixth grade.  It was more lenient in Sweden.  

It was like, we had breaks in between class.  We were able to have an hour for lunch 

and we could go home and eat lunch at home.  Here it was like, you know, cafeteria, 

you know, no breaks whatsoever, two or three minutes between classes.  It was more 

like, in Sweden, like I would say that students were more involved in everything.  

Like, it wasn’t the teacher standing up there dictating what you’re supposed to do and 

not supposed to do.  They made school more fun and it just wasn’t that way when I 
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moved here.  Here they were just, like strict, and it was like you weren’t allowed to 

do anything.  I mean you had to raise your hand to go to the bathroom, and even when 

you asked to go to the bathroom they, a lot of times didn’t allow us to do that.  And 

then like, two or three minutes between classes, and then you’ re rushing to get to 

class and you can’t even have time to talk to other students. 

 Erica said that in her large school there were thirty to forty trailers and only a few 

minutes to get to them.  The halls were crowded and there was not enough time to walk the 

distance. 

I don’t know, I just didn’t like it.  The teachers didn’t care, the classes were huge, 

you didn’t get what you needed.  You know you need encouragement and like other 

things like help, you know.  Which they don’t, they can’t give that to you when they 

have so many students in a class. 

 Summer said that a day meant “pushing your way through the halls, and I didn’t 

really talk to many people there.  There are so many people there.” 

 Todd attended a 4x4 block schedule school.   

All the classes were an hour and a half.  I would sleep—I would pretty much sleep 

my first class.  Get up, go to my second class.  Sleep.   I’d be a little more awake for 

my third class.  That’s probably the class I paid attention in the most.  I’d probably 

participate and do some work.  Talk to some people during class.  Then I’d go to 

lunch.   

Ashley also described the rush to get to classes.  “Some classes would really drag and 

you didn’t have time between classes.  My school was a huge campus it took the entire six 

minutes just to get to class. You could just say hi to your friends.” 
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Boredom and Bookwork 

 When the participants were asked to describe their high school classes, they described 

boredom and bookwork.  They also talked about classes that were interesting and teachers 

who were supportive and caring, but they said that the majority of the time the work was 

repetitive and irrelevant.  They felt that they had little opportunity to participate. 

Concerning homework Denise said, “Nine times out of ten, unless I got it done in 

school I didn’t do it at all.  I was with my boyfriend most of the time, at his friend’s house or 

just out.”  Felicity said that one teacher would assign so much homework that,  “you would 

go home and the kids would say, ‘okay, you take this section, I’ll take this section,’ and 

they’d split it among the whole class.” Judy said that doing homework for biology was hard 

because of the difficult vocabulary.  She also did not like to read, “When it came to reading, I 

really didn’t do reading because it’s just boring.  But I would skim over it to help me 

understand it.”  She said she did her homework because she felt it was something she had to 

do.   

   Joe said that in high school, “The work got a lot harder and I couldn’t breeze 

through it anymore, and I had to set up a plan for studying and sort of re-teach myself how to 

study for things.”  He said that English was his worst class, “because the workload was so 

high.  We had busy work every day and then there was always a lot of homework.”  He said 

that in biology, ”There wasn’t any labs.” He said that he learns better when he can get 

individual attention which he felt he did not get." I guess you could say that in high school 

when you’ve got a whole bunch of kids in your class that need to know the same thing and 

then you’ve got other kids at a different place that need to know something different and 

that’s what intervenes.” 
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 He added, “Every time I had class change, I’d just talk to my friends and associate 

with them, and then I’d go back to class and do more work.  Pretty much the same in every 

class.  And then at lunch, I’d just chill with my friends and eat lunch and then I’d go back to 

class and do the same thing over and over again every day.  It was like a repeated thing, 

never changed.” 

 Trey stated that in high school, “I’d just go in and take notes most of the time.  Write.  

Listen to what they had to say.  I never found school interesting, but it was something I had 

to do.” 

 Ashley, who said she loved to write, felt that she lost the ability to write in high 

school.  She also discussed the effects of statewide testing on her classes.  

In high school you always have to write five paragraphs and you can’t use “I”, you 

can’t editorialize at all and you can’t use any emotion.  All you ever do is write essays 

and it is the same prompt all the time.  They don’t want you to be creative.  They 

want you to be uniform.  They had to be on schedule for the test.  That was all that 

mattered-the test.  I’d think, please make this interesting. 

She also said that she had some good teachers who were interesting.  She described a class 

that she found engaging.   

My freshman year I had a teacher who would let us get in groups and discuss.  None 

of the other teachers did that.  It was like we had a voice.  It was fun so you wanted to 

do well because it was interesting.  It makes you look forward to class. 

 Todd said that he didn’t think that high school was much different from middle 

school.  “The books had pretty much the same things, the same terms, you know.  You learn 

a little bit, but it’s still basically the same thing. “ 
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 Tammy discussed the irrelevance of high school courses. She said that she didn’t 

think what she learned prepared her for a career.  She felt that teachers just gave students 

things to do to fill time. “ Like you’d walk into class and they’d pop in a video because they 

hadn’t planned anything for the day.  That was annoying, because I was there for seven 

periods, doing that for seven periods, and I was either ready to go home or go to work” 

 The time some teachers spent on discipline made classes uninteresting for Judy. She 

said that she laughed at the students who were being ridiculous, but she really did not find it 

funny.    

Some students want to play and some want to learn.  And by the ones that are 

playing, it’s making it hard for the ones that want to learn.  So the teachers really 

can’t do nothing but direct on the ones that’s acting crazy instead of trying to get 

them out of the way, to try to teach other students.   

 Inga said that she would pay attention in some classes that were interesting.  

Like the teacher actually doing something that would grab your attention, you know, 

instead of just being up there and talking for an hour, we would get involved, you 

know instead of having them up there preaching or doing lectures every day. Like 

some of them let us do group work and things. 

Teachers  

 The participants were asked what their teachers were like in high school. They 

compared the ones they liked with the ones they did not like.  Joe said that some teachers 

would not answer your questions if they didn’t think you were meeting the potential of the 

class.  “It was like they thought it was a waste of their breath or something.”  
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 Denise said that one her teachers expected too much and she thought it was just busy 

work.  “There’s nothing wrong with it, I guess you do learn, but she just wants too much.  

She makes it hard on herself if you ask me, because she has to wind up grading everything.  

I’ve had other classes where I haven’t had that much work and I’ve learned a lot, I think.”   

 Felicity described teachers that were wonderful to her but added that some were not 

supportive.  

 I even had teachers that came to my baby shower. Some of them still keep in touch 

with me.  But for some, it’s like you know, when you mess up or you make a mistake, 

they don’t forget and they don’t forgive.  Some teachers, you know, that the kids 

walked in there and maybe they had problems at home, walked in upset or walked in 

and acted like they didn’t care when all they needed was someone to care.  And they 

gave them more of a fit than they did anything.  I had a friend that had a kid, and she 

was a good student, walk in and a teacher made a comment to her about the father of 

her kid that had left her.  You don’t need that.  One teacher would ask questions about 

the homework assignment and if you didn’t get it right, he would insult you.  He told 

me I was stupid because my mama drank Pepsi whenever she was pregnant with me.    

Some of his tests were all or nothing.  He’d give you six questions and you either 

make 100 or 0.  If he didn’t like one of your answers you got a 0.  Most of my 

teachers loved me, but he upset me so bad I’d come home from school crying 

sometimes. 

 Judy said that she often had to teach herself.  “They just give you stuff and you had to 

try to teach yourself to do it.”  Her favorite teacher, she said, wanted people to be able to 

understand.  “You did stuff separately, but yet you still did stuff together as a group.  But I 
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had a teacher in Algebra II and she just couldn’t teach.  I had a friend who would teach me at 

night.” 

 Ashley revealed that she had a teacher who didn’t know what was going on. She said 

that the teacher would forget what they had done in class the week before and the students 

would tell her that they’d already done that.  Sometimes she would give them a test on 

material they had not covered.  She said that the students complained to the principal, but 

nothing was ever done.  She thought it was because of the teacher shortage. It bothered her 

that some teachers wouldn’t know your name after a half a year.  She said that most teachers 

were in the middle.  “If you had a really good teacher and got an A-an A is an A.  If you get a 

bad teacher it makes you not care. An F is more devastating.  An F is a lot worse than how 

great an A is.” 

 Todd also stated that he had a lot of good teachers and most of his teachers liked him.  

His favorite teacher was an English teacher because “besides teaching you what he was 

supposed to teach, he would add a lot of insight.  He would give us more information about 

the subject.” He also liked his senior English teacher because, “She treated you like an adult 

and like you knew what you were talking about.  We’d talk about things that adults talk about 

and she would be teaching you English at the same time.”   

He said he had a few teachers that were not the best. “I don’t even know why they 

had a teaching degree.  I blame some of that, you know, for teachers that made me hate 

school sometimes and just not understand certain things that I could have maybe understood 

better.”  Some he said would just say, “Here’s the book, go home, teach yourself, come back 

with the work.”  When Todd developed a sleeping disorder he would fall asleep in class.  
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‘Some teachers don’t say anything.  There was one class where I could sleep from beginning 

to end without her saying a word, it just didn’t matter.” 

 Tammy contrasted one of her teachers who took personal interest in her with those 

who did not.  She was failing history one quarter and the teacher called her mother and 

actually set up a study group for her with some other students.   

We’d go to the library two nights before a test and we’d make up songs and stuff 

about history, and I actually love history now because of that.  It is just another way 

of incorporating how to learn stuff and getting what you need done, and you don’t 

have to be mean and you don’t have to act like these are kids and I am an adult and I 

am going to treat you bad.   

She said that some teachers would just give you a packet and say, “You can go over 

this whenever you have time to go over it.”  She added, “I just felt that most of my classes 

were just busy work and as a senior I just finally got fed up with it.”  She said that there was 

conflict between the students and the teachers, “between the kids saying ‘let us be adults’ and 

the adults saying, ‘you are kids, you are going to be kids.”  She also said that students got by 

with cheating and not doing assignments, which in her opinion made school a joke. 

Extra curricular activities 

 Only two of the participants were involved in extra curricular activities in high 

school.  In some cases the students were unaware of what was available and in others, the 

circumstances of their lives prevented them from continuing in activities in which they 

showed talent.  Ashley said that they had clubs, but they never met.  Denise, who was 

diagnosed with foot cancer, said, “ When I was in middle school I tried to play soccer, but I 

didn’t know what was wrong with my foot then, it was just hurting all the time.  So when I 
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was there I knew I couldn’t do sports or anything like that because of my foot.”  She said she 

heard about clubs in high school, “I heard people talking about them, stuff like that, but that 

was all the rich people to me.”   

Judy played basketball and was in the band.  People used to tell her that she could 

play college basketball.   When she started skipping and she was expelled from school for 

disciplinary reasons, she was also dropped from the team.  

 Felicity was very active in softball and VICA.  She had to drop these activities when 

she became pregnant.  She competed in VICA and got first place in the state and second 

place in nationals.  “My graphics bulletin board went to Kansas City for the state.  I didn’t 

get to do that because I was pregnant.  They sent another student in my place.  It hurt.  I wish 

I could have went.”  

 Todd said that he was in the band, but he learned to play the guitar and preferred that.  

He said there was no outlet for him in the kind of music that he wanted to play. 

Social Life/Peer Pressure/Acceptance 

 For these teens, the best part about attending school was to see their friends or the 

excitement of meeting new friends.  The bridge between middle school and high school in 

this respect for some became either a disappointment or their downfall.  Thirteen of the 

fourteen participants described the negative effects of cliques.   

When I asked Todd about his feelings about going to high school he said, “I was 

excited about high school at first, but then I realized, you know, how much of a change it 

was-social groups and fitting in.”  Ashley, speaking about the best thing about high school 

said, “The social.  Meeting all the people that you would never had met.  High school is fun.  

The experience of being there with all different people.”  When Joe was asked what he liked 
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about his first year of high school he said, “I just liked meeting all the new people.”  Judy 

described the best part of the day for her, “Look forward to going to lunch where we can chill 

and that’s just fun part of the day.”   

 Only one of the participants described herself as popular, but that changed when she 

got pregnant.  Most of these participants did not describe themselves as popular.  Although 

they had friends, they at times felt unaccepted by the other students or even by teachers.  

 Judy talked about the effect of being picked on.  She said that did not happen to her, 

but described what she witnessed in others.  She said, 

 If some people don’t get along with you or you’re an outcast and people just pick on 

you that may make you want to feel like giving up.  Like if you don’t have no friends, 

you walk down the hall and you get taunted a lot, that makes you not even want to go 

to school. You have no problem coming to school because you have people to talk to 

and communicate with you.  If you’re an outcast you’re always want to have friends, 

and if you don’t that makes it harder too...  A lot of kids got picked on and they’d be 

crying a lot and it just, I don’t know, they would be so hurt.  It’s sad really. And I 

can’t say that I didn’t pick on none of them.  

 Todd said that he knew of a student who killed himself because he got picked on so 

badly.   

They just pick, man.  They think because their parents are so rich and they’re so well 

off, they have the power of the world and it doesn’t matter what they do.  And that’s 

the reason why I think kids come and shoot up schools, because they get picked on so 

bad and there’s no outlet.  Even some of the teachers won’t help them.  There’s 

nothing they can do.  You get to a point where, you know, you just want to end it.   
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He said that some of the friends you have in middle school change when they get to 

high school.  

Four out of five change into preps because they want to fit in.  That’s pretty much 

what happened to me. I didn’t fit in.  I’ve always been a little different, and I’ve 

always been in the in-crowd, you know, always been around popular people, but they 

still pick on me. I think that sort of had an effect on me, being a little different from 

the other kids.  That was my choice.  I’d just dress differently, I’d deliberately—I like 

different music, you know, I was different.  So I think that started having an affect on 

me and I started disliking being around them, just because they wouldn’t accept me 

for who I was.  

 Joe said that in middle school there weren’t any cliques, everybody was just one big 

group.  That changed in high school.  This affected his academics because he got in trouble 

for disputes or fighting. 

There was like the prep group and then you’ve got like the people that dress in all 

black and all that, and just a whole bunch of different groups.  Some of them just 

don’t get along I guess. Like there was a group where all the rich kids hung out, and 

they would sort of look down on everybody else because they didn’t have as much 

money and they may not have dressed the same and act the same. I was not in the rich 

group-the other one. Some of people like in a different group would accept you, but 

then there will be a lot of them that wouldn’t, and that would affect the judgement of 

the ones you were friends with.   

 Ashley said that the system contributed to the feeling of segregation by labeling 

students.  She hated elementary school and as a result, quit doing her work.   
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If you were good you got a green button and if you were bad you didn’t get a button.  

As soon as they put the buttons and name tags on, these people walk around with a 

sign saying they are better than you.  You got the green button if you were good.  If 

you had no button you couldn’t even go to the bathroom.  That is degrading to have to 

send someone who is better than you to the bathroom.  The green buttons made you 

feel that you were less. I think that messed up little kids.   

She said that the administration also treated groups of students differently.  She said 

that there were almost no black students in the academically gifted program.  She said they 

would joke about it.  

I think it is largely how you dress.  If they are going to check a rich white girl driving 

a Mercedes which a lot have at school, they would just say, ‘oh she probably had a 

doctor’s appointment or something.’  But if it was a black girl in a beat up old car 

they would think something was wrong.  It was always like that.  

 She said that students segregated themselves racially and socially by where they sat 

at lunch.  “If you were black you hung out in the cafeteria, but if you were white you sat in 

the quad.  I’d have really good friends in classes and in the halls but no one ever sat with a 

different ethnic group.”   

 Todd also said that the adults at school contributed to the segregation.   

A lot of teachers pick their favorites.  If they think you’re going to be a failure, 

they’re just going to treat you like a failure; if they think you’re going to be good, 

they treat you good.  If you are on the outside they think that you are weird.  They 

don’t really understand, so they’re just going to pick on other students. 

 Felicity felt that she had been very popular until people found out she was pregnant.  
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I had been asked to the prom by a friend.  His mother wouldn’t let him take me.  I 

had told him I was pregnant, and his mother would not let him take me.  She was 

worried about what people would say.  So that really, that hurt.  I had gotten a dress 

and all that stuff.  I wasted my money.  That really set me back. 

 Establishing friendships and peer groups seemed to create stress for these students.  

The opportunity to meet new people also created the opportunity to get into the “wrong” 

crowd.  Three of the participants did not mention being with the wrong crowd. However, two 

of these were girls who became sexually active and got pregnant.  Two of the boys described 

becoming involved with a girl friend in which the breakup was so depressing that it affected 

their school work.  Eleven of the fourteen recognized that they made poor choices in their 

peer groups.   

 Claudette said that students are faced with a lot of pressure to do all kinds of things 

when they get to high school. She said that she started hanging out with people who 

influenced her to make bad decisions.   

There was always some place to go.  These people did not do homework, and so I 

didn’t either.  The key is to balance things and do your schoolwork before you do 

anything else.  There was plenty of time to do home work and still have fun, but I 

wasted a lot of time.  When you are a teenager you just don’t want to give up an hour 

a day to do what you have to do. 

 Judy said that her friends changed in high school and she started hanging with new 

people, in a new environment, a new group.   

And by me hanging with them, it did change me a little bit, and it’s like it seemed like 

some people didn’t like me because of the people I hung with.  It seems like when 
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you get to high school everybody changes.  It’s more people and it’s like you need 

new friends now.  I just wanted to meet somebody new. 

 Inga revealed that she hung out with the wrong people by choice.  She said that she 

used to be friends with students who were involved in church groups, but she got bored with 

them. 

I kind of went from group to group. I really didn’t have a set group of friends to 

hang out with, because I got tired of people; they got really tired of me, so I just kind 

of moved on.  Eventually I didn’t hang out with anyone from my school anymore. It 

was just everybody was older and not going to high school anymore. 

 When Latoya moved to the Southeast from the Northeast, she was determined that 

she would not like it here.   

I had never heard a southern accent til I got down here, and once I got here, I thought 

I’m going to be in here with a bunch of rednecks.  So I kind of just secluded myself. 

But the eighth grade was different, because then I had made friends, so I decided that, 

you know, we were going to go skip school and hang out and do this and do that— 

 Donnell also moved from a Northeastern state.  He said he got involved in “gangs and 

chilling out on a corner, getting in trouble with authorities. My neighborhood was right down 

from the school and we’d like leave school and go do drugs and not come back for the rest of 

the day.”  Because he got in some brutal fights, other students would not want to associate 

with him.  Guys were intimidated by him and girls were more, “uggh towards me because I 

was pretty much lame.” 

 Erica said, “It’s hard to get into a clique unless you actually do whatever that clique 

does.  The clique that I belonged to in high school just was not accepted by a lot of other 
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people.”  When asked if it was because of peer pressure that she tried drugs, she said, "Not 

even as much as wanting to try something, and you end up liking it.” 

Inga said, “The clique that I was in did drugs.  I was using drugs before I came into 

that clique.  They had it available.  I had it available through them more than I had before, so 

I stayed with that clique because I got a new ability right there.” 

 

Drugs 

 Many of the participants described involvement in drugs as a primary reason for 

school problems and eventually dropping out. They didn’t really explain how they first got 

involved or why they chose to become involved.  Some said that they were looking for a 

group so that they could have easier access to drugs.  Others implied that they were just 

looking for something fun to do.  But all of them explained that the effects were serious and 

wide spread.   

 Todd said that drugs are a main reason for dropping out of school.  “You are still 

recovering the next day from what you did last night, and you just sleep in class.” 

 Latoya said that her drug addiction had a lot to do with skipping and poor 

performance.  “I think my priorities came completely out of balance.  I don’t know why, it’s 

just I hung out with the wrong people.” 

 Donnell said that he did not realize that he was hurting himself instead of hurting the 

person that he intended to hurt.  He said that people can tell by looking at you what kind of 

drugs you would want.  He said they would pull you aside and say, “Hi, you’ve got blue lips, 

are you looking for me?  I know where you can get it from.” 
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 Inga said that it was easy to get drugs.  “I mean in my old school it was just so much 

drugs everywhere and it’s like, you can’t control it.  They had dogs there all the time and 

they were searching cars and they were searching lockers.  It did not help.  People were still 

selling in school, they just got sneakier and found other ways of dealing drugs.” 

 Donnell said that drugs become more of a priority than school work.  He said that he 

drank alcohol more than he used drugs, but the effects on school work were the same.  

For me it wasn’t more of the drug thing doing me in.  I consider alcohol a drug- it’s 

like, it was not doing the drug affecting my schoolwork, but it was finding the time to 

do the drug which is what affected my schoolwork.  Because you’re pretty much 

going to go skip and do what you have to do. You would be walking off campus to go 

fulfill that need that you thought you had, and during that time you consume whatever 

and you come back to school, you’ve missed a period or two. 

He said that at first school work was still important and he would come back to do 

good work.  But soon he just stayed away longer, and he didn’t care if he was missing a test. 

 Latoya said that drugs change a person. “The drugs you do change you from being the 

person and a lot of times that person, for me, didn’t care about my family, didn’t care about 

school, didn’t care about work, lost job after job, skipped school to be able to go get high 

instead of staying in school.” 

 When I asked Trey why he made the choices he did, he said, “It was fun until the 

police came.  I mean.  I would go out and get drunk every night, have a blast.” 

Rules and Discipline  

 When the participants described what school was like, eight of them discussed the 

school rules.   
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 Joe said that the rules were too strict.   

To me it was pretty much buckle down, no crossing the line or you’re out of here.  It 

seems like if you had to go to the bathroom or something you had to ask the teacher 

to go, and sometimes you had to go real bad and they wouldn’t let you go, because 

they thought you were abusing the privilege or something, and that kind of got to me.  

Just stuff like that.   

 Todd said that he did not really object to the way the school was run.   

There were some rules that would get on my nerves.  There were unfair rules, like 

they’re starting to get rid of, like, if a kid has an eyebrow ring or something he can’t 

come to school with it.  Ridiculous.  It’s like they’re trying to control us and make us 

these people that we’re not.  Like we’re a bunch of freaks or something, but we’re 

not. 

 Judy described school as hopeless.  

 A lot of rules, a lot of stuff just changed completely.  And a lot of it I just can’t agree 

with.  To me it was the principal and the way he did things, and I felt like he was 

racist, I felt like he was out to get the black people really.  I’m going to go ahead and 

tell you the truth, I didn’t like him because it seemed like he always blamed 

everything on us, which didn’t happen.   

Point of No Return 

Most of these participants never thought about dropping out of school.  Only five of 

the fourteen actually made a decision to drop out of school.  The others were dropped from 

the official school roles because they had quit attending.  They said they intended to graduate 

from school and didn’t realize that it wouldn’t happen.  For all of the participants, the 
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circumstances of their environments in and out of school interfered with their school 

attendance.  Several attempted to go back to school, but the perceived lack of support they 

received created barriers to their successful return. 

   Tammy said, “I honestly don’t think I realized that I wouldn’t graduate until the date 

of graduation came, honestly.  My mom was like, if you just go back to school you can 

graduate.  I was like, oh I’ll go back to school, but I never did.”  Most got so far behind in 

their work or credits that they would have to spend an extra year in high school in order to 

graduate.  For them this seemed like a brick wall.   

 Felicity said, “The thing about it was, was I felt like, you know, I didn’t really want to 

do that.  I didn’t want to do that, I didn’t want to take that extra year because of childcare, 

because of insurance for the kids.  I wanted to get done and get a college education as quick 

as I could.” 

 Judy did not intend to drop out of school.  Even though she was not always a model 

student she said, “Regardless of how the teachers and stuff were, I was still, I was going to 

put up with it, you know what I’m saying?  I done put up with basically three years. So I 

wasn’t going to quit.”  She got caught with a knife and was suspended for the year.  She said 

the knife belonged to her father before he died and she always carried it, but one day got 

caught.  “I feel like the reason I had it, I shouldn’t have got expelled, but they probably didn’t 

believe me.  It’s just that I still broke a rule, but I felt like the punishment, it wasn’t called 

for.”  She was able to attend the alternative school to continue her grades and credits.  She 

did not feel that the alternative school was a good atmosphere for her and so she decided then 

to quit.  
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“That’s just ridiculous over there.  They’ve got a mixture of classes.  It’s like math 

class, people take algebra, geometry and all that.  They just give you the work, tell 

you to do it and turn it in.  Everybody’s running around playing, cussing at teachers; 

that school shouldn’t even be there.  I felt like I didn’t belong there.  I wasn’t about to 

go there.” 

 Joe said that he always wanted to get done with school and go to college and get a 

real good job, but, “I don’t know, I sort of felt bad for myself when I started messing up and I 

know I couldn’t because it was my fault in a way, but in a way it wasn’t my fault.” 

Attendance 

 Poor attendance is found to be a significant factor in dropping out  (Peterson & 

Colangelo, 1996, Owens, Morris & Lieberman, 2001).   This was true for these students as 

well, but attendance was a symptom of other dysfunctions.  Poor attendance was a step in the 

process of dropping out.   

Five of the participants became seriously ill or pregnant causing them to miss 

significant numbers of days of school.  They became so far behind in their work that it 

became impossible to catch up.  Ashley, for example, was diagnosed with blood clots on her 

brain.  She spent several months in the hospital and then at home in bed.  When she was able 

to return to school, she frequently had to leave for appointments with doctors.  She had a 

homebound teacher, but was not able to get enough work from her teachers to keep up.  

When she returned to school on a regular basis she was told that she would have to repeat the 

year.   

Denise became pregnant in the ninth grade and again in the tenth grade.  She was also 

diagnosed that year with cancer of the foot and had to have surgery.  She missed all of her 
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tenth grade year.  She had a homebound teacher and finished most of her tenth grade year, 

but keeping up became almost impossible.  She just never returned to school.  Denise had to 

work to support herself and her baby.  When she was pregnant with her second child she was 

working two, sometimes three jobs.   

Felicity became pregnant during her tenth grade year and had twins in the fall of her 

junior year.  She was placed on bed rest by her doctor prior to the birth of her babies and 

missed the first semester of her junior year.  She was not offered homebound teacher, and 

was told that she would have to repeat her junior year because she failed the first semester.  

 Tammy was a senior when her father had a stroke and she spent a lot of time visiting 

him in the hospital.  She also had ovarian cysts in January of her senior year and had to have 

surgery.  Because of missing so much school her grades dropped.  She just did not return to 

school the last semester.   

 In contrast, some of the participants just did not want to go to school.  Judy said that 

most of the time if she wanted to do something else she would just not go to school for the 

whole day. “ It was like basically I didn’t skip that much, it was just like if I skipped school I 

just wouldn’t come the whole day, that’s how I’d do it.”  Todd likewise stated, “If I went to 

school, I stayed at school, you know, I did go to my classes, I never skipped, but I just 

usually didn’t go.”   

Inga said that because of the friends she hung out with she ran away from home and 

did not attend school during that time.  “I didn’t have a problem with school probably until 

tenth grade maybe.  Tenth grade is when I really went downhill.  I didn’t go to class at all for 

like, weeks at a time.”    
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Summer said that after moving to a new school that she did not like, she stayed out of 

school for several weeks.  “Then I moved back and I stayed out of school for, like, three or 

four weeks and then started back, because I just didn’t want to go.”  She also moved out of 

her house in the tenth grade.  “I moved out at the end of tenth grade, and the last three 

months of tenth grade was when I didn’t barely go.  I barely passed.”  

 Erica said she had a job.  “I’m making money, you know, why go to school and have 

to put up with all of this when I can just get that paycheck?”  

Claudette also stated that she wanted to work.  “I just wanted to find a fast way to 

make money and buy a car.” 

 Joe’s mother was hospitalized when he was in the tenth grade and he moved in with 

his father. His mother was diagnosed as manic depressive and he said it was hard to 

concentrate at school when he was worried about her.  He lived with his father for awhile. He 

had no transportation to school because his father left too early for work and the bus did not 

pick up close to his father’s house.  If he could not find someone to come and get him, he just 

didn’t go to school.  He said he just had no desire to go to school anymore.  He failed all of 

his tenth grade classes because of attendance. 

Todd actually made the decision to drop out of school when he was in the eleventh 

grade.  He had passed most of his classes.  He was diagnosed with obsessive compulsive 

disorder.  “I used to wash my hands a lot.  So I got picked on a lot for that, which really hurt, 

because I used to have band-aids all over my hands.”  He was also diagnosed with sleep 

apnea.  He said he would wake up twenty times or more a night and then he was so tired the 

next day he would fall asleep in classes.  “I was just tired all the time and I just really started 
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to hate school.  I just started to hate it, hate it, hate it to the point where I told my mom, I 

want to drop out.  I just want to leave.” 

 Nine of the students described skipping school frequently.  Denise said that she did 

not like middle school after moving.  She would go to school, but hated it so much that she 

would just walk home.   

Judy said that she would sometimes leave during her ninth grade year.  “Sometimes I 

would just like on my last period, I would just leave with somebody.  But a teacher I had, 

luckily they didn’t ask for a note.  So I got away with that.”   

Ashley said that rather than sit in class, kids would leave.  “You would go get 

something to eat.  People wouldn’t skip all day they’d just leave for a period and come 

back.”   

Claudette said that people leave school all the time.  “They check out with a note 

from Mom, which was actually a note written by one of a handful of girls who had good 

handwriting and who sold the notes they wrote for people.  Then we would go riding around 

or go get something to eat.”   

Donnell became involved with gangs.  He said he could not resist temptation. “ I 

think it was just because my neighborhood was right down from the school, so I could just 

walk off campus and do whatever I pleased. I started chilling out with the wrong crowd and 

we’d, like, leave school and go do drugs and not come back for the rest of the day.”   

Erica said, “ I fell into the cycle of where, okay, well, let’s go hang out instead of 

going to class, and we can skip this class, and I don’t like this class, and we wouldn’t come 

back and so attendance crept up on me and not doing work and stuff .  It was just too easy to 

leave school.”  When asked about getting in trouble for skipping, Erica said “Well, I mean 
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what can they do?  It’s just so easy, because there’s like, nobody there and you can just walk 

off or drive off.”  

 Donnell said that the punishment for skippers was suspension, which had no effect.  

“It seems like suspension for skippers, it’s a vacation.” 

Support 

 When the participants realized that they were behind academically, they seemed to be 

unable to find support to help them overcome or handle the difficulties.  They accepted the 

responsibility of their failures and did not blame teachers or other school personnel.  They 

also seemed to lack resiliency to handle things alone. They finally just gave up the fight.   

Two of the participants lived with both parents who were supportive.  Eleven lived 

with single mothers and one lived with his single grandmother.  Although most of them had 

mothers who were concerned and tried to encourage them, there did not seem to be any 

cooperative effort between home and school to intervene. 

 Tammy said that her parents had high expectations for her, in fact placed pressure on 

her to make good grades. “Because an 84% should have been a 94%, and in this family we 

don’t make C’s; we make A’s.”  However, she also said that her mother left school work up 

to her.  It was her decision, her fate.  Her mother tried to encourage her to go back to school 

and kept telling her that she could do it.  She said that her mother worries about the fact that 

she dropped out. 

 Judy’s mother was also very concerned when she dropped out of school, but she 

understood that Judy did not want to attend the alternative school where she was sent for 

disciplinary reasons.  Since her mother is critically ill now, Judy said, “I just want to be able 

to show her my diploma before anything happens, to let her know I did do something just for 
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her.”   She said that when she was younger her parents used to ask her about her work and 

sometimes check it.  They would help her by calling out spelling words to her for a quiz.  In 

high school her mom quit checking her work, but when Judy made honor roll he r mom 

would take her out to eat.  However, Judy said that when her father died, “It seemed like 

there was nobody on my side to help me, it was like I was struggling against the world.” 

 Felicity said that although her parents were very upset when they found out that she 

was pregnant, they have been very supportive since.  They’re paying  her car payment, and 

helping to support the children. 

My mama and daddy wanted me to get this degree so bad. It crushed them. I mean, 

just think about it.  You’ve got an honor roll student wanting to get scholarships 

playing sports and all these extracurricular activities and then you find out she’s 

pregnant.  It hurt.  I know it hurt my mama initially.  And you went through the 

fussing and the anger.  I mean, they were mad at me.  That lasted for about a week 

and a half to two weeks.  Once that was over with, they were the most supportive 

people I’ve ever had in my life.  If it wasn’t for them, I wouldn’t be where I am today. 

 Claudette said that her mother was not involved in her school work.  However, her 

mother did try to fight for her to be placed in the academically gifted program when she had 

qualified in elementary and middle school.  After several failed attempts to persuade the 

principal, she gave up. 

 Denise cried when she talked about her mother.  She said that her mother was not 

involved with her school work at all.  She said that she never asked about it and didn’t care.  

My mom didn’t care what I did, so I didn’t see the… I was doing it and I knew I 

could do it, but I didn’t have any support or any help or anything like that.  Like if I 
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needed stuff or something like that nobody would get it for me, like to do projects or 

something like that.  My mom and my grandma, they just didn’t care if we woke up 

and went to school or stayed at home or went out and robbed a bank, they wouldn’t 

care either way.   

When Denise had cancer surgery her mother did not go to the hospital with her.  Her 

grandmother did.  When she came home, she was unable to get out of bed, but no one stayed 

with her during the day to help her. 

 Both Inga and Summer left home and lived with friends.   

Inga said,” I never really talked to my parents.  I didn’t really live at home.  I had run 

away from home and just came home, like, once a week or so.  But my parents were 

really upset about it.” 

  Summer said that her parents were separated and she would go to her mother’s 

on weekends.   

My mom, she’s like an alcoholic.  She doesn’t care.  I would just do whatever I 

wanted.  That was access right there to anybody.  She didn’t care, she didn’t watch us.  

I moved out at the end of tenth grade.  I moved in with a friend and didn’t go to 

school. 

 Some of the students tried to get help from teachers and counselors, but did not feel 

that anyone cared.  They all expressed the belief that the schools were so big that no one had 

time to devote to the individual needs. 

 Ashley said that because she missed so much school due to illness, she fell behind in 

her schoolwork and was failing.  She was assigned a homebound teacher who was unable to 

get work from the teachers to give to Ashley.  “People would get mad and wouldn’t believe 
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me that I was in the hospital.  They’d say that they didn’t have any work for you because I 

thought you just dropped out.  People just don’t understand.”  She said that she tried to talk to 

a guidance counselor and the principal, but nothing ever happened.  She felt she got “shuffled 

under.”  She said, “This is not fair that I have to spend another year in high school and it’s 

not even my fault.” 

Tammy was also frequently absent during her senior year of school because of her 

own illness and that of her father. She expressed frustration at the attitude she perceived in 

the teachers. 

When I went around the faculty to get my assignments for the month, I had teachers 

look at me like I was just a joke, and I shouldn’t be out for a month, like I was not 

hurting that bad.  I was in pain at home crying because I couldn’t stand it, and they 

were acting like I was just doing something to get out of school for a month.  They 

were really annoyed that they had to make a lesson plan for a month ahead.  And so 

then I didn’t want to come to school and so I was like, well, I’m not going to go back.  

I feel that instead of ignoring you and putting you off and acting like you are not 

important, trying to make you feel important so you feel like you want to come back.   

She also said that she did not feel that counselors helped with course selections and 

graduation requirements.  “So when you are a senior, you may find out that there was a class 

you should have taken before.” 

 Four of the participants were called to the guidance office to discuss their attendance 

problems.  They said they had no previous relationship with the counselors and they were 

already failing.  To them this seemed to be help that didn’t come in time. 

   Joe was called to the guidance office when his mother was hospitalized.   
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I went there about like once only when they wanted to talk to me about my mom and 

stuff, and I just told them I didn’t want to talk about it.  They kept pushing me to talk 

about it but I didn’t really want to because I didn’t feel comfortable talking to 

somebody that I didn’t really know about my personal problem.   

He said that when he was having transportation problems he tried to talk to the 

principal about it.  “I mean he really wasn’t trying to listen to me.  He didn’t even want to 

talk to me and I had to stop him in the office and then when I tried to set up an appointment 

with him, he sort of gave me the run-around.  He acted like I wasn’t even there.” 

 Judy said that she felt that because she was black, doing good in school and a star 

athlete, they just wanted to make everything harder for her.  “That’s how I feel in my heart, 

like they just didn’t want me to succeed.  That’s how I really feel.”  She did have a teacher 

who tried to help her.  “He was like my second father, so anytime I had a problem I just need 

to talk to him about it and he was always good to listen.  He was a nice person.” 

 Felicity was never offered homebound services when she was bedfast due to her 

problems with pregnancy.  She felt that she would not have dropped out if there was some 

way for her to stay with her class.  “Some people seemed like they were glad to get me out of 

there because I was making their school look bad.” 

 Claudette said that she first realized that counselors would help you with problems 

when she was in the 12th grade.  A friend was sick because she had taken pills that she 

bought from another student.  She said the counselors worked for hours with her.  She also 

said that one of her teachers had tried to teach her how to control her temper by counting to 

ten.  She said she still tries that when she gets angry. 
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 Denise was supported by a social worker who has a program for pregnant girls to stay 

in school.  She went to the hospital with her when she had surgery and often took her to the 

doctor.  They are still friends. “I knew when I just started trying to do everything on my own, 

nine times out of ten, Anne was there.”  Her homebound teacher was able to help her and she 

kept up her work and passed classes until she got pregnant the third time.  That is when she 

gave up. 

 The participants also tried unsuccessfully to get support from school and district 

administration.  According to Judy, “I mean if the principal don’t help you, that’s the head 

thing of the school right there.  You can’t get help from nobody, because they’re in charge of 

basically everybody.” Speaking about an assistant principal, “I got in trouble once, I can’t 

remember what it was for, and I was trying to explain to him what really happened, and he 

just wouldn’t listen.” 

 Felicity actually went to an administrator at the district office with a plan to catch up 

with her class and graduate on time.  She wanted to switch to another high school that was on 

a block schedule, get four credits and then go to summer school.  “I mean, I could have went 

to the other school, but he wouldn’t release my records to go.”  She also felt that the principal 

of her school was glad that she dropped out because it made his school look bad.  “When you 

go through something like getting pregnant and it’s obvious and it looks bad to the school, it 

makes the school statistics look bad, you can forget it.”   

 Erica said, “I didn’t have a good guidance counselor at all, and the principal, I didn’t 

see him until, like the last day of school when we had, like our graduation.  I never saw him 

in the five years I was there.  My teachers cared , but there wasn’t that much they could do 

because they had so many students and they couldn’t take that time just talking to you…” 
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 Donnell said that after he got into trouble and got suspended, he felt that the 

administrators were watching him to see if they could get rid of him for good. “I was giving 

them a reason not to worry about me anymore.  Sometimes I wouldn’t show up for any of my 

classes.  I hadn’t dropped out.”  

 Summer agreed, “You would go back and they were like, they just sort of give up on 

you.  They don’t want to give you your work, and the guidance counselor, she would talk to 

me for five minutes and send me out. I would have went more if I had anybody give me the 

work.  Maybe if they would have paid more attention.” 

 These young people for the most part take responsibility for their bad decisions.  All 

of them did discuss that fact the no one listened to them.  They just wanted a voice.  Judy 

said of the assistant principal who expelled her, “Even though you’re punished, you’re still 

wanting to be heard.  You’re still wanting them to know what happened- it’s like one time he 

basically told me to shut up when I started talking.  I just felt like I was small.  I felt so tiny.” 

 Erica said, “Well, what am I supposed to do?  You tell me to be responsible, but yet 

you treat me like a child by giving me these rules.” 

Regrets/advice  

 All of the participants expressed regret for dropping out of school.  

 Felicity said that the hardest thing for her was not going to the prom and not 

graduating.  “I squalled all that day. Yes, I missed that.” 

 Judy said that she loved school when she was young.  “I wish I could go back to them 

years now and start all over. I would have taken it more seriously, beginning in the tenth 

grade.” 
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 Ashley said that she would probably try harder. “If you could look ahead and see 

what would happen, you would try harder.” 

 Todd said that he regrets dropping out of school.  “I got my GED, but still, I think I 

do regret not being able to like have a high school graduation, stuff like that.  If you don’t 

have your high school diploma people might think you’re a loser.” 

 Claudette said it is harder being out of school.  She said she has applied for several 

jobs, but she has never been called for an interview.  She thinks it is because she does not 

have a diploma. 

 Denise said that she would not get a boyfriend and not get pregnant, if she could do it 

over. “The school had people from the health department talking about pregnancy and teen 

sex, and I just totally wasn’t paying attention.  It didn’t matter to me.  And then a couple of 

months later I wound up seeing them out at the health department when I was going for my 

pregnancy checkups.  It’s like, Duh, why didn’t I listen.” 

 Joe’s advice to a young student is, “I’d tell them to buckle down and stick with it and 

don’t mess around.  Take it seriously because it’s not a joke.  I’d tell them not to dislike 

anyone, because everybody’s equal.  And then don’t get in a serious relationship.” 

 Donnell said that a student should set serious goals that you know you don’t want, 

like, “I don’t want to become this, I don’t want to smoke this, I don’t want to drink this, I 

don’t want to shoot up this.” 

 To the schools, these students give the following advice.  Felicity expressed the 

importance of explaining to teachers not to treat those kids like an outcast.  She said, “They 

made a mistake.  They’ll be okay.  They’ve had to give up enough on their own without 
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having to deal with someone else being harsh to them, because believe you me, it’s a lot to 

deal with.”     

 Judy said that when a child gets in trouble they should get punished, but sometimes 

the reason they make trouble is because something might have happened at home and they’re 

going to come to school angry.  “They should go talk to somebody to cool them down, 

because they might just have something on their chest, just to let off.  So they might just need 

somebody to talk to.  Just talking to somebody and somebody listening, that helps a lot.” 

 Ashley said that “teachers should get to know the child.  I think they- it’s like they 

don’t know who you are as a person.  If they see a kid fail they don’t look to see if something 

is going on.  No one cares if you drop out.” 

 Claudette thinks the school should contact parents when a student checks out of 

school.  She said if someone had caught her skipping she might have stayed in school.  

 Latoya said that breaks in school would help. “Just like breathing breaks, to be able to 

go outside and just talk to friends and not simply rush from class to class and feel like you’re 

stressed out. I think that’s extremely important.” 

 

Future 

 The participants expressed the need to graduate from high school.  Most of them are 

looking toward their futures and several have taken steps toward a career.  They have in 

some cases modified their original dreams to something more practical and more immediate.  

A few have not discovered a direction for themselves.   

 The five students that I interviewed as a group are attending an experimental school 

for high school dropouts.  They will receive a regular high school diploma. 
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 Joe is attending a community college to get his high school diploma.  He said that he 

plans to attend a two year transfer program and go to a four year college.  He does not know 

yet what he will study, but is thinking about a business degree.  He is making A’s and B’s at 

the community college. 

 Trey has a full time job with a shipping company which he says pays well and he has 

been given supervisory responsibilities.  He cannot afford to quit his job, but says that he 

plans to attend the community college in the future to get his high school diploma. 

 Todd has his GED from a community college, but is not working or attending school 

now.  He wants to be a musician, but does not know how he will achieve this. 

 Ashley is planning to go to a community college and get her high school diploma, but 

is not currently enrolled.  She is also unemployed. 

 Tammy got her high school diploma at the local community college and is planning 

to attend the community college to get a two year degree.  She currently works full time in a 

doctor’s office. 

 Denise is working at a fast food restaurant full time and attending community college 

in an associate degree program in accounting.  She says she does all her studying at night 

after her three children are in bed asleep.   She is making good grades and hopes one day to 

go to a four year school.  She seems to be cured of cancer and generally in good health.  She 

has been having some problems with the prosthesis that was placed in her foot, which has to 

be replaced this month. 

 Claudette is attending a community college to get her high school diploma.  She has 

been unable to get a job and is not sure what she will do after she gets her diploma. 



97 

  

 Judy is pregnant, living with an aunt, who will only agree to this arrangement until 

she gets her high school diploma.  She said that people used to tell her that she could go to 

college and play basketball.  She realizes that will not happen now.  She is not working and is 

taking things one day at a time.  She is enrolled in the high school diploma program at the 

community college and she says she just prays that she will be able to finish before the birth 

of her baby.  She said that she would like to get an associate’s degree in nursing and work 

with elderly people.  She also hopes that she will be able to care for her paralyzed mother.   

 Felicity has finished her high school diploma at the community college and is 

enrolled in a two year nursing program.  She is making good grades.  She originally wanted 

to be a physical therapist, but has decided she wants to be a nurse.  She is working part time 

in a hospital as an LPN.   

Summary 

 Analysis of the themes which emerged from these interviews reveal that school 

experiences for the participants can be summarized as student alienation and disengagement.  

Newman (1989) states that, “the aspects of alienation … contribute powerfully to the 

interpretation of such common problems as dropouts, vandalism, and lower commitment to 

schoolwork.” He proposes that efforts at school improvement such as reducing school size, 

increasing student input in school governance, individualized instruction and humanizing 

school climate are actually efforts to reduce student alienation (p. 153).   

The large schools experienced by the participants in this study created an impersonal 

environment in which students had few relationships with adults or with their peers.  Large 

classes that were teacher centered contributed to their lack of engagement intellectually. The 

change in their social lives, cliques, racism and teachers’ favorites made them feel excluded. 
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The feeling of exclusion for these students implies that the Wasiks (1990) study of the effects 

of rejection on academic performance in young children extends to highs school students as 

well.  Illness caused long absences from school which made it difficult for them to remain 

integrated academically and socially. 

Despite these school problems, the participants for the most part tried to persevere.    

They viewed school as a necessity and they planned to do what they had to do.  Twelve of 

the participants experienced family disruptions, which Davis and Rimm (1999) attribute to 

underachievement. While dealing with outside barriers, the participants then found on 

returning to school, internal barriers as well.  With little or no support they were left on their 

own to deal with obstacles that were too many and too huge.   They felt that they were 

ignored or not believed.  They felt that no one had time to help them.  People lost faith in 

them and gave up on them.  In some cases, counseling was offered but it was from a virtual 

stranger who did not really have the appropriate time to fully understand their problems.  

They were unwilling to share the intimate details of their personal lives with someone who 

was basically a stranger.  Several discussed having to deal with their problems totally alone. 

 When they began failing classes and losing credits, or when their situation looked 

hopeless to them, they gave up on themselves.  Several spoke about not being able to face an 

extra year of high school.  Four actually made a decision to drop out of school, but the rest 

just quit going to school and were dropped from the school rolls. 

 Whether these participants’ attendance problems were due to illness, family 

problems, or substance abuse, they all became disconnected with the school.  Studies have 

shown that higher academic students are the least likely to drop out because they have 

become integrated into the school culture by their academic status and by their greater degree 
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of participation in extracurricular activities.  These students lost that integration when outside 

problems interfered with their ability to continue academic success and participation in 

school activities. 
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Implications 

 The purpose of this study was to provide an in-depth description of  school as 

experienced by a small number of participants.  Because there were only fourteen 

participants in the study, they are not be representative of all high school dropouts.  However, 

their descriptions may provide understanding of other students in similar situations. The 

fourteen participants in this study exhibited characteristics of high school drop-outs found in 

earlier studies such as being retained in grade and being suspended (Owens, 

Morris&Lieberman, 2001; Kortering, Konalt, & Glutting, 1998).  They also showed 

characteristics found in earlier studies of underachieving gifted students, such as poor 

attendance, single family homes, poor social relations or poor decision making (Kruger, 

1990; Wasiks, 1990; Pye, 1998; Peterson & Colangelo, 1996; Ross & Broh, 2000; Colangelo 

& Davis, 1991).   What is different about these individuals is that they were identified earlier 

as academically gifted and had high achievement levels prior to dropping out and therefore 

were expected by parents and teachers to complete high school.  Mahoney and Cairns(1997) 

omitted gifted students from their study of the connection between involvement in extra-

curricular activities and dropouts, because, “Highly competent children--as judged by social-

academic performance in the school -- are already firmly embedded in the system and the 

values that it represents” (p.242).      

The dropouts in my study therefore do not confirm findings from other studies that 

the academic achievers are the least likely to drop out.  Success in school is influenced by a 

complex mixture of academic, social and psychological factors.  Individual lives are a fusion 

of biological and environmental factors. The interviews with these participants illustrate how 

these complexities interact to interfere with their education.  As Dewey (1938) emphasizes, 
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they bring with them the combination of their experiences which determine what, how and if 

they learn. While this study included interviews with only fourteen participants and are not 

generalizable to a large population, the experiences described by these students offer insights 

for schools to examine interventions for students who are at risk of dropping out.   

In this study I have attempted to describe school through the eyes of the participants.  

Therefore, I ask the reader to consider the school setting from their perspectives.  This is not 

meant to be a criticism of school systems or of teachers, but to provide insight into what the 

participants experienced.  I will discuss implications for school based on the themes that 

emerged from the descriptions provided by the participants.  For the sake of organization I 

will discuss these implications for schools in categories, even though they are interrelated 

and equally important. 

Overcrowding 

 School districts should consider ways to reduce the effects of large schools and 

crowded classes.  One of the reasons for these participants feeling disconnected is the 

problem of overcrowding.  These students felt that no one knew them personally.  They 

described the stress they felt in rushing to class through crowded hallways. They 

acknowledged that counselors and teachers have the responsibility for so many students that 

they could not address them individually.  Participants felt unnoticed and unimportant.  

Recommendations for counselors and teachers to intervene with these students are unrealistic 

without recommendations for organizational changes in the schools. 

 There are some schools which are addressing the challenge of personalizing large 

high schools.  The principal at Wyandotte High School in Kansas City, for example, created 
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eight small schools in the building.  Attendance, achievement, graduation rates and behavior 

have improved dramatically  (Nathan, 2002).   

Evanston Township High School in Illinois has experimented with 201 “home bases” 

where a teacher meets the same group of 15 students for 18 minutes each morning.  Teachers 

use this time to discuss grades, attendance, or personal issues with students (Allen, 2002).  

As well, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation provides grants totaling more than $25 

million for creating new small schools and transforming large high schools into schools-

within- schools (Ark, 2002).   

Teaching 

 Classes in which students are actively involved and interested seem to be the 

exception.  Allen (2002) proposes that small schools will succeed only if other changes take 

place as well, including “a constructivist approach to teaching and learning, project-based 

learning, interdisciplinary teaching and collaboration” (p.41).  The participants in this study 

did not state that they dropped out because of boredom.  However, poignantly missing in 

their descriptions were intellectual excitement and personal involvement. 

  Staff development should focus on methods to engage and motivate students. 

Existing, meager funds could be directed purposefully to provide quality training and time 

for collaboration among teachers.  In addition, because teachers have the second greatest 

influence on students next to parents, teachers should also be provided with training 

emphasizing their mentoring roles to students. 

The five students interviewed at the experimental school stressed that they want to be 

in class now because they don’t want to miss anything.  Classes are fun and something 



103 

  

always happens during discussion.  They have personal relationships with their teachers and 

can call them at home.  They can always find them if they need help.    

Illness and Pregnancy 

 When students have a high absentee rate, they are at high risk of failing classes and 

failing their grade.  Student retention in grade is the single strongest school related predictor 

of dropping out  (Schargel & Smink, 2001).  When students have extended illnesses or 

pregnancies, the schools should identify them as Other Health Impaired (OHI) and develop 

an Individual Education Plan (IEP) for them.  They should be provided a curriculum 

assistance class or tutoring sessions to assist them in catching up their work. These students 

need the support of a team of teachers, parents, and counselors in order to continue their 

education.   

Drug and Alcohol abuse 

 Steven Schlozman (2002) says, concerning drug abuse, that, “Although prevention 

and treatment have been somewhat successful, surveys in the Unites States and other 

developed countries indicate that the use of alcohol and illicit drugs among children and 

adolescents persists and often begins at school.”  Schlozman (2002) also states, “Some 

studies suggest that young people who are temperamentally prone to take risks or seek novel 

situations are more likely to succumb to these problems.”  He states that given this increase 

in substance abuse the strategies in place such as “Just say no” are not enough.  He further 

states that parents and teachers may remember their own wild days and think that young 

people will outgrow the tendency (p.87-89).  According to the students interviewed in this 

study, drug and alcohol abuse severely interferes with school and social life at the most 

critical times.   
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 School personnel should take a more proactive approach to eliminating drugs from 

schools.  Teachers, according to Schlozman may be in the best position to help identify 

students who are abusing substances and call for the intervention needed.  The problem is a 

pervasive problem in society, but schools can play a part in intervention.  We cannot say that 

it is not our problem.  Schlozman (2002) says, “Because the goal of teachers is to increase 

students’ capacity to learn, acknowledgement of the interruption in this capacity is within all 

educators’ roles” (p. 89).   Teachers, counselors and administrators can notice changes in 

behavior that may signal an abuse problem and refer them appropriately.   

Participation in extra-curricular activities 

 Studies have shown that participation in extra curricular activities reduces the dropout 

rate  (McNeal, 1995; Mahoney & Carnes, 1997; Rassmussen, 2000).  These activities not 

only teach values consistent with school values, but also provide social integration, thus 

influencing students to stay in school.  The participants in this study did not participate or did 

not continue for various reasons.  Not only did they become disconnected from academics, 

they also lost their social integration.  McNeal (1995) views participation as a proxy for 

integration and he states, “The level of integration into an environment determines whether 

an individual remains with or departs from a group.”    

 Diverse opportunities should be available for all students to be involved in activities.    

Counselors, advisors or mentors should become aware of what students’ interests and talents 

are and assist and encourage them to become active.  If low socio-economic status makes the 

monetary requirements of activities prohibitive, scholarship opportunities should be set in 

place.  Extra curricular activities are expensive for schools.  However, administrators should 
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reevaluate budgets and place priority on developing the positive aspects of involvement 

rather than on crisis management.    

Counseling 

 Guidance counselors play a crucial role in all of the efforts to personalize the school 

environment.  They are, however, terribly overworked.  In a school of 1300 to 2600 students 

there may be only four guidance counselors.  They are responsible for many aspects of 

students’ lives including registration, enrollment and transfers, career guidance, scholarships 

and college applications and outside opportunities, such as summer programs.  In addition, 

the counselors also manage the testing in some schools. It is almost impossible to know any 

one student well enough to address individual difficulties.  Schools should find ways to take 

some of the burden off counselors so that they can focus on the needs of individuals.    

 Counselors should give special attention to students who are living in single parent 

homes.  In a study of the effects of single parenting on achievement, Gelbrich and Hare 

(1989) found a negative relationship between school achievement and single parent hood on 

a gifted population.  They state, “The tension and stress associated with an unhappy home 

environment can affect the child’s self concept, which in turn influences the development of 

motivation and persistence in school achievement” (p. 115).  Because the problems 

experienced by children living in single family homes change as these children grow older, 

counseling with groups or individuals should be continuous through out the students’ 

schooling. 

 Mahoney and Cairn(1997) find that, “The shift from middle school to high school 

represents a point of developmental transition.  The transition may provide a turning point by 

which earlier patterns may be transformed” (p.248-9).  This transition may have a positive or 
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negative effect.  The students talked about meeting new people and making new friends. 

Counselors and teachers should be actively involved with students in the social transitions 

experienced in high school.  Priority should be placed on developing empathy and 

understanding among groups of students to eliminate cliques and racism. 

 Many of the participants described the cliques that form in a large high school.  Some of 

these young people were affected by the feeling of exclusion from groups of students that 

they wished to know.  Schools should begin teaching tolerance and acceptance at an early 

age.  In high school an intense effort should be made for open discussion among peer groups 

in small, formal counseling sessions.   

Mentoring 

 One way that administrators and teachers can provide support for students beyond 

what counselors can do is by implementing a mentoring program.  Several of the participants 

in this study lacked opportunity to interact with, or form a caring relationship with a 

successful adult.  Mentoring programs can create a personal environment in a large school.  

There are many types of existing mentoring programs, but apparently not in the high schools 

that these participants attended.  Mentors can address students’ academic failure and poor 

attendance.  They can provide tutoring in academics, and form trusting relationships.  They 

can advise in the selection of and preparation for careers. They can also serve as role models 

in decision making, especially that related to peer groups and  drug and alcohol abuse.  

Mentors can encourage involvement in interests and activities as an alternative to seeking 

excitement in negative ways. 

 A program that addresses these issues through a school based program is M&M at 

Arkadelphia High School (Anderson & Blackwood, 2000).  Each faculty member of the 
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school is assigned 15 students, and all students are required to participate.  The mentors 

provide personal support for the students in solving personal and educational problems, 

encourage them to participate in co-curricular activities, and maintain contact with the home. 

 A successful mentoring program of this kind could be a bridge connecting home and 

school, as well as supporting and informing students of available options.  Middle schools 

should consider such programs to support adolescents when they first become at-risk.  High 

schools should continue to implement mentoring through twelfth grade. 

Conclusion 

 The fourteen participants in this study faced family and health issues that were 

unrelated to school.  Examining their stories provides insight into how schools can 

effectively support other students who have similar difficulties.  These formerly gifted 

students stated that the family and health issues were the cause of their dropping out of high 

school, however they also revealed that their schools were ineffective in supporting them.  

While schools are not expected to solve all of society’s problems, they can be active in 

developing strategies to deal with problems of adjustment, feelings of isolation, peer 

relations, health problems and academic difficulties. What happens when a student enters 

school has a profound effect on whether or not he continues.  If the educational community is  

committed to graduating all students from high school, then every school must actively 

pursue strategies to enable students who cannot be successful in the traditiona l structure. 

 Many of the issues identified by the participants in this study as causes for their 

dropping out of school, such as poor attendance, skipping school, pregnancy, discipline 

problems, and poor peer relations, seem to be related to the need for social acceptance.  

These students discussed the effects of feeling excluded and trying to fit in.  Other 
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researchers also found that social status influences academic success  (Pye, 1998; 

Emerick,1992; Wasik,1990; Luftig & Nichols, 1990; Brown & Steinber, 1990).  Schools can 

address this issue by creating an environment where students feel that they belong.  As 

mentioned previously this can be done by providing forums for open student discussion and 

programs promoting greater understanding for differences among students.  In addition, 

teachers and mentors can encourage students to participate in extracurricular activities, 

thereby giving them a social group with which to connect.  This is supported by findings by 

Kortering, Konol, and Glutting(1998);McNeal(1995); Mahooney &Carnes (1997) and 

Rassmussen (2000) that participation in activities is influential in students’ decisions to stay 

in school.  Further, creating a culture of acceptance begins with adult attitudes.  Students 

assimilate values by observing the adults in control. 

  Additionally, schools can create learning communities within large schools to 

facilitate interaction between peers and students and adults.  Participants in this study stated 

that there was no one in the school who cared whether they dropped out or not.    School 

personnel seemed to regard them as dysfunctional, rather than considering that the school 

may have been part of the problem.  Ross and Broh (2000) found that academic success is 

dependent on previous success.   Letting students fail seems to teach them that they are 

failures.  Instead of dismissing them as failures, schools should continually examine ways to 

teach students to succeed.   

 Further,  the traditional system of rewards and punishments leads to exclusion of 

another form.  Students who do not follow the rules are excluded by suspension and are often 

labeled.  Students in my study felt that if they made a mistake, there was no second chance, 

no redemption. Alternative means of correcting student behavior need to be studied.  In 



109 

  

addition,  the reasons for the poor behavior need to be addressed.  As John Goodlad(1984) 

states, “Merely to remove the most troublesome may be to obfuscate the basic problems”  

(p.322). 

 The students in this study had demonstrated academic ability in elementary school, 

but in high school they experienced difficulty in sustaining interest and effort.  The 

participants described classes as boring and repetitious.  They found little relevance in what 

they did in school to the problems they faced out of school.  Their perceptions confirm the 

findings of others (Renzulli, Colangelo& Davis,1991; Gentry, Rizza & Gable, 2001; Emerik, 

1992; and Delisle, 1994) that school characteristics, such as lack of respect for the individual 

child, competitive environment, inflexibility, and anti- intellectual climate, lead to 

underachievement.  

 It is encouraging that there are schools and school systems that recognize the 

complexity of the dropout issue and are implementing programs and strategies to address 

these problems.  Accountability standards established by the Federal Government under “No 

Child Left Behind” will mandate that all schools examine ways to improve academic 

achievement of all students. Further study needs to be done on the role of teacher influences 

on underachievement, the effects of mandated standardized testing on at-risk students, the 

underachievement of minority students, the social influences on females, and drug and 

alcohol abuse among teens.  Examining the perspective of the fourteen students in this study 

provides insight into the various social, family and school factors that interfere with progress 

in school and must be addressed if all are to succeed. 
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North Carolina State University 
Informed Consent Form 

 
Title of Study:  A Qualitative Study of Gifted Students Who Drop Out of School 
 
Principal Investigator:  Ann Carper  Faculty Sponsor:  Dr. Paul Bitting 
 
 

You are invited to participate in a research study.  The purpose of this study is to 

investigate school and related experiences of gifted students who dropped out of high school.  If 

you agree to participate, you will be interviewed by the researcher for approximately one to two 

hours with the possibility of a follow-up interview.  The interviews will be audio tape-recorded.  

Your school records will also be analyzed for attendance and disciplinary records, grades, test 

scores and teacher comments on report cards. All information is voluntary and confidential. 

The information obtained in this research study will provide valuable implications for 

schools concerning modifications and interventions which may help future at-risk gifted students.  

It will also add to the body of knowledge about gifted students and hopefully other students as 

well.  I hope that you will also benefit personally by the self-reflection. 

  The information in the study will be kept strictly confidential.  Data will be stored 

securely and will be made available only to the person conducting the study unless you 

specifically give permission in writing to do otherwise.  The audiotapes of the interviews and 

their transcriptions will be stored in a safety deposit box and will be destroyed at the end of the 

study. No reference will be made in oral or written reports which could link you to the study. 

If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures, you may contact the 

researcher, Ann Carper, at 919-553-6236 or 919-934-5191.  If you feel you have not been treated 

according to the descriptions in this form, or your rights as a participant in research have been 

violated during the course of this project, you may contact Dr.  Matthew Zingraff, Chair of the 

NCSU IRB for the Use of Human Subjects in Research Committee, Box 7514, NCSU Campus  

(919/513-1834) or Mr. Matthew Ronning, Assistant Vice Chancellor, Research Administration, 

Box 7514, NCSU Campus (919/513-2148). 
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Your participation in this study is voluntary: you may decline to participate without 

penalty.  If you decide to participate, you may withdraw from the study at any time without 

penalty.  If you withdraw from the study before data collection is competed your data will be 

returned to you or destroyed. 

 

“I have read and understand the above information.  I have received a copy of this form.  I agree 

to participate in this study.” 

 

Subject’s Signature_______________________________________ Date _____________ 

 

Parent’s Signature (if subject is under 18 years of age) 

_______________________________________ Date ______________ 

 

Investigator’s Signature ___________________________________Date _____________ 

 


